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PROLOGUE Alecto [image: ]


The Mortal Realm—North Atlantic Ocean

THE DIRGE WAS A ship that served many a whim, so long as those whims all served woe.

Poaching, piracy, trafficking, whaling—there was little in which its all-sorts crew of folk wouldn’t dabble, no depravity too obscene. Decades of wicked delights stained its planks, left them reeking of torture and tears; of violence and fish-guts and sour sweat, lechery and vice; of frightened youths destined for black market auction and magical creatures butchered for parts. Death swarmed like flies to this festering carcass. Rage haunted its heart. The Dirge cried out for justice—this wasn’t the glory her magnificence deserved—and Alecto… she understood.

Standing in the darkened cabin of the man who captained these terrible deeds, Alecto could hardly breathe for how fiercely she understood.

The Dirge’s anger mirrored her own.

Its howling echoed what screamed inside her heart, what shook her bones like tremors through earth, as though her entire being were on the brink of cracking open wide enough to swallow the world down whole.

Yes, Alecto understood.

The Dirge deserved better… Tisiphone had deserved better too—and there, the man, asleep in his cot, the root cause of it all. He looked so peaceful; it was terribly unfair.

“Heulfryn…”

Quiet as a guttering ember gasping for air, Alecto called Heulfryn’s name. Once upon a time, it might have been amusing, the way he jolted awake at her voice. He was quick to blink through the fog of sleep and scan his chamber for what had disturbed him.

Moonlight spilled through the salt-crusted windows that sprawled at Alecto’s back. Shadows warped the room. But every sound out of place would be loud as thunder to Heulfryn’s sidhe fae senses. Alecto’s magic on its own would have been enough to conceal her from him, but she’d taken extra precaution, regardless.

Tonight, she’d worn her cloak, the only thing even immortals couldn’t see through.

Her cloak, the glittering swatch of midnight Eris had given her when she’d ascended from her nameless rank of A-12 to the coveted role of “Alecto.” She’d been the very first Fury to have earned so much of a Hunter’s esteem, to be gifted such a prized possession as this lighter-than-smoke bit of silk that was so much more than it seemed—like her, Eris had told her upon its gifting.

Eris… leader of the Wild Hunt… This cloak had always been security to Alecto. Eris had always been security. He’d been like a father to her, the only parent apparently willing to try to make things better, make things right, and yet…

I will give you this man, Alecto.

And yet…

I will register his name for death, and you will satisfy your grief on that, and we’ll put this behind us. Do you understand me, Alecto? The deities are beginning to tire of your anger. They’re growing angry themselves…

And yet it wasn’t enough.

It would never be enough.

“I’m sorry,” Alecto apologized to the night, to the bond she was about to betray. Reaching up, she unclasped her cloak and stepped forward, letting it fall to a shimmering pool at her feet.

Skeletal, towering, obsidian-clawed, and molten silver–eyed, Alecto was a terrible sight to behold in her unglamoured glory. The red and orange and yellow fire that seethed in the veins of her wings crackled as she spread them wide enough to fill the room, high enough to blot out that pale moon behind her. Her hair flickered like white-hot flame around her face. In her boney hand she clasped a vial so tightly her knuckles threatened to break through her skin, and she could feel the conflagration contained in its enchanted glass, its heat already blistering her palm.

The pain was nowhere near enough to make all the screaming stop, to distract from the rage that built and built and built inside her.

It would never be enough.

“Alecto,” Heulfryn breathed, but not in fear. “I wondered when you’d appear.”

He thought himself so perfect, this mortal maggot. It was in the very way he looked up at her from his bed through heavy lashes, in the casual way he slid his long legs over its edge and dared to rise like an equal before her. Lithe and lean but strongly built, his black hair raven soft and curling around his pointed ears, Winter-blue eyes glacier-bright—yes, he thought himself perfect. His confidence poured out in waves. Tisiphone had loved him… Many folk had loved him…

No. This man was not a maggot but a spider, whose paralytic bite was his beauty, distracting his victims as he drained them of their life.

“Here I am,” Alecto spat, and took another step forward.

Heulfryn squared his jaw in a poor attempt at affecting calm.

“I’m sorry about Tisiphone. Your sister and I… we just didn’t work.”

“You’re sorry.”

“I am.” Heulfryn nodded, falsely earnest down to the flash of performative pity in his eyes. Did it even hurt him to tell such lies anymore? He played the role of poor romantic hero well, but his remorse was purely that: an act. Alecto wasn’t fooled. “I hope, in time, she’ll find someone who better deserves her. I wish that could have been me, but my heart took to another. Iliana, she—”

“Tisiphone is dead.”

It was the first time she’d ever spoken the words aloud. There were all so many euphemisms to gloss over her sister’s “absence,” and here, in the gloom, on the cusp of revenge and whatever resulting ruin awaited its completion, Alecto had finally said it.

Tisiphone was dead.

She could barely hear herself as she spoke, but whatever lurked in her voice, it was deadly enough to make Heulfryn’s snowy complexion pale even further. She supposed she would have once been happy to see that, however little comfort it was now.

“I’m… I’m sorry, Alecto.”

“Sorry for what, I wonder—for what you drove her to, or that she’s no longer a shield to protect you from me?”

She’d known all along what sort of vermin this fae really was. Tisiphone wouldn’t listen, didn’t care that he’d never once been faithful to her or anyone previous, didn’t care what he got up to, so long as he kept telling her he loved her, this thing she craved above all else.

She wouldn’t entertain Alecto’s caution, the warning that underneath Heulfryn’s inability to lie was still deceit—the unspoken truth that what he loved about Tisiphone was her worship of him… and what she could help him get away with.

Tch…

Alecto swept out her hand. From dense black smoke assembled her obsidian blade: Erebos, fashioned from Darkness itself. It had surprised many when she’d picked that element to forge her weapon over the fire from which she’d been made. She’d enjoyed that surprise—flame burned brightest against the dark, she’d been all too happy to remind them in her juvenile arrogance. Back then, she’d seen death as merely a concept, something she delivered, nothing that could ever affect her or the ones she loved. With this Darkness-wrought blade, she’d intended to burn brighter than any Alecto ever before.

And she was going to still, even if the how of this had changed.

“Please,” Heulfryn rasped. He dropped a bit of composure now, desperation peeking though as his eyes darted quickly around to see what he could use for defense, now that he knew his untruths wouldn’t save him as they normally did. “Please let me explain. I never meant for this to happen!”

“I don’t care.”

He threw a hand up between them—with so much moisture in the air, all it took was a flick of his fingers for shards of the ice he wielded to form and hurl her way. Alecto stumbled, and Heulfryn took his chance, lunged for his dresser and the dagger he kept there, as though that could ever kill her.

“Listen to me, you insane bitch, your sister was a gods-damned misery. Always moping, always tired, jealous as all fucking hell, and never sodding happy about anything, least of all me. She’s dead? Good for her. Sounds like she did us all a favor—”

Alecto snarled, baring her teeth, cutting Heulfryn off in his poorly chosen rant. Miserable, was her sister? Alecto would show him misery. Advancing toward him, she twitched her blade and disarmed him of his dagger as easily as though he’d been a child brandishing a stick. It clattered on the wooden floor and snapped in two when she trod across it to walk Heulfryn flat against the door behind him. The tip of her blade pressed into the soft flesh under his chin, just enough for a pearl of blue to well up around it and trickle down its length, and she was sorely tempted to press even further, just a little more…

But no, she had other plans for this mortal.

“You can’t hurt me.” Heulfryn spoke with all the care of a man on the verge of impalement, but still was there that arrogance. “Your sister told me everything. I haven’t done anything wrong by the Law. None of the folk on this ship have, either. It goes against your rules to hurt me, so this is all for show. I’m not afraid of you.”

Alecto’s mouth fell open, and a rush of air came out. It might have been a laugh, if she could hear it over the screaming to tell. “You should be,” she choked out.

The things this mortal had pulled from her sister with honeyed words and clever half-truths. The Mortal Realm remembered so little about the Others who’d once lived here too—even less about the Furies still permitted to walk among them. Alecto and her sisters, they kept to themselves, part of the conditions of their freedom. That Heulfryn knew so much about them was more insult than anything, but Eris had used it as grounds to convince the higher-ups he couldn’t be allowed to live, and oh, he would be very afraid before the end.

But it wasn’t enough.

She wanted more than Heulfryn’s fear. She wanted more than his death.

“You should be, but you’re really quite stupid, aren’t you.”

“Your sister was stupid too.” The door at Heulfryn’s back gave way. He’d found its knob at last and turned it to tumble through. “HELP!” he cried, tearing out into the hall. “HELP, WE’RE UNDER ATTACK!”

The chaos was immediate.

Doors sprung open; men shouted threats as they stumbled from their posts or out of bed, arming themselves with whatever they could grab quickest. Heulfryn fled—Alecto pursued. She’d only come for one tonight, but if others wanted to die, so be it. She had no intention of coming back from this, so what did she have to lose? One life or all, so long as she made Heulfryn pay…

Down the hall Heulfryn ran and up the stairs, out onto the Dirge’s deck, and Alecto followed close on his heel. For all the screaming inside her head—and outside of it now too, shouting and roaring and the gurgle of sapphire life spilling out at her feet—she hardly registered the people she cut down.

One… two… four… seven…

Out onto the deck she burst. “HEULFRYN!”

Eight…

“A demon!” men shouted. They’d never seen a Fury to recognize what she was.

“Abandon ship!”

“You fucking cowards,” Heulfryn bellowed after them as crewman after crewman took one good look at Alecto’s claws and wings and vicious teeth, and dove for the Dirge’s rails.

“Heulfryn,” Alecto seethed.

On he fled.

Nine… ten… more souls joined the others, folk too slow to clear her path. A kindness—Heulfryn would have company in the torment of his very long afterlife because the souls of folk could not depart until collected by a Hunter, and it would be far too late by the time any arrived tonight to save them from what Alecto had planned.

Company… This was all so much better than what her sister’s murderer deserved.

On the prow of the ship now, nowhere left for him to go, Heulfryn wheeled around. “Leave me the fuck alone, you hag!” He threw his hands up once again. More shards of ice shot at Alecto, this wave so thick and sharp they cut her like hundreds of tiny knives. In her wake trailed splashes of sapphire-blue blood; the fire in her wings oozed and hissed and spluttered in droplets beside it, blooming into burning pools as soon as it hit the wood. Heulfryn was a talented fae—it was part of his charm—but strong as he was, he was mortal. Alecto still could have dodged this onslaught if she’d wanted.

She simply didn’t care.

She stalked through the thick of this lethal-edged storm, undeterred, advancing on the man, whose eyes grew wider the closer she drew… “Nowhere left to go, Heulfryn.”

The screaming in her head grew louder.

There was almost a crooning quality to it now, as though it could sense that the revenge it craved was nigh.

Heulfryn dropped his hands. He pulled himself tall, inflating his chest, one last show of arrogance as he squared his jaw at Alecto. Something about the hardness in his smirk made her freeze as she watched him reach into the collar of his shirt and pull out a chain, on the end of which hung a sliver-thin strip of pure, gleaming silver.

A whistle.

Hells, Alecto recognized that.

That whistle had once belonged to Tisiphone. She wouldn’t have given it to him, not of her own volition. Another thing this man must have stolen from her, along with her time and her life.

“Let’s see what your family has to say about that.” He lifted the whistle to his lips and blew. A singular, shrill note cut so precisely through the night that every other sound deferred, if only for a ringing moment.

Even the screaming stopped in her head.

Then… “No,” she breathed.

Then… “NO!” she bellowed.

Rage swept through her—rage, like nothing she’d ever known. Rage, the sort that rattled stars.

Heulfryn laughed as the heavens began to swell. The whistle was a summons. Alecto had made it for Tisiphone out of moonlight; if she’d ever found herself in trouble and needed help, it would call to her other sisters. It would call to the Wild Hunt. It would summon the people Alecto had trusted most to care for her, and now… they were coming.

And they would stop her—stop her revenge, collect Heulfryn’s soul and save him from the only thing that would make any of this even a little better…

“NO!” She shot forward. Heulfryn tried to leap overboard, but Alecto wouldn’t allow this escape, not now—his death was hers, and his suffering was the only thing she had left to give Tisiphone to try to make amends.

His suffering was her very last purpose in this deities-forsaken life.

Dropping her sword into the sea—she needed a free hand, and there was no point in spending precious seconds on vanishing a weapon she’d no longer require once her revenge was complete—she spread her wings, took to the air, and caught Heulfryn before he could hit the water.

“No.”

Upward they soared, higher and higher.

Heulfryn clawed at her. He begged and pleaded when Alecto stopped and heaved him up right to face her. “Please, don’t do this!”

She laughed in his face.

She continued laughing as she plunged her hand through his chest and tore it back out clutching his still-beating heart.

She laughed and laughed until laughter turned to something else, and finally—finally, at long last—all the noise inside Alecto’s head found its way out.

The only thing was, now that it had, there was no way of making it stop.

As Alecto’s laughter turned to screaming, she hurled Heulfryn’s body back to the ship. He hit its deck with a sickening crack of bone, and Alecto squeezed the vial she’d held through all of this until finally the glass broke.

And as she did, she screamed.

Starfire—what she’d done to get this fiercely guarded substance…. It was another betrayal of Eris, who’d told her in confidence long ago where and how it was kept. The vial slipped out of her grasp and fell, shattering on the ship below—Heulfryn’s grave. Immediately, the Dirge erupted into flame that would never extinguish. It would burn away Heulfryn’s body, then burn even fiercer on his ghost and the eleven other souls Alecto had managed to trap in its clutches, as well. The heat was so great that she could feel her skin melt off her face faster than it could regenerate. Joy, relief, gratitude, vengeance—thank you, the ship seemed to sing to her as it crumbled apart and sank below the waves, and still Alecto could only scream.

She tasted salt. Blood or tears, it didn’t matter.

One by one, the men who’d jumped overboard were pulled beneath the sea’s surface as merfolk flocked to the scene to feast; as Fate rewrote the crew’s gruesome ending to keep with what Alecto had now set in stone.

Their screaming joined hers, but theirs was short-lived.

“ALECTO!”

She screamed…

“SISTER!”

And screamed…

“Tsk, tsk, tsk.”

And screamed.






CHAPTER 1 Arlo [image: ]


Toronto—The Palace of Spring, Present Day

THE REVERDIE WAS QUIET—UNUSUALLY so. Arlo had never seen its reception so entirely deserted. Even on weekends, when most of the palace’s government services were closed to the public, folk still made use of things like the Tim Hortons off to her left and the Falchion Police Headquarters beside it.

Today, there was no one, not even staff.

No one sat at the information booth in the center of the room, and no one patrolled the moss-and-marble floor. No one posed for pictures around the gilded statues of former High Sovereigns or by the enormous waterfall across the way. Where normally the budding forest canopy magicked onto the vaulted ceiling would rustle and sway in some illusory breeze, at the moment it was perfectly still. The only signs of the hummingbird faeries that tended to the palace’s flora were glimpses of their vibrant rainbow plumage peeking out from the dark-leafed ivy that climbed the walls, from the lilac and rose and rhododendron bushes that flourished between ornate fixtures, and from the handsome oaks growing in place of random soapstone pillars with bluebells, crocuses, snowdrops, and black-eyed windflowers gathered around their bases.

This silence was eerie.

This all-around emptiness was practically unheard of.

Not once in Arlo’s eighteen years had the Palace of Spring been shut so tightly to what seemed like everyone save a handful of its guards, and she couldn’t help but wonder why the High King had chosen to do so now—and knew this meant nothing good for the meeting that called her and her mother here.

“Explain.” Thalo, as always, got straight to the point.

Oren—the burly ogre who’d seen Arlo and her mother through the doors—was quick to supply an answer to what Thalo demanded. “Order from the High King himself, Commander. Effective immediately, the palace is closed until tomorrow morning.”

“But why?”

“I…” Oren grimaced. “I’m sorry, Sir. I can’t tell you that. I’m not permitted to speak it.”

The frown on Thalo’s face etched deeper.

Oren wasn’t one of the Reverdie’s usual guards—in fact, he wasn’t a guard at all. As a Falchion officer, it wasn’t his normal duty to mediate the palace’s comings and goings, and that had been Arlo’s first clue that something was going on today beyond the High King’s requested debriefing. The fact that Oren very clearly wanted to tell his superior exactly what was happening here but couldn’t meant he’d been ordered not to say by the only person whose command ranked higher than Arlo’s mother’s, and that didn’t bode well for today at all.

Arlo felt her anxiety ratchet even higher.

“Commander.”

Head snapping in the direction of this newest voice, Arlo saw the Lieutenant Commander making quickly for them. Klair Cardale, second to Thalo in the ranks of the Falchion and a few years her senior, had exited the FPF Headquarters so silently that he was almost right beside them by the time Arlo registered his presence.

Thalo—with her acute fae senses—was less surprised.

Handsome as any other fae Arlo had ever encountered, Klair was also immaculate down to his perfectly pressed Falchion uniform of black trousers and a sage button-down shirt with the crescent moon and windflower sigil of UnSeelie Spring emblazoned in dark emerald thread on its back. He was one of the rare few who’d supported Thalo as both Commander of the Falchion and the High King’s Sword and Shield right from the beginning, a fact even more surprising to Arlo given how obsessed she knew him to be with rules and traditions. He was a no-nonsense sort of person. Arlo honestly couldn’t say whether he liked her, but he liked Thalo… or at least tolerated her.

Although his stoic mannerisms made that difficult to tell sometimes.

“Lieutenant Commander.” Thalo faced her subordinate, eyeing him warily, clearly apprehensive of what he had to say on this troubling mystery. “Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”

Arlo looked between them, curious.

She was too used to keeping herself in her mother’s shadow by now, small and silent whenever they were together at the palace, to ask anything outright. Thalo, of course, had never requested that of her. She’d never once given Arlo reason to suspect she was embarrassed of her ironborn daughter in any way, never made it a secret how much she enjoyed being a mother, even if she’d taken to the role with the same intensity she brought to being the High King’s Right Hand, which had made everything from bedtime stories to school bake sales just a touch dramatic.

But Arlo knew how incredibly hard her mother had been forced to work to get where she was, harder than she would have if she’d been born a male, and many of her personal choices—such as taking a human for a partner instead of a well-to-do fae—hadn’t helped that along. Jealousy looked for any ammunition it could find to knock people from their highly envied pedestals, and Arlo was determined not to lend it any more than it already had.

She was already a significant reason Thalo couldn’t live at the palace with the rest of her family, Arlo’s ironborn status conflicting with the strict tradition that declared only fae could hold permanent residence here. She was already a significant reason their relationship with the many Viridians was fraught with tension.

Her mother would have already been fully apprised of whatever situation had put the palace on lockdown this morning if she’d been here around the clock as she should be—if she didn’t have to hand over her duties to Klair at the end of the day just to return to her separate residence with her daughter. Arlo wouldn’t allow herself to be the reason Thalo lost this job altogether.

“Sorry, Sir.” Klair shook his head. “I can’t tell you this isn’t what you think it is, as that would be a lie. Official protocol has been enacted. We can’t be certain. She didn’t give a reason for her visit on arrival, only said she’s here for the meeting. We thought it best to take precautions, because if she’s here for what we fear, we’ll now have a few hours to control how that gets out to the Courts.”

Thalo’s mouth pressed into a fine line. She drew a deep, steadying breath through her nose.

Arlo’s stomach twisted, because really… it could only be one person.

The meeting today was a private affair, meant to fill the High King in on what had happened mere days ago in the cavum factory. It had been held off in respect for the injuries Nausicaä sustained while protecting Arlo, but now that she was recovered, they couldn’t postpone this any longer. Arlo would have to tell her great uncle everything they’d learned about the ironborn deaths, the abducted humans used to sew together a monstrous undead army, and the philosopher’s stones he’d been thoroughly unwilling to entertain were being made.

Of course, there was absolutely no way she was going to tell him she’d made a deal with a Titan to become their Hollow Star, nor that she was waiting on Luck to train her in a magic that would definitely be just as forbidden as alchemy, if the Courts knew about it. As for when that training was going to happen, well, Arlo had been waiting… and waiting… and waiting. Luck hadn’t shown themself once over the last few days, and Arlo already had enough to worry about even without this monumental promise hanging over her head.

So she wouldn’t say a word about any of that today, if she could help it. But very possibly, she was going to have to admit to using alchemy to get them inside the factory so they could catch the evil scientist responsible for all the murders and mayhem.

Just thinking about betraying that secret sent Arlo’s nerves into hyperdrive, especially considering the not-at-all kind warning the High King had given her the last time they’d come together like this—that he’d punish Arlo if she ever dared use that forbidden magic again. She didn’t like her chances of the High King’s mood being any more forgiving than last time, even less if the one person in the whole of the Courts who could put him on edge was including herself in this meeting.

“Walk with me,” said Thalo to the Lieutenant Commander, setting off toward the carved oak doors that marked the throne room’s entrance.

Klair followed immediately after Thalo. Arlo did too, trailing close behind, watching the hem of her mother’s thick emerald cloak as it snapped around her legs.

“Tell me what we do know,” Thalo continued. “His Majesty?”

“Tense, to put it mildly,” Klair replied, falling into step beside her.

“Damn it. Of all the days, she chooses this one. The Wild Hunt?”

“Present. Minus one.”

Lethe.

When Arlo had filled Nausicaä in on what she’d missed after being stabbed by Hieronymus Aurum and slipping into some sort of healing coma, the ex-Fury hadn’t said much. That in itself was odd; Nausicaä had something to say about everything, constructive or otherwise. But when Arlo had mentioned that a Hunter had come to their rescue in the lab—one who admitted not only to working with Hieronymus but also with the person behind the philosopher’s stones as well—she’d fallen silent. Grim. Contemplative. All kinds of things that weren’t Nausicaä at all, and the only thing Arlo had been able to wheedle out of her was the Hunter’s name.

“Good. He actually listens to Eris, so at least there’s that. And if nothing else, for Cosmin’s sake, I hope he’ll remember he can call on Eris to serve as Champion if—”

Champion.

And there it was.

“The queen,” Arlo groaned, then instantly dipped her chin to her chest in sheepish apology for interrupting Klair and her mother. But Arlo knew without a doubt now who they were talking about. She knew who was here, causing a stir, because it was pretty near clockwork for this particular fae to make her appearance.

After all, she had come at the same time every year for about a decade.

They approached the doors, and the stone-faced fae on duty snapped to attention, saluting Thalo and Klair. At a wave of Thalo’s hand, the throne room’s doors swung open, and all Arlo’s shorting-out brain could think as she followed them through was that she was very possibly about to witness the beginning of the end.

Riadne Lysterne, Queen of Seelie Summer, had come to issue her annual Challenge for Azurean Lazuli-Viridian’s Crown, and there was no doubt in Arlo’s mind (or anyone else’s, it seemed) that this time, she’d follow through with it.






CHAPTER 2 Nausicaä [image: ]


THE PALACE OF SPRING’S throne room was beautiful, Nausicaä supposed, with its marble floors and soapstone pillars carved into the likeness of towering oak trees; with the happy little springtime flowers that clustered around their trunks, and the dark-leafed ivy that grew like tapestries up the walls and dripped from the branchlike network of beams overhead. She hadn’t been in much of a mood to appreciate the aesthetic the first time she’d been dragged here, and if she was being perfectly honest, wasn’t any more interested in it now. Nausicaä was getting bored, and nothing was happening despite all the fucking tension in the air, and she was trying, damn it, to be on her “best behavior,” as Arlo had begged of her in a series of texts this morning at the hellscape-crack-of-dawn, but that was getting harder and harder to do the longer all this silent nothing wore on.

A rustling in Nausicaä’s periphery caught her attention.

She turned her gaze from the high-flung ceiling where it had wandered—where dozens of brightly colored hummingbird faeries sat watching her curiously—to the person who’d stolen everyone else’s attention already, but whom Nausicaä had been dutifully ignoring.

Riadne Lysterne, Queen of Seelie Summer.

Riadne looked nothing like her son, Vehan, Nausicaä observed, for all that they shared the same electric bright blue eyes and raven black hair. Her beauty was almost frigid, much like what people said of her late, UnSeelie Winterborn father—jutting sharp bone under icy white skin that reminded Nausicaä of a wraith she’d once encountered in the wilds of Eastern Europe.

At the moment Riadne stood perfectly composed against the far wall, hands clasped in casual grace in front of her, as though she weren’t in the thick of “enemy territory” with no one but herself for support, and fully aware she was under even closer scrutiny than Nausicaä was. There wasn’t a single strand of feather-soft hair out of place in the glossy sheet that fell to her hips; there wasn’t even a hint of a wrinkle in the white silk and gold-embroidered robe she wore over an ivory blouse so sheer it was almost transparent, and tucked into tight-fitted pants so dark a bronze they were almost black. The crown on her head—shocking yellow shards of jagged-cut sapphire, quartz, and garnet set into a gleaming circle of gold—was polished and perfectly centered on her head.

And what would Riadne have to be concerned about?

Azurean might wear the Bone Crown, that coveted amplifier of magic that all knew full well Riadne wanted for her own, but she was easily the most dangerous person in this room—and when that room contained Nausicaä and three members of the Wild Hunt, that was saying something.

It meant nothing good that Riadne was here.

Nothing good… but interesting. Very, very interesting, to Nausicaä at least, even if the rest of the room looked like they’d swallowed whole bolts of the lightning that the Seelie Queen of Summer commanded.

Given her son’s involvement in what they’d been gathered to discuss today, it wasn’t as though anyone could deny Riadne’s attendance for this meeting, even if she was likely here to issue a Challenge to the High King, which they couldn’t deny her either. The fae and their convoluted rules. Hoisted by their own petard, Nausicaä thought with a snort, but she’d bet her shiny gold right arm—souvenir from her encounter with Scumbag Hieronymus and the philosopher’s stone he’d touched to her skin—that the true reason Riadne had come today wasn’t what anyone would guess. Until Riadne played her cards, whatever she was here to accomplish, it was only she who knew.

“The Dark Star, I presume?” said Riadne in a tone so soft and clear and careful that it might have been a pleasant sound if it weren’t for the total and disturbing lack of emotion behind it.

They were the first words anyone had spoken in the twenty-some odd minutes they’d been gathered here, waiting; if there was anyone not already paying attention to the Seelie Queen before, they were now.

“Yuuuup,” Nausicaä replied, popping the final consonant and mentally congratulating herself for showing none of the surprise she felt at being so suddenly and directly targeted for conversation by the last person she thought would try to speak to her today.

They’d never met in person before this moment, she and Riadne, but it wasn’t too long ago that Nausicaä had unleashed a bull troll on her foyer for the queen’s audacity to accuse Nausicaä of being responsible for the recent deaths of ironborn children. With the Solstice celebration just around the corner, it had been a fitting punishment, Nausicaä thought—deep annoyance for deep annoyance.

Riadne smiled serenely. Nausicaä was just a little envious of how terrifying that must look to someone other than her, too generally terrifying a person herself to be much affected. But still, Nausicaä had to hand it to her, it was an impressive amount of I could destroy your whole life and I know it.

“Curious.” Riadne’s bright blue gaze shimmered with the other, far less diplomatic words she left unspoken. “For some reason I was picturing someone…”

“Older?” Nausicaä supplied in a bored tone. “Taller? Scarier?”

“No…”

“Hmmm.” Nausicaä made a show of thinking this over, a little more invested now. “Someone with fangs, maybe? Or snakes for hair? You know, I’ve always wanted snakes for hair, but that’s already been done. Hate disappointing my fans though, so if you really want, I could probably swing some… worms? No—slugs! No, that’s stupid. Or is it? We’ll come back to the slugs thing, but scorpions, now that’s a statement—”

“Yes, that’s it,” Riadne interrupted, smiling still but sounding a little smug. “I’d always imagined you as someone a bit more concerned about appearances.” She looked Nausicaä pointedly over, from her unbrushed hair and gray Hello Kitty sweater to her black leggings and boots, all gifts from Arlo’s closet that she’d brought for Nausicaä to wear while recuperating in the hospital wing, and which Nausicaä appreciated immensely, thank the fuck you very much. When getting dressed today, Nausicaa had felt this ensemble nicely encompassed how little she actually cared for the High King’s authority right now in his fancy-ass glorified playroom.

Arms folded across her chest, back against the wall, one foot crossed ever so casually over the other, Nausicaä was the picture of insouciance, and she eyed the Seelie Summer Queen with enough hard dislike for this statement that a couple of the UnSeelie Spring guards shifted uneasily, as though anticipating things might turn physical at any moment and unsure of how to respond.

Because really, was Nausicaä liked any more than Riadne by the people here? By the High King on his wood-and-ivy throne, or his solemn but proud queen beside him, or his children at their flanks: the Crown High Princess Cerelia; her twin, Serulian; and the youngest, Celadon, whom she had only just started to get to know. The Wild Hunt—that infamous cadre of the four most elite Hunters, best of their kind, which Cosmin had made a ton of over the years, all from the souls of the fiercest mortal warriors—had now dwindled to three, and would remain as such until either Lethe was forced to return by the higher-ups or someone was able to defeat him to claim his place. Regardless, they stood as silent and watchful as ever behind the throne, and Nausicaä had done enough damage there to know that they’d be happy to let her go at the Seelie Summer Queen and risk the outcome. And at the base of the dais, to the far left and right, the highest clearance Court officials were gathered, grim-faced and stiff, poised to defend their king from any threat, which Nausicaä was undoubtedly still considered.

Please please please don’t get into a fight with anyone before mom and I get there.

Nausicaä sighed.

Such promises she’d made, and she wouldn’t go back on her word to Arlo so easily. “I think that’s called projection,” she drawled, and left it at that to look away again.

A rude gesture in any culture, really, but doubly so for the fae, who all had such hard-ons for pretense and etiquette that flatly ignoring one of them (especially one of the pissy, royal sidhe elite like Riadne Lysterne) was probably tantamount to murder or something, but Nausicaä had promised Arlo she’d behave—she hadn’t promised to be a deities-damned saint.

Her gaze wandered to the High King, who’d remained silent through this entire exchange. Azurean had eyes only for Riadne. He watched her fixedly, as he’d done since she’d arrived, so much distance in that old jade gaze that Nausicaä wondered what he was really seeing. Before she could ponder this any further, though, the heavy oak doors at the far end of the room creaked loudly open.

And finally…

“Arlo!” Nausicaä cheered.

Arlo’s familiar red head was only just visible behind a tall, willowy woman with tightly bound russet hair, blue-tinted fair skin, and jade-green eyes—Commander Viridian-Verdell, Arlo’s mother. At her side was an ashen-haired someone who Nausicaä didn’t know but was no doubt also important, given the theme of this morning.

She waited until Arlo drew level with her to peel away from the wall and fall into step beside her. Latching onto her arm, Nausicaä pitched her voice in a whisper and said, “Thank you. I was starting to think I’d died in that hospital wing and this was the hell so many people keep suggesting I visit.”

“Mm-hmm, yeah, hell. That would explain the pajamas, at least,” Arlo practically moaned in despair as she side-eyed Nausicaä’s chosen outfit, but at this, Nausicaä only beamed.

Red looked different today, she noticed in return. A little more scrubbed and groomed to royal fae standard. Her long hair blazed as fiery as ever, but there was a healthy amount of product in it to tame its easily tangled thickness and the way the growing humidity outside made it curl, which Nausicaä much preferred, even if this was still nice. A little paler white than usual—no doubt owing to nerves—and sporting an emerald green dress over black tights and glossy Mary Janes, Red’s overall impression screamed cute-but-slightly-nauseated porcelain doll.

What struck her, though, in this room where the High King’s presence stripped all of their glamour, was Arlo’s faeness. Quiet, yes, that was Red all over—the point of her ears and cut of her facial structure wasn’t anywhere near as pronounced as it was for the gathered others, and while a tinge of something bluer blushed her skin tone, she still possessed that copper-red warmth of human blood. But outside of this room, it was almost impossible to tell at a glance that Arlo was one of the folk, her glamour was so expertly woven (and oh, but Nausicaä had some thoughts on why that might be, why this eager-to-please girl so desperate to belong to at least one community might have subconsciously hidden herself behind so precise a human mask…)

Outside of this room, Arlo was Arlo.

Inside…

Nausicaä snorted. How any of them could look at this girl and miss all these damned signs…

“None of that,” she said, giving Arlo’s arm a squeeze. “Stop stressing. This isn’t a trial, you’ll be all right. And I’m right here with you—a dark and hollow star, remember?”

The way Arlo squeezed her arm back saved this entire morning from being designated in her mental diary as completely awful.

“Your Majesty,” Commander Viridian-Verdell greeted, coming to a halt in the middle of the room and folding her fist over her heart. Her companion mirrored the action. Nausicaä made no move to reverence like the others—Azurean was lucky she was even doing this at all, considering how shitty he’d been to her the last time around—but she loosened her hold on Arlo so that Arlo could greet the High King too. “Your Highness,” the Commander continued to Queen Reseda and her children each in turn. “Queen Riadne,” she added, turning to the Seelie Summer Queen, and it amused Nausicaä right down to the charred remains of her soul to note how much harder her tone had grown.

Thalo and Riadne—two extremely badass women, accomplished and formidable despite everything working against them. They were both single mothers, both masters of the sword, both nobility of very old houses that wouldn’t have let them come this far if it weren’t for their strength of character. They might have been good friends, if circumstances were different.

Nausicaä couldn’t help wondering which one would come out the winner, should it ever come down to a duel.

“Your Majesty?” the Commander repeated, when the High King made no reply.

His attention was still fixed on Riadne, and it wasn’t until his wife nudged his side that he blinked, stirred, and looked to Reseda, who whispered something in his ear before he turned his attention on the rest of the room at last. His daze seemed to linger; he regarded his Commander with a hint of surprise, as though he hadn’t heard her—or anyone else, for that matter—enter the room and speak to him.

In fact, to Nausicaä, he looked a little surprised to find himself in the throne room at all.

“Commander,” Azurean greeted, finally recovering to sit a little straighter and dip his chin in a respectful nod to Arlo’s mother.

“Apologies for keeping the Court from proceedings,” said the Commander, as though nothing about the High King’s behavior had been unusual.

“No matter.” Azurean waved a hand, and was it Nausicaä’s imagination, or did he look a little older than even the last time they’d tried to have this conversation? Their first meeting—in which she’d done him the immense favor of pointing out that, yes, ironborn were being hunted down, by an alchemist no less, who was using them to grow philosopher’s stones in their chests, and the High King had been a complete jackass about it, repaying that favor by slapping her with an arrest warrant—it hadn’t been more than a couple of weeks ago, but already a little more gray was streaked through the High King’s wavy russet hair than before; a few more lines had etched their wear around jade green eyes that had lost a bit of verdure.

Nausicaä shook her head.

Fools.

The price people were willing to pay for power…

“We are present and accounted for,” the High King continued. “The meeting can begin. Arlo Jarsdel—good morning.”

Commander Viridian-Verdell and the fae man she’d entered with stepped aside to allow Arlo forward. “Good morning, Your Majesty,” Arlo replied, steady enough but soft as the windflowers growing around the High King’s chair, and Nausicaä could feel the tension she radiated despite the fact that they were no longer touching.

“The Seelie Queen Riadne has requested inclusion on this meeting. I have assented—Prince Vehan was enough involved in what you have to tell us that I see no reason to bar her from further information unless you wish otherwise. So, I ask you, before we begin: Is there anyone present you’d rather be removed?”

Arlo looked around, more for show than anything, Nausicaä suspected. Her reply was a touch shakier than her greeting had been. “N-no, it’s fine. Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“Very well, then, let’s get this underway.” He relaxed back against his throne—easy, calm, elegant as any fae king, and the way he angled his jaw just so… Hells, his son Celadon really was a younger little carbon copy of him. Nausicaä had spent enough time with Arlo’s cousin this past week, plastered at Arlo’s side as he’d been, to spot it now: the same build, same angular features, same hair and eyes and complexion and even tone of voice. They looked more alike than any of Azurean’s other children. It was actually creepy how much so. Maybe he was a clone? Nausicaä needed to pay attention. “—has already explained as much to me as she knows. And I’ve gathered a good deal from my own investigation of the place. But in your words, I’d like you to share with me exactly what happened in Hieronymus Aurum’s factory the night we found you.”

“Well…” Arlo took a deep breath, quite obviously psyching herself up for whatever speech she’d prepared ahead of time. Nausicaä kept quiet, listening for the details Arlo deemed safe enough to share and the ones she didn’t. “It started, I guess, with Prince Vehan’s visit to the Palace last week. I… uh… heard he was here and that he wanted to talk about what was going on with the ironborn, and…”

She continued for a while, explaining in a mixture of truth and omission what had gone down: the four of them meeting (though she kept to herself the location of that meeting, no doubt to protect the Assistance); their decision to investigate the factory Vehan had discovered in the desert (though she kept to herself the disastrous drug deal that had led to this, as well as the revenge the goblins involved had tried to take on Vehan in the Hiraeth); their teleporting to the Nevada desert, and encounter and defeat of the cava—those monstrous dolls of sewn-together human flesh given life by foul alchemy—and then at last their infiltration of Hieronymus’s illegal alchemical factory (though she kept to herself the alchemy she used to get them inside).

Finally, Arlo explained that it was Lethe who’d killed Hieronymus, turning on the man he’d been working with to save them. “I tried to get as much as I could out of him before he took off. It wasn’t a lot, but he more or less admitted that someone was trying to use ironborn children to host and grow philosopher’s stones, and that Hieronymus had been in on it but wasn’t the true culprit.”

“Hmmm,” was all Azurean replied to this. He stared at Arlo for a very long minute, intensely at first, as though he knew full well she’d left things out and might just be able to piece together what. But the shrewdness in his gaze was short-lived. His attention drifted back to Riadne. Was it better or worse that the High King was clearly too lost in his thoughts right now for this conversation? Nausicaä wondered.

“And how did you get into this factory, Miss Jarsdel?”

The High King startled; this new voice had spoken so sharply it must have broken him from his returning daze before it could take proper hold.

Nausicaä searched out the fae who’d spoken: a sidhe man with carefully groomed brown hair and sun-tanned skin beneath that fae tinge of sapphire blue that was considerably fainter than the others around him, but Nausicaä supposed that was just the High King’s magic grown too weak to strip this man’s glamours completely, because it couldn’t be that he wasn’t fully fae. The robes he wore, splendid material of emerald and turquoise, were such that only a member of the Fae High Council would wear—the Seelie Spring Councillor, if Nausicaä’s extremely vague memory of the Court color schematics could be at all trusted—and enough prejudice remained among the upper echelons of this society for that to be a pretty sidhe fae–exclusive club.

Judging by the glimmer of contempt in the look he fixed on Arlo, he wasn’t all that fond of her.

“I’m… I’m sorry?” Arlo stuttered.

The Councillor stepped forward from his huddle at the base of the throne and bowed to the High King. “Apologies for speaking out of turn, Your Majesty. I mean no disrespect, only that you combed that underground factory yourself. By the reports, it seemed to be the focus of considerable dangerous alchemy. Arrays on everything—everywhere—including the door that sealed it.” He turned his gaze back on Arlo, positively glittering now with dark delight, as though he’d been waiting for something like this moment, as though Arlo was someone he not only disliked but wanted to punish. “How did you get in, Miss Jarsdel? Who deactivated a Grade Two alchemical seal to let you into that factory?”

Arlo grew, if possible, even paler.

“It couldn’t have been the Seelie Summer Prince, a full-blooded sidhe fae.”

“I…”

“It couldn’t have been his retainer, Lord Aurelian, a full-blooded lesidhe fae.”

“It’s not what—”

“Very doubtful it was your new little friend, the Dark Star, an immortal wanted for quite a number of crimes in every Court under our command and surely the ones outside of it, too. Questionable company, I might well add, but company not capable of alchemy. So who let you into that factory?” The smile on the Councillor’s face grew vicious in anticipated victory, and thank you the fuck no, that was quite enough of that. “Who performed considerable illegal magic and—”

“Oh, it was Arlo,” Nausicaä interrupted, folding her arms across her chest as casually as though she’d just announced the day of the week.

It was hard to tell whether Arlo was going to throw up or pass out or slap Nausicaä like she’d slapped Meg for what Nausicaä had just said. The rest of the room exploded into murmurs. The Councillors shifted, turning in on themselves to discuss. The High King sat straight once more in his throne, budding outrage creeping into his expression.

Celadon stiffened, his face falling from the fury that had clenched his jaw at the Councillor’s accusation to horror.

Commander Viridian-Verdell stepped forward, hand hovering over the pommel of the sword she carried strapped to her side (and glamoured invisible to anyone without the Sight, no doubt) as though she expected one of the spectators to break away and launch an attack on her daughter, and any who dared would be skewered.

It was only Riadne who maintained her ease. A fine black brow had quirked a little higher, Nausicaä noticed when she’d glanced to check the room’s reaction. But other than this, perfect composure. Riadne wasn’t surprised at all. Perhaps Vehan had told her everything, no details withheld; perhaps he hadn’t, and Riadne had her own source of information, which was just as likely.

Why are you here? There was too much about Riadne that was a mystery for Nausicaä’s liking.

Out loud, she continued, “Yup, Arlo. Pretty impressive, right? An eighteen-year-old ironborn girl managed to deactivate a Grade Two alchemic array easy as flicking on a light switch, and with absolutely no training whatsoever.” She glared down the Councillor who’d spoken, now peeking through his coterie to regard Nausicaä. His perceived triumph was still painted across his face, but Nausicaä didn’t miss the way it had started to dim—he couldn’t quite work out where this was going but was smart enough to detect the hint of a coming counterattack.

“Even more impressive,” Nausicaä continued, “when you consider what she’s demonstrated over the past few days. All that intelligence and cunning… Aren’t those the things UnSeelie fae prize most? Plus, she outran the Reaper that attacked the Danforth—outran a Reaper. I’m going to let that just… sink in for a moment, because even I can’t catch up to one of those things when it gets going, and I can teleport.”

“Arlo?” the Commander interrupted, her sternness a touch faint for her motherly concern showing through. “What is she talking about? The Danforth… the Reaper…”

Ah. Another secret revealed. Too bad, but too late, and too necessary to what Nausicaä was after. It was the reason she’d agreed to be here at all, actually. Whoever the hells this damn Councillor guy thought he was, he had no idea the opportunity his pathetic attempt against Arlo had presented, and Nausicaä was all about capitalizing on others’ foolishness.

“Swiftness—a windborn gift. You’re all over here so keyed up about who’s not allowed to do what that you’re missing the fact that Arlo Jarsdel is eighteen years old and right on the cusp of her deities-damned Maturity—and it is deities-damned, all right. By one deity in particular. In any case, I want to propose a trade.”

The Councillor, his triumph melted in agitation, wheeled around to the High King. “She admits it! Arlo Jarsdel performed illegal magic to get inside that factory, Your Majesty—”

“Yeah, because none of you could be assed to do anything about it when we tried to pass this off to you, and if she hadn’t, your Courts would be royally screwed by the army Hieronymus Aurum almost got away with. So, thanks, but you can take this attitude you’re popping off and shove it up your—”

“Your Majesty!” the Councillor cried, his residual glamour malfunctioning spectacularly it seemed, because for a moment, iron red and fae blue bled brightly together to flush him a splotchy purple in the face.

Azurean stood from his throne so quickly the room fell silent. “Enough, Councillor Sylvain.” He took a step forward. Nausicaä squared her jaw at the fathomless expression on his age-lined face, holding her ground, but she uncrossed her arms and grabbed hold of Arlo’s once again, prepared to teleport them both right the hells out of here if Nausicaä’s gamble didn’t pay off in the way she hoped.

“Is this true, Arlo, what the Dark Star claims of you? Did you perform alchemy to get inside that factory? After I specifically warned you that any further practice would see strict consequences?”

Nausicaä felt a tremble shudder through Arlo’s entire body. She probably wasn’t all that happy with her right now for revealing these things she’d gone out of her way to withhold, but she stood just as surely beside Nausicaä, jutted her chin in the exact same show of defiance, and faced down the High King’s building ire with all the stubborn determination that had helped her stare down the Reaper, too, and slap a Fury across the face.

Arlo was worth a hundred of the Azureans in this world, Nausicaä thought in a sudden and fierce swell of pride.

“I did,” she replied. “It was the right thing to do.”

“You think so, do you?” Azurean began to swell with rage, eyes flashing dangerously. “You know better than I do about what’s good and right for the Courts, little girl? You’d like to make the decisions, would you, and sit on this throne? I suppose you want my Crown, too?” His hand flew to his head at this, to the twist of bleached antler bone that shaped the circlet there, and for a moment looked so convinced of this absurd accusation that his features twisted in visible fear.

Confusion… irritability… paranoia… The sands that measured the High King’s time in this world were down to a mere palmful of grains, and his burnout wouldn’t be pretty, as was the case for High Sovereigns who went unchecked for too long. For now, though, this behavior was exactly what Nausicaä had been counting on; she fully intended to use it to their advantage.

“Oh, you don’t want the High King’s Crown, do you, Arlo?” she asked, slanting Arlo a casual glance.

Arlo—whose eyes had grown saucer-wide—shook her head a fervent no, first at Nausicaä, then at her great uncle. “I-I don’t!” she stammered. “Honest! I was just—”

Nausicaä gave Arlo’s arm another squeeze of reassurance before releasing her hold and letting her hands fall clasped behind her back. She smiled. “But I can tell you who does want it, if you’re interested.”

The High King’s gaze cut sharply to Riadne, who finally looked something other than composed, the way her mouth pinched slightly tighter and her shocking blue eyes gained a darker sort of gleam to them. She glared at Nausicaä when she turned to look at the Seelie Summer Queen as well, but Nausicaä merely increased the wattage of her smile and shook her head; to the High King, she added, “Well, yeah, I think we all know she wants it.”

It was secret to precisely no one that Riadne Lysterne’s sight was fixed on obtaining the Bone Crown, the legendary circlet given to mortalkind by Cosmin, one of the three main deities of Western worship. The Bone Crown was many things to mortals and immortals alike; here, it made its possessor sovereign over the Eight Great Courts of Folk. According to gossip, Riadne had wanted it to a point of near obsession her entire life, and it would have been hers, too, if it hadn’t been for Azurean—a fact just as well-known as her hatred for the UnSeelie Spring’s current Head, so the High King’s paranoia wasn’t completely unfounded. But…

“But that’s not who I was talking about.”

Azurean’s focus shifted to Nausicaä. He regarded her almost as though seeing her for the very first time, and while some of the madness that had stolen over him had calmed a little, he didn’t look any happier for hearing that the Seelie Summer Queen wasn’t the only threat to his continued rule.

His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You?” he asked, tone grown darker. “My Hunters explained a bit of your circumstances to me. Perhaps your banishment here was your intention. Perhaps you figured it was—”

“Better to reign in hell than serve in heaven?” Nausicaä waved a dismissive hand. “This finger-pointing is getting really old, really fast. No, I don’t want your stupid-ass Crown and never did. Put some respect on my name—if you knew what I know about it, you wouldn’t want it either. You honestly think that was given to you lot as a gift? As a kind gesture? You murder and bleed and bicker over the damn thing so much, and it’s never occurred to even one of you that this might have been the intention all along?”

A heaviness weighed on the High King’s brow now that had nothing to do with his ailing mental state. In fact, he seemed a little more alert, a little more conscious of himself and his surroundings, a little more like what he would be if it weren’t for the Crown wrapped around his head. Azurean Lazuli-Viridian had always been considered intelligent even among the fae, and right now it was evident to Nausicaä that he was once again sifting through things left unsaid.

“I’m proposing a trade,” she repeated, slowly and pointedly now that she had him in a better frame of mind to pay attention. “The folk like trades, yeah? Fae even more—nothing for nothing, isn’t that the saying on the streets? And I told you before, there’s a whole lot more going on here than you know. The Bone Crown… the philosopher’s stones… Immortals play a very long game. Everything that’s going on? It’s all connected, and you can bet every one of your shiny palaces that my people haven’t forgotten you like you’ve forgotten them, or forgiven you at all, either, for what you took away from them.”

Azurean drew himself up to full height. There was a curiosity in those eyes—none of the folk could help their interest in striking bargains with one another—but wariness, too. He didn’t trust her, that Nausicaä could tell, but he knew she knew things he didn’t. “It sounds to me like you’re suggesting the immortals have been plotting against us. That’s a serious accusation.”

“Is that what I’m saying?” Nausicaä’s smile spread razor sharp across her face. “Well, I imagine that would be information tagged with a pretty price. I won’t hand it over for anything less than your promise to train Arlo in alchemy.”

The room, which had been watching this exchange in avid silence, erupted.

“Your Majesty!”

“Sire!”

“Absolutely not!”

The Fae High Council buzzed like a nest of wasps, but the High King raised his hand for silence. When he said nothing, merely held steady Nausicaä’s gaze, she pressed on. “I want you to train her. You don’t have to make her into some superpowered alchemist, don’t worry. You don’t have to reopen the universities and give her a fucking degree. But train her. Get her a teacher. There’s a deep well of magic inside this girl, and I’m telling you—you didn’t listen before, but listen to me now, because I’m telling you—if you don’t give her power an outlet, it’s going to Rebound.”

The Commander issued a gasp. Arlo looked at Nausicaä, shocked.

“Plus,” Nausicaä continued, undeterred, “I think you’ll want to have someone with her potential on your side when shit hits the fan. You give Arlo training, and I’ll let you in on some very big secrets—secrets even your Hunters won’t tell you.”

The Hunters in question made no move to signal they were bothered by what she was saying, but Nausicaä knew them far too well to mistake their silent stillness for apathy. She had their attention right now—she had their tension.

Will she betray us again, they probably wondered, and unfortunately that answer was yes.

For Arlo, that answer would always be yes—and she was far too busy right now to marvel over that sudden realization, but later…

“Secrets,” Nausicaä added, dangling this promise like the greatest temptation—and indeed, to the fae it was. “Secrets I wasn’t too sure I even had to trade until Arlo told me Lethe was in on these stones being made.”

The room leaned in, if only a little. Even Riadne reacted—her own stillness in the offing grew just as preternaturally stiff as what froze the Hunters. Death threats, political intrigue, bargaining, and secrets; it was a very good day for the fae in this room, Nausicaä suspected. The palace would be gossiping about this for months to come; pockets would be full of precious info to trade.

“Arlo gets a tutor to teach her alchemy, and you’ll allow her to practice it from here on out, the bare minimum to keep her safe at least. That’s the terms of my trade.”

Azurean stared down at her from his dais. There was nothing mild about the sternness tightening his jaw, the hardness in his bright eyes. He looked down at her, assessing, weighing the risk in agreeing against the risk in denying her what she wanted.

“Your High Majesty.”

It was Riadne who’d spoken, firm and clear but just as benign as the smile that had returned to her flawless face. All attention in the room transferred to her as she stepped from the wall and practically glided to the center of the room. She came to a rest at Nausicaä’s side, but it was the High King she watched all the way, and Nausicaä didn’t trust this meek deference for a minute.

It didn’t look like the High King did, either.

“If I might, perhaps it’s time I illuminate my true reason for coming here today.”

Nobody moved. Everyone listened. Commander Viridian-Verdell’s hand remained poised over the hilt of her sword, though her target of this threat had changed.

Azurean lifted a brow, his gaze flicking briefly to his side… to Celadon, curiously. “Oh?” The flatness to his tone betrayed his lack of surprise. “And here I believed you when you said you wanted only to listen in.”

“I wanted that, yes.” Riadne inclined her head without dropping her gaze or blinking. It was a bit like watching a tigress stalk a proud old stag. “But my true aim was to beg of you something, too. And apologize. I feel quite terrible, if I’m being honest, that my own son nearly caused such grievous harm to come to a niece of our estimable High King. I thought perhaps the best way to convey said regret would be to extend a personal invitation to young Miss Jarsdel. I would like her to join me and Vehan for the summer at our palace, and as my honored guest to the Solstice celebration, too.”

She turned her attention briefly on Arlo, and Nausicaä felt her chest constrict; she didn’t like this, not at all. This was kindness. This was normal. This was the very opposite of what the Seelie Queen of Summer was known to be, and what Nausicaä hated most of all was that she was probably helping.

“Our royal children are expected to spend time abroad, are they not?” Riadne continued, her smile growing and now directed at Arlo. “If it’s as you say, if Arlo is coming into her fae Maturity, then my invitation should be considered welcome custom! It would be my honor to host her, and I would see to it—with your permission, of course, Your Majesty—that we find her a suitable tutor to train her in alchemy.”

“Nausicaä.”

Nausicaä tore her attention from Riadne to look up at the High King.

“This secret you possess, it’s to do with this philosopher’s stone business.”

Nausicaä nodded.

“It’s to do with why one of my Hunt has betrayed me.”

She nodded again.

“Arlo.”

Arlo jolted. She’d probably preferred it when they’d been ignoring her, talking about her as though she weren’t here—probably would prefer it if she actually weren’t here at all—but tried to hold herself a little taller now that everyone was looking at her.

“Do you wish to be trained in alchemy?”

Looking a bit like a mouse unsure whether the cheese it was being presented was poisoned, Arlo nodded. “If Nausicaä says I should be, then yeah. Yes! Your Majesty. I trust her.”

“If I permit this, it would be done in the strictest secrecy. It will not be public knowledge, and any who must know will be sworn to silence on the matter. Whoever is chosen as your tutor, in return for their absolution from the crime they’ve committed in even being able to pass on this knowledge—knowledge that is forbidden, I will remind you—they are to cease their own practice of it outside of your lessons. Furthermore, Arlo Jarsdel’s service as a Court-Appointed Alchemist will be tied indefinitely to the aid and protection of UnSeelie Spring. These are my terms.”

A geas.

All promises made to the High King were geasa—promises bound by magic that would inflict all manner of dangerous and potentially lethal consequences on those who broke their conditions. As the life force of the Courts he ruled, Azurean’s word was more than law.

Indefinitely.

Nausicaä opened her mouth.

She wanted to object, not necessarily to his strict stipulations, or the fact that this was going well, damn it, much better than she’d anticipated, but that it was shaping up that the High King was going to permit Riadne’s “request” as well.

Was she the only one who saw what this was? Was she the only one who suspected this might be some sort of plot to hold Arlo hostage over the High King—Riadne, who’d never once opened her doors to any of the UnSeelie Spring, was now doing so for ironborn Arlo, who was barely recognized by her own family as a royal?

She wanted to protest.

But her argument died on her tongue.

Arlo looked pale, close to tears, highly uncomfortable, and so achingly used to being talked over. Here was a girl who tried so hard—always, always—to live up to others’ expectations of her… but there, beneath it all, was a glimmer of genuine delight.

Arlo was happy.

She was being offered something that wouldn’t have been such a big deal if people treated her the way she deserved, if she’d been accepted by those she most cared about and shouldn’t have had to work to impress. She was happy, and Nausicaä didn’t have the heart to take this rare reward of inclusion away from her.

“Of… of course, I would agree to any of your terms,” said Arlo.

“Do you want to spend the summer with the Seelie Queen of Summer and her son, Prince Vehan?”

“Yes.” The reply was instant, breathless for fervor.

“Permission granted.”

The room stood stunned for all of a moment.

Then…

“Your Majesty!”

“Sire!”

“Absolutely not!”

“I SAID, PERMISSION GRANTED!” Azurean bellowed, his poise at last cracking to show he wasn’t as collected as he appeared to be. In a flurry of movement, he swept around, his emerald robe fanning out about him, and stomped back to his throne. At the heel of his boots sprang even more bluebells and crocuses and delicate snowdrops—flowers of spring, none of them looking all that healthy the way they drooped.

He threw himself into his seat and rubbed at his temples, knocking his Crown askew.

How much longer?

It was on everyone’s mind.

How much longer would the High King last?

“Father, I wish to go with her.”

Celadon stepped forward, every bit as anxious about this as Nausicaä, judging by the pallor of his face. Thank goodness for that. Celadon moved in front of the king and bent to his right knee to make his very formal request. “Your terms. Allow me to go with Arlo to ensure she’s well taken care of and safe. She is a member of the Viridian household. She should have an UnSeelie Spring escort when abroad, and I volunteer.”

There was silence again, and this time, Azurean’s gaze lingered hard on his youngest son.

A moment ticked by.

Another.

The expression on Riadne’s face was a little too unreadable right now. Nausicaä couldn’t gauge at all what she felt about this pending compromise. But the way she stared at Celadon… She hadn’t allowed her gaze to drift at all from the High King until now, but the way it devoured this perfect Azurean look-alike…

And then, Azurean sighed—deflated. “Yes, yes, permission granted.” He dropped a hand, and Celadon sprung forward to kiss the back of it, grateful. “Nausicaä,” the High King continued when Celadon slid back into position, ignoring the glower his older brother directed at him.

“If you think I’m going to kiss you too, you can bet the fuck not—”

Azurean ignored her. “We will talk. Later. I will send for you, and you will tell me everything you know about the situation we’re in.”

“Fine.” So long as he honored his promise, Nausicaä could deal with the rest. So long as Arlo received some deities-effing training, and Celadon was there to protect her when Nausicaä couldn’t, everything would be okay.

Vehan was a spoiled brat, but he wouldn’t let anything happen to Arlo.

Aurelian was an aggravating dick, but she could trust him to keep Arlo safe.

And Nausicaä would be there herself when she could be, and she would make sure Arlo was well warned about what she was walking into. Whatever Riadne was playing at, she wasn’t going to touch a hair on Arlo’s head.

Fine.

“Fine,” the High King echoed wearily. “The room is dismissed. Rigel, escort Queen Riadne back to the Egress. Forgive me if I don’t accompany you, Your Majesty.”

Riadne inclined her head once more, tearing her eyes from Celadon at last and turning to sweep from the room that was slowly starting to sift apart.

Rigel, a blue-haired and pinched-faced fae, hurried forward from the sidelines where he and the other handful of personal attendants had been waiting. He made to escort Riadne from the room, but on its threshold she paused and turned around…

“One more thing.”

Azurean lifted his head. The gathered officials all halted, as did their breath. Nausicaä’s jaw twitched in the spike of her own bit of tension.

“I suppose it is that time—forgive me, I’ve been so busy with Solstice preparations that I almost completely forgot. But I wouldn’t want to disappoint you.” Riadne smiled, with so much malice that even Nausicaä had to fight a shiver. “I Challenge you, Azurean Lazuli-Viridian. I Challenge you for the Bone Crown, and all privileges and obligations that come with it.”

“Challenge accepted,” Azurean rumbled tiredly. It was a sound more appropriate to distant thunder. “Two moons full cycle, as usual, to name your Champion and date. Unless you wish to act on your Challenge here and now?”

Riadne shook her head, and the relief in the room was palpable.

“You will hear from me.” Riadne bowed. “Lovely—as ever, Your Majesty,” she said in parting, and swept from the room, and Nausicaä couldn’t be the only one who felt like whatever game they’d just taken part in, they’d lost that round spectacularly.





Riadne stood beside her mother, her gaze on the floor with her spirits. Attendants flew around them, fussing over last-minute touches to the Luminous Palace’s foyer in preparation for the High King’s arrival.

All the white marble had been scrubbed and polished, almost as much as Riadne had been this morning, the streaks of gold that shocked through it like fresh bolts of lightning beneath her feet. Sunlight streamed from the newly washed stained-glass windows. Every recently buffed, yellow-toned jewel and gilded ornament winked in cheerful anticipation of such an honored guest. Fizzling, bright balls of electric light—enchanted to mirror the room’s level of excitement—danced in place of the bulbs in the crystal chandelier above.

So much commotion.

So much effort.

It was Riadne’s sixteenth birthday, but today she waited to celebrate someone else; no matter how she tried to keep her disappointment from showing, she couldn’t help the hurt that whispered this was a touch unfair—as much as she actually liked when he and his son came to visit, the High King could have chosen any other day to make his annual rounds of the Courts.

“But he’s chosen this day, so smarten yourself and stop pouting. Stand up straight. You want the world to revolve around you, silly child? Become the High Queen.”

Become the High Queen.

This was something her mother told her often, whenever the opportunity arose and sometimes even when it didn’t, just when Arina Lysterne felt like mocking her daughter, reminding her how dissatisfied she was that Riadne had been born a girl and not a boy.

No girl is ever going to be able to contend with High Prince Azurean to claim the Bone Crown for their Court, was her mother’s second favorite reminder, because the folk might value their women better than humans did, but they were far from lacking in prejudice.

Riadne straightened her posture and composed herself as commanded. Her long black hair had been brushed through with a hot comb and ginger-scented oil, pinned tightly behind her head to match Queen Arina’s strict, favored style. Her skin felt raw from an equally hot, lily-perfumed bath, the flower of Seelie Summer. Her stark white dress, overlaid with pretty glass beads and intricate golden lace, was fitted and bound so tightly around her that the butter-soft fabric did nothing to ease her discomfort. In appearance she looked very little like her mother, who was copper-haired and golden-toned and radiated warmth despite the subzero cold in her heart; in fashion they were twins, not that Riadne had any say in the matter.

She wasn’t overly fond of dresses.

“They’re here, Your Highness,” said Garren, the teal-haired, fawn-toned, navy-eyed fae man who served as Queen Arina’s steward. In his voluminous ivory and lemon-yellow robes, it was a little surprising to Riadne that he could dart up the marble staircase so quickly.

“Then open the doors,” Arina hissed.

The guards scrambled to comply.

“Arina!” boomed the jovial High King of UnSeelie Spring, the first to step over the palace’s threshold.

Enfys Viridian was a bear of a fae both in girth and height, his wild, russet beard and hair a bit like a mane around a face that was always smiling, always laughing, always pleasant, and covered in so many freckles that his deep sapphire flush and royal twilight glow had to work extra hard to be seen over them.

On his arm was Iris Lazuli, his queen, a beautiful fae woman, soft and plump in figure, a smile on her full face that made her blue-rose cheeks swell prettily, her hair so deep and glossy a black it shone like a rainbow in slants of the palace foyer’s light.

And there, just beside them… the High Prince Azurean.

Riadne stood a little taller.

The Lysternes and the Viridians had always been close, given the proximity of their Courts, and Enfys and Nikolai—Riadne’s late father—had been best of friends growing up. Azurean had been present for Riadne’s birth celebration, only three years old at the time. He came every year on his father’s visit to Seelie Summer and had been forced on Riadne when they were young, their fathers looking on in eager encouragement for them to become the same best of friends as they were.

And it had worked… of sorts.

Azurean was the only person Riadne didn’t… hate to spend time with, and Riadne… well, she was the one fae girl he’d never dared to chase in his very long list of conquests, despite the fact that he confided in her almost everything and revolved around her when they were together like she was the very sun her Court worshipped.

Best friends—as much as they would ever be allowed to be; as much as Riadne was friends with anyone.

Quite unlike either parent, Azurean was tall and leanly toned, the handsome fairy-tale prince that human fantasy twittered about, with his windswept and slightly curling russet hair; jade green eyes framed by heavy, dark lashes; angular features and charming airs and a smile that bloomed like a flower.

It helped that he was stunningly powerful, too. Even more talented in his element and the Gift that determined the next head of their Court. People fawned over him wherever he went, and Riadne didn’t exactly want that for herself, but the power to make people stop, to make them pay attention, to make them actually see her? This she could use a little more of.

Azurean was glowing today, even more so than usual, no doubt owing to the woman on his arm which… discombobulated Riadne to see, if only for a moment. Azurean, she knew, both from gossip and personal experience, having walked in on a number of his dalliances in the past few years, was quite a voracious fae when it came to romantic partners. But the shapely, blond, and blue-eyed Reseda Fleur—very pretty, even Riadne had to admit—was a first.

First to ever capture the High Prince’s attention enough to secure a proposal.

And the High Prince couldn’t take his eyes off her for more than a minute—Riadne noticed that, as well.

Arina and Enfys exchanged pleasant greetings. Iris extended a hand for Arina to kiss. Azurean took Arina’s to do much the same. Riadne stood in silence through it all, maintained her graceful poise, the perfect porcelain doll that a princess was “supposed to be,” according to her mother.

She stood, and she observed.

Did Azurean really love this young woman fixed to his side, she wondered, or was there truth to the other bits of gossip that floated around about him, to the one thing he didn’t talk to even her about—that this marriage was one of arrangement, designed to temper the amorous High Prince of Spring and keep him from “sowing his oats” as widely as he’d been doing?

And why did Riadne even care?

“This beautiful young lady, she can’t be my little Ria?”

A carefully concealed nudge to Riadne’s shoulder—Garren prodded her forward, and Riadne pulled immediately out of her thoughts to bow her head to the High King. “Hello, Your High Majesty,” she greeted politely. “It’s good to see you again.”

Enfys clapped a hand on her shoulder, and though Riadne’s knees almost buckled, she didn’t mind.

“You look like your father more and more every year—may Darkness keep him.” Maybe not what a normal young girl wanted to hear, but Riadne felt the corner of her mouth twitch upward. She didn’t mind Enfys one bit, even if he had chosen today for his grand arrival. He was the only person who held her up to her common, UnSeelie Winter father—a man whom Riadne had loved dearly and missed terribly after his passing a few years back—and with kindness instead of the judgment with which she was often compared to her mother.

“Lovely.” Enfys grinned. “As ever, my dear.”

“Hello, Riadne,” said Azurean, untangling himself at last from his fiancée. His father fell back to allow him forward, and Azurean strode to the head of the group, grinning ear to ear.

“Hello, Azurean.”

Arina clicked her tongue, dismayed no doubt by the lack of due reverence. As High Prince, it was expected of all to use that title in addressing him, but Azurean had never demanded it of her—he was her best friend, after all, and lately it made something trill inside her that she had his personal permission to treat him so intimately.

No, instead of offense, his grin grew impossibly wider, a little more mischievous—an intimacy he seemed to reserve just for her. “It’s your birthday today, don’t think I’ve forgotten.” He reached behind him to unclasp what turned out to be a sword strapped to his back, and held it out between them.

Riadne’s eyes widened.

It was the most exquisite thing she’d ever seen, its hilt made of twists of gold and sapphire more vibrant a yellow than the jewels that adorned her mother’s crown. Its sheath was solid gold as well, and the moment Azurean transferred it into her outstretched hands, she pulled out the sword to marvel at its electric-white glass blade.

“Be careful, it’s sharp,” Azurean warned with a wink.

“Azurean!” scolded Queen Iris. “That is no suitable present for a sixteen-year-old lady.”

Enfys, meanwhile, barked a laugh. “I’m sorry, Lady Arina. It’s all combat and pretty lasses in my useless son’s head.”

Arina shrugged her indifference. “She’ll either learn to use it or hurt herself trying. Riadne, thank the High Prince for his gift.”

Riadne looked up at her mother.

She looked down at her sword.

It was so big and so heavy that she wouldn’t be able to wield it properly until she was physically stronger, but it was beautiful and it was hers and it was a better present than she would have received if the Viridians hadn’t imposed themselves on her birthday. It was something she actually wanted, so they were thoroughly forgiven now, of course, for coming today—and Azurean…

She opened her mouth, intending to thank Azurean as instructed, gazing up at him like he’d just handed her the heavens… as though he knew—did he? It wouldn’t surprise her that Azurean would be the one to even care to remember this custom when no one else so far seemed to, that sixteen was the age the fae boys of Winter were presented with their first blades, and if Nikolai were still alive, he would have certainly given this blade to her himself, the fact that she was a girl be damned.

She’d been so miserable, waking up this morning, knowing her mother would never gift such a thing to her herself. Her mother, who still pretended not to care in the least about the rival Court her own late husband had been born to… that her own daughter half belonged to, and loved.

Riadne had been so miserable… and now…

The sincerest thank you she’d ever said to anyone was on the tip of her tongue, but what she said instead was, “Will you teach me?”

Arina clicked her tongue.

Azurean laughed, as joyous and light as garden chimes. It was a nice sound, Riadne noted absently, and blushed a little when she caught how she’d just thought that sentiment—different than ever before.

“It would be my honor,” he replied.

Enfys shook his head and chuckled. “Ah, but if only things were different and Reseda a little less wonderful. These two are quite the pair. They’d have made a good couple.”

Longing—Riadne would swear that was what had flashed across Azurean’s face just then, the briefest but no less intense flare of desire, which she’d caught a handful of times before, when her attention had turned to him quicker than he’d expected in random moments. And just like those times, when he realized Riadne had seen it now as she had then, his gaze cut away; he hid himself entirely behind his carefully manicured, bland smile; Riadne was left with wondering after what had consumed his thoughts.

“If only.” Arina frowned, oblivious to what had just passed between her daughter and the High King’s son, and as though this situation was Riadne’s fault, that she was her mother’s only child, the one to inherit the Summer Gift that marked succession; as though the one use she could have served as a girl was now wasted—this match between their houses that would have elevated the Lysternes in the hierarchy of Court aristocracy if it weren’t for the fact that such unions were forbidden between Heads of the Courts directly, and their succeeding heirs.

Another disappointment for her mother to tally under Riadne’s name.

“Well, Your Majesty, it’s been a long trip. I’m sure you’d like to see the rooms we’ve prepared for your stay? Goodness, but it’s been almost a full year since we’ve had the honor of receiving you.”

“The ruddy Goblin Rebellion. I tell you, Arina, I never miss your husband more than when there’s a head or twelve that need cleaving right from the shoulders…”

Attendants poured forth as the High King and Queen of Seelie Summer spoke, joining the ones Enfys had brought with him. Arina swept out an arm, and the High King started forward, launching into further conversation about the war that was high on the list of everyone’s concerns of late.

Queen Iris followed, demure at his side, but the hard glint in her eye when she scowled at Azurean remained. He’d misstepped somehow, had perhaps been a little too good to Riadne in gifting her such an exquisite thing that would undoubtedly strike up a rumor or two by morning.

Rolling his own eyes, Azurean wrapped himself back up in Reseda and followed his parents, ruffling Riadne’s head on the way by, and that was… tolerable. He’d given her an excellent gift, after all.

Clutching tightly to her sword lest someone try to take it away, she turned and trailed silently after the Eight Great Courts’ Highest nobility, already envisioning her very first lesson with her present, and the way Azurean might look at her then, when she became the best swordswoman the Courts had ever known.






CHAPTER 3 Vehan [image: ]


GATHER ’ROUND, CLASS, GATHER ’round!” Emiradian Gaumond, the Nevada Fae Academy’s illustrious professor of the Elemental Arts, beckoned his students closer with a singular wave of his hands.

Vehan stepped forward. His classmates followed far more hesitantly, shuffling only a few extra steps toward the broad, hard-jawed sidhe fae who was quite old even by folk standards. His close-cropped hair had gone from black to completely gray, and age had stamped itself into the deep lines in the earthen-brown skin around his quartz eyes.

A war hero famous for his role in securing Court victory in the long-ago Goblin Rebellion, Professor Gaumond was a popular fae at their school. His many years meant he also had quite a number of stories, and some of Vehan’s favorite memories of his time at the Academy were the classes when they’d managed to coax their professor into sharing tales from his past. Unfortunately, Emiradian Gaumond was also quite intense. And sometimes he forgot what it was like to not have centuries of advanced military training to mediate the dangerous situations his slightly very unorthodox lessons occasionally often put his students in.

Vehan had to wonder if this was one of those times.

A thick cover of dark clouds weighed on the sky above. The way they churned and rumbled threatened an impressive storm building in their depths, and Vehan could already smell the sweet, earthy scent of ozone in the air. He could feel static energy against his skin that made the hairs on the back of his neck and arms stand at attention, could taste the rain that the heavens were moments away from dumping on their heads.

The sweeping view from the peak of Yosemite National Park’s Half Dome mountain might be better appreciated if they weren’t a group of children standing around in a brewing thunderstorm on a massive slab of slippery granite jutting thousands of feet above sea level. But Vehan doubted they were here to appreciate the scenery anyhow.

“Come on, snap to it!” Professor Gaumond barked, indifferent to the gusts of wind that whipped his hair and sunny-gold robes around him. “Seelie Summer fae afraid of a little lightning? To think I’ve lived to see the day.”

Heaving a sigh, Vehan took another couple of steps toward the center of the peak. The rest of the class moved more boldly now to crowd in closer too, as though determined to prove they weren’t the cowards their professor suggested—all except Theodore Reynolds, heir to the second of three Seelie Summer royal families. An arm slipped through and locked around Vehan’s, and only Theo would be so bold as to latch onto him like this. Sure enough, when Vehan looked to his side, he found short black curls and deep amber eyes framed by long lashes, high-flung cheekbones and finely crafted features, and a copper-warm complexion with a faint morning glow about it, indicative of an undiluted royal bloodline. Theodore was exceptionally pretty.

He was also currently scowling.

“As your possible future husband,” said Theo, his tone as dark as the day had grown, “if I die here today, you’re contractually obligated to rip out all your hair and wail through the streets in mourning.”

Vehan nodded solemnly. “Of course, that sounds perfectly reasonable.”

“And the person you marry in my stead can’t be hotter than I am.”

“That would be impossible anyhow. There’s no higher rating than you, a ten, after all.”

Theo sniffed and patted Vehan’s arm. “Make sure to mention that in your eulogy.”

“You two should be paying attention.”

Vehan’s head turned to his left, where Aurelian stood, arms folded across his chest, the tattooed foliage that covered every inch of skin on his right arm, from shoulder blade to fingertips, peeking out from under the short sleeve of his stark white NFA polo.

His was another pretty face that was also scowling at Vehan, lightly tanned and paired with strong, sharply-carved features and brown hair shaved to a stubble around ears that sported multiple silver piercings. Normally, the longer, lavender top of his hair fell like a curtain over his molten gold eyes, but the wind was currently giving Vehan an unobstructed view of their ever-gleaming intensity.

As a lesidhe fae, whose magic was different from that of the sidhe, this class wasn’t mandatory for Aurelian to take. In fact, it was a complete waste on him, because even if he could command the elements like the sidhe fae were able to do, he was Autumn-born. He wouldn’t have been able to bend lightning in the first place. But as Vehan’s retainer and future steward, it was expected that they do pretty much everything together. There were two thickly built palace bodyguards standing back by the portal that had brought them here, but Vehan knew without needing telling that Aurelian had been tasked as additional protection whenever they were outside the palace.

Aurelian was here because he had to be.

Theo leaned in. “I will, however, permit you to marry another ten,” he added suggestively in Vehan’s ear, and Vehan felt his face flare hot with embarrassment. He jerked his elbow into Theo’s side to shut him up, knew full well without looking that Theo was waggling his brows at Aurelian, who rolled his eyes and frowned even deeper in response, and looked pointedly away.

“Reynolds! Lysterne! Eyes forward,” Professor Gaumond snapped. Vehan quickly drew himself straight, still a touch blue in the face. “Now, as I was saying, your final examinations are soon at hand. They won’t be easy. You’re a senior, graduating class, and both bar and expectations are high for each of you—some more than others.” The professor paused to fix his gaze back on Vehan, to which Vehan squared his jaw, relaxed his shoulders, tried to stand even taller to show that he knew exactly how many eyes would be on his performance and was nothing but encouraged by the challenge. “It is my duty to ensure that those of you who are of age come graduation are prepared to face one of the most important tests you’ll ever undertake: your registration as lightning wielders of the Seelie Summer Court.”

He held up a large hand and curled his fingers into a fist. The sky gave an ominous, bone-rattling boom that echoed off the rock, and fissures of crackling electricity zipped through the clouds. Several of the students exclaimed in awe over the effect; a few of them shrank back, even more skittish now than before.

Not every sidhe fae could exert control over the elements, and in the ones whose magic was strong enough to manage it, there were varying degrees. Given how dangerous even a sliver of this power could be, it was required throughout the Courts for sidhe fae to be registered upon Maturity (or after graduation, if Maturity occurred while in school), and after that, reassessed every handful of decades that passed.

As the Crown Prince of Seelie Summer and heir to the ruling royal family, if Vehan couldn’t achieve a classification of at least a Three on the five-scale ranking, his ascension would be called into serious question. He wasn’t too concerned about that—a key component to Class Three element wielding was the ability to take the electricity one absorbed and bend it into a different shape, like a weapon, which Vehan had already perfected.

“It won’t be easy,” Professor Gaumond repeated, almost as though he could read Vehan’s mind. “The examination of your elemental control will test many things: How much electrical current you can safely wield. What you can do with it. Which sources you can successfully draw from. There’s a considerable difference between drawing on the electricity made readily available to us by human invention, and…” He paused, grinned, and once he was sure he had everyone’s attention, pulled down his fist as though yanking on some invisible lever.

And with his hand came down a fat, sizzling bolt of lightning.

“… being able to pull raw energy from the air.”

There were several more oohs and aahs. Fina shrieked in alarm and jolted backward, colliding with Kine, her brother. Vehan’s eyes widened as though that lightning had called out directly to him, and a sudden insatiable hunger filled him with a desperation to touch it too, as their professor had done. Professor Gaumond and Vehan’s mother—these were two of the very few Class Four lightning wielders Vehan had ever met. There hadn’t been a registered Five in over a millennium, and it was true what his professor had said, that there was a massive jump between what separated the top tier classifications from the three lower ranks.

Because lightning was difficult to harness. It was firm defiance, had a will of its own, and much like its counterpart fire possessed great potential for harm if the wielder’s control slipped even a little. They’d been studying the theory of this particular art their entire senior year and had been forbidden to practice on their own or with anyone other than a licensed wielder. And now that the time had come for some genuine training, Vehan could hardly keep still for how he itched to take this next step.

Professor Gaumond flexed his hand.

Vehan could see the charge he’d absorbed running like pale yellow veins beneath his skin.

“As you’ve learned in class, a single thunderstorm can contain the potential energy equivalent of up to ten of humankind’s atomic bombs. I expect that of the few of you who are already Mature, fewer will be able to coax even a spark of your element from the sky—which at bare minimum will be required of you to register as a Class Three element wielder, I’ll remind you—let alone absorb and return it.” Professor Gaumond lifted his hand once more, and with a flourish of his fingers, sent all the electricity he’d just absorbed into the air above them. Everyone watched in rapt attention as it burst apart and scattered like a fireworks display. “You will all be tested the same, though, and in an environment similar to this. I thought it best you get some real experience, none of the quaint and cushioned practice rooms they’d have you faff around in instead. Well? How about it? Who will be the first to show their classmates how it’s done?”

Vehan’s hand shot high in the air so quickly he almost struck Aurelian in the face.

His was one of only two that did, of the eleven who were already Mature, of the twenty-two who made up this class. The other belonged to Theodore, whose hand had risen only a fraction slower.

“Enthusiasm! That’s what I like to see. And from our two young royals, no less! Excellent, excellent—Reynolds, you first, if only because I think this is the first time in all the years I’ve been teaching you that you’ve ever volunteered for participation.”

Apparently no longer fearful of slipping off the mountain, Theo extracted himself from Vehan and sauntered to where their professor stood. He turned and bowed dramatically at his classmates. Vehan rolled his eyes and booed the display, but clapped along with everyone else regardless.

“All right, young man, enough posturing. Remember what I taught you in class?” Professor Gaumond moved aside, falling back to his students to watch as Theo drew in a deep breath and relaxed himself on its exhale. “It’s all in the stance. Good tall posture, steady breathing—loosen up those shoulders a little more, that’s it! The less tension you carry, the better your magic will flow. Now raise your dominant hand straight above your head, fingers splayed. No curling that fist just yet.”

Theo did as instructed.

In the time it took for him to get into proper position, rain had finally begun to fall. Nothing more than a scatter of droplets, but Vehan now wished he’d listened to the professor’s warning to bring their waterproof windbreakers.

Something slipped around his shoulders, catching him by surprise.

Vehan looked down at himself, at the uniform-issue ivory white jacket someone had just draped across him. He saw the emblazoned Bessel in shimmery gold letters just visible on the left sleeve and frowned, lifting his gaze to Aurelian. “Thank you, but… this is yours; you should wear it. I’ll be okay.”

Aurelian gave him a pursed sort of look that Vehan could almost hear saying: I would if you’d brought your own. His smile more of an apologetic grimace, Vehan nodded his gratitude and turned back to observing Theo; there was often no arguing with Aurelian, and in the past few days, things had been almost decent between them, so he was keen to keep him happy.

“Good, good, excellent form,” the professor went on saying, and Vehan forced himself to focus on the lesson again instead of the fallen-leaves and mossy-forest scent of Aurelian’s jacket as he shrugged it properly on. “Take note of this, those of you who wish to try this yourselves today. That’s how you want to look.”

Several of Vehan’s classmates snickered. Theo grinned cheekily back at them. He dropped a wink at Vehan, and Vehan made a show of shaking his head. Professor Gaumond clapped his hands together to regain control of his class. “Yes, yes, no doubt young Reynolds is all too used to people wishing they looked like him in general. If you’re more interested in playing around, I can bring you all to a park instead? No? That’s what I thought. Reynolds, close your eyes.”

Theo closed his eyes.

“All right, now I want you to block out everything but my instruction. Ignore the wind, the rain, your classmates. Forget you’re standing on a mountain. I want you to concentrate only on breathing and relaxation and the core of all that magic inside you. Picture yourself able to touch it. Give it texture, weight. Is it cool to the touch or hot? Don’t tell us—just concentrate, until the only thing that exists in this moment is you and your bond with your element.”

Most of the class had abandoned their anxiety and hesitation now. Many had crept closer, curious to see if Theo could actually do what was so rare even among registered wielders; probably they also hoped that Theo would get himself zapped in the process, but Vehan wasn’t paying much attention to any of that. He was so enraptured by the sight before him that he’d near forgotten how to breathe. He could almost see himself standing in Theo’s place, his hand raised just as his friend’s currently was, could feel the core of his own power already beginning to stir in anticipation.

“Good, good. Now, in your own time, once you’ve a good feel for the energy inside you, I want you to picture yourself letting a bit of it go. Slowly, just a little, let your magic trickle out and reach for the current above you. You’ll have to direct it—picture it flowing upward, the electricity in the clouds reaching down to meet it. It will take however long it needs to take, and remember, slow and steady! I’ll be here to catch anything you can’t control, so worry not for yourself or your fellow students. It’s just you and your power. Once you can feel the lightning reach back, once you can see it make contact in your mind, close your fingers around it and pull.”

Theo’s eyes remained closed, and for a solid minute longer, nothing happened.

The raindrops grew a little fatter, a little more frequent, and the tang of ozone heavier on the tongue. But the clouds remained unresponsive, until…

A loud crack split the day once again.

A singular thread of lightning—thin and there and gone in a flicker—shot from the sky toward Theo’s fingers. It didn’t quite make contact, but this was still much more than perhaps even their professor had expected from any of them today, let alone on a student’s first “official” try. Vehan’s eyes grew wide in awe.

His weren’t the only to do so. Fina actually exclaimed, her shriek a bit more delighted this time, and Kine was muttering something that sounded a lot like disappointment. A handful of students vocalized their amazement over Theo’s achievement, too. Professor Gaumond gave a fierce roar of approval, so loud even the fresh clap of thunder was quiet in comparison, and he broke into wild applause that everyone was quick to join.

When Theo opened his eyes, he looked a bit confused. He clearly had no idea how close he’d come to touching real lightning and on his very first attempt.

“You could look a bit happier!” Vehan teased, shooting forward. He laughed and grinned as he raised both hands in the air. Theo, dazed but brightening quickly, raised his, too, to clap them together. It was then that a few of their other classmates surged forward to offer their own congratulations.

“Well done, Lord Reynolds, well done!” Professor Gaumond was more than delighted, actually proud, to be using a title at all for Theo when normally he refused to address even Vehan with one unless absolutely necessary. “That was quite the impressive display. You’ve Class Three registration in the bag with that! Oh, well done.” He strode forward, shooing everyone else back. “There’s a glowing report for your parents on the way, son. You should be very pleased with yourself right now, more than you usually are, even! All right, go on back to the others—Lysterne, you’re up. Let’s see what stuff you’re made of.”

“If you die, I’m stealing your throne,” said Theo very sweetly.

“Yeah, yeah, get in line,” Vehan muttered, aiming a playful blow at his friend, who laughed and dodged it easily before darting off back to the class.

Vehan moved quickly to occupy the exact place where Theo had stood. His every nerve was alight with excitement, the magic inside him sparking and eager to prove it, too, could do this. He shook himself out, trying to burn off some of his adrenaline and force himself to relax. To breathe. He thrust his dominant hand in the air and willed himself to scrap together some semblance of calm.

Professor Gaumond stepped away, circling Vehan to examine his form. “Very good, yes, excellent posture, minimal tension, nice deep breathing. Now close your eyes. Picture yourself safe and alone. It’s only you out here, you and your power. Reach for it. Give your element tangible shape inside you. Focus on it and it alone. Nothing else matters right now but you and the energy in your core.”

It took a moment longer for Vehan’s breathing to even out, for his jitteriness to pass and his thoughts to settle. At last, he sank into a more tranquil state of being. He’d always been able to feel his magic warm and fizzling and incredibly malleable whenever he reached within himself to touch it, but he was a little more aware of it now… even if it required stretching just a little deeper than what he was used to.

The well of his power ran deep; this was already known by himself and his mother and his professors. It was deepening by the day, it seemed, requiring constant upkeep and refilling, thanks to his recent Maturity, and more and more it felt like he was perpetually running on low. Until the well plateaued and he was practiced and comfortable with what he carried, he supposed he’d just have to continue getting used to extending himself further to touch it, recharging himself more often—and of course, exercising caution when attempting to utilize it.

If he didn’t, he ran the risk of Surging.

He’d only just come of age and into his power properly, narrowly escaping the Rebound that all those with considerable stores of magic were in danger of succumbing to, where it might turn against them and destroy them from the inside out. Over the next decade, his aging would start to slow to a crawl; the features that marked him as fae would grow more pronounced; his well of magic would extend deeper and deeper and necessitate more and more lessons on how to control it, and until then would be easily provoked by outside influences as well as Vehan’s own emotions.

A Surge could be just as dangerous as a Rebound. A Rebound was magic with nowhere to go, turning on its host to shred through flesh and blood in desperation for escape. A Surge was magic forgetting to pace itself, pouring forth all at once to empty one’s core in a single burst, and in someone like Vehan, with so much to give, the mere shock of such a drastic hollowing-out could kill him easily. And all that power unleashed could just as easily kill others around him.

But Vehan was a Lysterne and a prince; his considerable potential was more a cause for celebration than concern.

Everyone expected greatness from him, after all.

Vehan expected it too.

He could do this—would do this—and tick every other box in the Class Three registry, and Class Four as well, and his mother would be proud. A true light of the Courts, they’d call him, a legend just as the Seelie Summer Founder had been—fated for greatness.

“When you’re ready, Lysterne. When you can feel your magic in the tips of your fingers and picture clearly it making contact with its natural source, close your fist around it and pull.”

Vehan did.

He could see it in his mind’s eye, his magic—however oddly sluggish—reaching up in a tendril of electric-yellow energy. He could feel it—however oddly dulled—a fizzling warmth in his hands. It took a moment or so longer than usual, but soon enough his magic was ready to burst from the tips of his fingers, and he’d always been more than good both with its use and control; this felt natural—right. This was what Vehan had been born to do; it should be easy.

But for some reason, even in his mind he couldn’t coax the storm above to answer his call.

It wasn’t reaching back.

Not a glimmer. Not a flash. Not a here-and-gone zap as what Theo had managed.

Mouth pressing flat in determination, Vehan dug down deeper, gutted into his core for a little more magic. It was a little like rooting out a tooth and maybe even hurt a little, if he was being honest, but once a bit more of his power gave way to his command, it flowed effortlessly through him, up to his fingers, no trouble at all… So what was the problem? The lightning remained unresponsive, and Vehan felt his calm begin to curdle.

A horrible thought occurred to him, creeping in with his anxiety—what if he couldn’t do this?

He hadn’t practiced this at home yet with his tutors. His mother had wanted him to, of course, but Vehan had been so insistent on fairness, on waiting until their first real lesson with natural lightning before practicing at home because he’d been so sure it would be so easy, and he’d wanted to impress everyone with his “raw talent,” give them no question he was meant to fill his mother’s role as Head of Seelie Summer—and now… now he was making a fool of himself.

Please, he begged his magic. Everyone’s watching, just give me a flicker, something. Anything.

His magic crackled and churned in his hand. It continued to spark in his veins. Vehan could still feel it, buzzing and eager to charge at the sky, a building pressure ready to burst forth at any moment, but the sky simply wasn’t having it.

And what did that mean, this blatant rejection by the natural source of his power?

He tried not to think about it. Biting his lip, his confidence wavering, Vehan pushed himself a little harder.

More of his magic welled up in his hand.

He ignored the ache in the pit of his core, the little flare in the back of his mind that warned him to stop. All the while, his palm grew from warm to hot, his power from fizzling to sharp, angry jolts that weren’t exactly painful but shocked unpleasantly across his nerves.

Still the sky ignored him.

“Take your time, Lysterne, there’s no rush,” said Professor Gaumond.

“Is he having trouble?” Vehan heard a student hiss.

“Is he not able to do it?”

“Theodore did it…”

“Oooh, how embarrassing.”

The whispers sounded delighted.

Screwing his eyes closed even tighter, Vehan tried to focus, tried to shut them out, but that was getting harder to do.

A moment became another, became another.

He tried to reach deeper within, to pull more of his magic forward, because this couldn’t be it, it couldn’t be all he had to give, not when he’d thrown around so much more in mere sparring sessions so many times before. He’d stand here all day if that’s what it took. He’d stand here all night. He’d break past whatever damned barrier had thrown itself up inside him that was blocking him from accessing his full potential, channel everything he had into this and risk a deities-damned Surge to prove himself… to prove he could summon lightning… could be the prince he needed to be to keep the Lysternes on the throne and his mother happy. “Damn it,” he swore under his breath.

And he had to admit it now, the shocks in his veins actually stung. His magic was beginning to splutter and—was it possible? Was it about to give out over so little?

Vehan gritted his teeth—no, he was going to do this. This was nerves and nothing more.

Someone’s hand wrapped around his arm and forced it down to his side.

Vehan’s eyes flew open. He blinked at Aurelian, who stood in front of him, glaring not at Vehan but their professor as though irritated with him for not stepping in himself. “Let go,” Vehan growled, incensed by the interruption, angry to what would be a surprising degree if he had it in him to care right now. He tried to shake himself free of Aurelian’s grip, but lesidhe strength was greater than sidhe, and Aurelian wouldn’t yield. “Aurelian, I said let go of me. I almost have it!”

Aurelian’s glare shifted to him.

He lifted his free hand and wordlessly wiped at something on Vehan’s upper lip. When he then held that finger up for Vehan’s inspection, and Vehan saw the smear of sapphire there from what surely had to be the barest perceptible rivulet of blood trickling from his nose, for some reason it only made him angrier. “It’s fine,” he hissed, sounding so unlike himself. “Let me go.”

He was Vehan Lysterne, Crown Prince of Seelie Summer; he couldn’t possibly be this weak. This was only a test, his first attempt. It didn’t mean he couldn’t manipulate lightning at all—he knew this in the part of him that was still rational. And… this wasn’t the first time Vehan had noticed that ever since the cavum factory, ever since encountering whatever alchemic magic had knocked his powers out of commission inside that facility, his magic had been acting strangely. But if he gave up now, it would be in front of his entire class. In front of the children of Seelie Summer’s most influential dignitaries, the one-day elite of this Court who’d remember this moment as a failure when they were older, and the only thing keeping them in line was their respect for his power.

Failure, right after the success of a rival Seelie Summer heir…

What was his mother going to say?

A chuckle, low and darkly amused.

A voice that could almost be Vehan’s, but wasn’t…

What’s wrong, Little Light? Have you lost your spark?

“Enough,” Aurelian rumbled back. The gold of his eyes flared dangerously bright. They searched Vehan’s own, alarm shining in their depths, as though he had just seen something disturbing that was there and gone too quickly to say for certain it was truly there. “That’s enough, Your Highness. You need a break.”

Vehan felt his eyes begin to sting now, too. He sneered, because it was this or cry, and if he did that he might as well go home and put a bow on the throne he’d be just giving away. “I don’t need a deities-damned—”

“Take one anyhow.”

Clapping his hands loudly together, Professor Gaumond strode forward. The air between Vehan and Aurelian was tense in a different sort of way than was usual these days. Vehan wasn’t the picture of composure like Theo or High Prince Celadon, but he could count on one hand the amount of times he’d ever bared his teeth like this at Aurelian. He didn’t like it. It wasn’t fair to Aurelian. It wasn’t even Aurelian he was angry at—his frustration and irritation was purely at himself—but the fact that Aurelian was bearing the brunt of it anyhow and didn’t even seem to mind only made Vehan’s sour mood worse.

“Not to worry, Lysterne,” said Professor Gaumond, placing a hand on Vehan’s shoulder. Despite his words, Vehan detected a note of disappointment in his tone. “It’s no competition. It was remarkable that Reynolds even managed it at all, and I have faith you’ll astound us soon enough in this department.”

Vehan was certain his eyes sparked as hotly as the charge that had just been in his hand.

It’s no competition.

Except that it was.

He continued to glare at Aurelian. If at all bothered by this, nothing in Aurelian’s face hinted as much, but he still seemed caught on examining Vehan’s eyes, like there was something wrong with them, too.

“Back to the group with you,” the professor commanded. “Both of you. You can give it another go, Lysterne, once the rest have had their shot.”

“No need,” Vehan snarled. “I’m done.”

Extracting himself from Aurelian’s jacket, he tossed it to him in a ball and stormed back toward the portal.

He heard the professor call after him. “Where are you going, young man? Class isn’t over!”

He heard Aurelian scoff at his behavior.

He was acting childishly, throwing such a tantrum over nothing, but he also didn’t care. He strode through the group, which parted like a shoal of fish before him, and pointedly ignored making eye contact with anyone. It wasn’t until he’d returned to school and barred himself up in the bathroom, until he was bent over the sink and scrubbing his face of the blood that was now streaming from his nose that he realized just how close he’d actually pushed himself to breaking.

And it hadn’t been enough.

“Stupid,” he hissed at his pale, blood-smeared reflection—and winced when a sudden, violent throb rippled through his chest.

Clawing at the hem of his polo, he rucked it up enough to reveal the array etched into the skin over his heart, and was it just his imagination or did the intricate, pearly scarring there look a little darker blue than normal, too? Like it was aggravated.

He released his shirt and slammed his palms against the sink.

Another chuckle in the back of his head…

Once again the parody of Vehan’s voice taunted him.

How long this time until you figure it out, I wonder…

The marble cracked.

Vehan wondered in a detached sort of way how much longer until he did the same.
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