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To anyone who had to sacrifice their childhood on the altar of things the adults should have done
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Yonge-Dundas Square—September

ALECTO HAD NEVER BEEN one for words…

The ground Nausicaä stood on knew more pain than twice her lifetime. Earth soaked in the bloody history of human and folk wars both. Stone paved over, sprouting buildings in the place of trees, enormous billboards and digital screens hanging like fruit from branches. Vehicles sped by, spewing filth; crowds of people jostled their way from one destination to the next, ignoring the homeless and starving in their paths. Shootings and muggings and stabbings and fear—this was a city just like any other, and Nausicaä could feel every bit of the misery that weighed it down, and oh… oh, the violence beginning to fan to life in the embers of her soul. The rekindling rage that had already left an indelible mark on this world.

Whatever Toronto thought it knew about hurt, she was about to demonstrate far worse.

The Dirge was a ship that served many a whim, so long as those whims all served woe…

“Take. It. Off,” Nausicaä commanded, in a tone just as dark as her reputation. “Take. It. Off.”

She advanced a step on the person in front of her.

Gone was their previous backdrop, which only moments ago had been Riadne’s private lab. Gone was the glowing array Nausicaä had been tasked to attend, and the chanting alchemists, and the body on that altar that Nausicaä had foolishly believed to be Vehan.

She’d hardly been able to process the transition.

One moment, she was perfectly fine and heartless, everything as it was meant to be, and Arlo… Arlo… oh gods, no…

The next thing Nausicaä knew, inexplicable magic yanked her from happy apathy and spat her out here in the Viridian Circle.

A square of pavement surrounded by street, encircled by towering buildings and bright displays and so many colorful lights.

The sound, though—muffled, as though right where they stood existed within some bubble that kept them separate from the world outside, which went on around them blissfully, as if nothing was wrong.

As if Nausicaä’s entire world wasn’t unraveling.

The floor Alecto knelt on was a glittering sea of black marble flecked with diamond white…

“Take it off, take it off, take it off, TAKE IT OFF!” she snarled, advancing another step.

The agonies she’d suffered in the course of her life, they flashed through her mind like a torturous reel. Like she needed the reminder of how close she’d been to the edge all along… how much it hurt every time she had to break and repair just to break again…

The screaming returned. It was back in her veins, in her bones, in her being.

Heartbreak was an unforgettable sound that tore from the soul like a curse. Nausicaä had thought herself well acquainted with its harrowing key. The loss of Tisiphone had hit so profoundly that it had ripped her, shredded her, destroyed her in every way, and hadn’t she sworn to never again let this happen? She’d worked so hard for over a century, piecing herself back together with whatever she could find—scraps of thread and bits of tape, coffee and sarcasm and…

“Being with you… Nausicaä, it’s like everything in the world just stops, and there’s this incredible moment of perfect stillness, and you’re the only thing I can see…”

“I love you, too…”

… and Arlo.

Arlo Jarsdel, whom this person standing before her in the Viridian Circle absolutely was not, no matter how much they might currently look like her.

“Now,” Nausicaä threatened, words barely able to fit through the clench of her jaw, and she reached out to take great fistfuls of fabric of an outfit that was just as much an illusion as its wearer. “Now, or I’ll take it off for you.”

False jade eyes widened. Fear rolled off this imposter in a sour wave.

A shimmering in the air beside them heralded the opening of a portal, admitting first Celadon, then Lethe, then Aurelian and a small host of others onto the scene. Rory Jarsdel and one of Arlo’s ironborn classmates, both of whom had appeared alongside Nausicaä, stood blinking in confusion.

The newcomers staggered to a halt upon arrival, every single one of them, to gawk at what was happening, but Nausicaä couldn’t spare them a thought.

None of them saw what she did. This imposter she clutched, who was not Arlo, but oh, he looked so exactly like her, down to the placement of every faint freckle Nausicaä could remember pressing fluttering kisses to only weeks ago…

“Arlo?” Celadon breathed to the imposter. “Nausicaä? I… what’s going on, I don’t understand. Where is Vehan—was he not wearing his bracelet?”

Bracelet?

Nausicaä looked down at her wrist.

At the bracelet she’d been given earlier that evening. At the one she was willing to bet the very confused Rory behind her wore, as well as that ironborn girl beside him, glaring her own suspicions at the imposter Nausicaä had grabbed.

Schemes and bracelets and this person before her wasn’t Arlo… and Nausicaä shouldn’t be feeling this utter, profound breaking in her chest. Her contract with Riadne was flawless: her heart for Arlo’s safety. It wouldn’t void for any reason, not unless…

“No.” Nausicaä seethed, half-unhinged in growing panic. Panic—panic she shouldn’t be feeling because she shouldn’t have a heart to feel with. “No. This isn’t Arlo. Vehan is right here. He’s not the one we’re missing. But he is going to TAKE OFF THAT FACE—IT ISN’T HIS!”

Her imposter flinched at the sudden roar.

“I can’t,” he whispered in a voice that made Nausicaä want to rip and tear and shatter the world.

Because it was Arlo’s voice… but it wasn’t Arlo.

And a sickening feeling told her this would be the last she’d ever hear it.

Her contract with Riadne wouldn’t void, not unless Arlo was injured by that power-hungry queen’s hand, or…

Or…

Or or or or or or or or—

“I can’t take it off; it’s a…” Vehan swallowed. He looked around as he spoke, wildly, hopefully, as though Arlo might be just behind them and none of this was as bad as it seemed. “It’s a potion? It has to wear off. I’m sorry, Nausicaä. I don’t… I have no… I didn’t know. She was supposed to come too. She had a bracelet! Nausicaä, I don’t know what’s happening either….”

Pathetic.

He sounded so pathetically apologetic, looked so confused, and almost as though he could possibly fathom heartbreak, true heartbreak… and Nausicaä wanted to burn.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he choked out, tears gathering on lashes that didn’t belong to him.

A voice you’ll never hear again…

A face you’ll never see…

Look your last—you have your heart back, and this. Is. Not. Arlo.

The tears began to fall, silent streaks down Not Arlo’s face, and his searching gaze became frantic. “I don’t understand! She was supposed to be here, she was supposed to come with the rest of us! We all had a bracelet. I saw hers, she—”

“How many?”

It was Celadon asking the question, his voice sharp. “How many bracelets did Arlo give out, exactly?”

More tears fell… down a face now starting to transform…

“I… four?” came Vehan’s shaky reply, as though he was teetering on the precipice of hyperventilation. “There was the one she had, the ones for me and Rory, and then she told us you made two extra, one for Fyri and one for—”

… to transform…. and transform… until at last the magic that had made Vehan into Arlo dissolved completely to a pile of silvery dust at his feet, and he was himself again.

“… and one for Nausicaä,” Celadon finished in breathless realization of something Nausicaä didn’t want to hear. “Arlo gave her bracelet to Nausicaä—I only made the one extra, for Fyri. Nausicaä was meant to follow on her own accord once her heart was back. She can teleport, so it was one less stress on my magic to have her come on her own. Which meant that the bracelet Arlo was wearing…” How pale Celadon’s face had become—a face Nausicaä could barely recognize now, though whether that was because she was quickly untethering from reality or because of his newly black-dyed hair…

“If you indeed saw a bracelet on her,” Celadon rasped, “it must have been a fake.” He shook his head hard, a bit like how Nausicaä felt she might be shaking herself, her entire body a vibrating rage so much hotter than anything she’d ever felt before… “Why? Why would she do this—Vehan!”

Celadon darted forward, knocking Nausicaä aside—though not dislodging her, as if anything possibly could right now—to grab at Vehan’s robes as well. His own growing hysteria warped his voice to be unrecognizable, though that could be the screaming that distorted all other sound in Nausicaä’s ears. “Vehan, you have to tell me everything that happened—spare no detail. Did she tell you any hint of what she was thinking—”

“She’s actually going to do it.”

Nausicaä stiffened.

Everything paused.

Those words were Lethe’s, and she didn’t understand for shit what he’d just said, but she knew that it meant nothing good.

Not with that look on his face.

Nausicaä turned to glare at the Hunter she’d never once seen unnerved—not like this, not horrified to such a noticeable degree. The complexion behind those starlight freckles was paler than usual, and was that actual emotion touching his features…?

“Going to do what?” she ground out.

She looked around at the lot of them. Lethe, Celadon, Aurelian… Rory, Fyri, Theodore and Elyas off behind them, amidst a small crowd of other folk Nausicaä didn’t know or care to identify. There was something going on here Nausicaä hadn’t been brought up to speed about, too busy enslaved to Riadne’s plot, heartless and indifferent. But she was very much the opposite now, and if any of these people wanted to leave this happy little protection circle alive, someone was going to explain to her what the hells was going on.

She was a Fury, after all.

Former though the title was, no mortal protection circle would be able to withstand the Fire she could still wield.

Lethe merely stared.

There was something different about him, too, she noticed. Not just the pearlescent white hair, which somehow only honed all his sharp, odd edges to an even deadlier blade instead of softening them; not just the intimate concern he currently fixed on Celadon beneath the myriad flex of other emotions. No, something… differenter than different. Something that felt a lot like the Titans had felt, and…

“WHAT’S GOING ON!” she roared, spiraling down a pit that had no bottom. Rounding back on Vehan, she continued to bellow, “WHERE IS ARLO!”

Vehan flinched—she still had a hold of him, and her grip had tightened enough that it started to tear his clothing. “She was supposed to be here,” he quickly supplied, speaking in a rush like he thought some paltry explanation would absolve the fuck-off lot of them of what they’d done in Nausicaä’s absence.

“It was supposed to be a simple swap. Arlo would challenge Lethe for his position as a Hunter, win, and get her memories back in an additional reward to earning an immortal afterlife. Then she and I would swap roles, her fate as a Hollow Star for mine as Ruin, because she would survive it longer than I could, if her soul was meant for immortality. The plan was that Celadon would call us all back here as soon as she became Ruin, and then he’d use the goddess-blessed sword we have to run her through, killing Arlo and sending Ruin back to his prison. But Arlo wouldn’t die; she’d go to… um… Cosmin, I think? And Lethe would go too and retrieve her, and restore her memory, and everything would be fine—”

Nausicaä punched him.

Hard.

Square in the face.

She felt his nose break under her knuckles, and it wasn’t enough. What the fuck was he even saying to her? She was incandescent in her outrage, and a measly broken bone wasn’t enough.

Growling out an expletive, Aurelian charged toward them.

Celadon gasped, stumbling back as Vehan pitched in the opposite direction.

Nausicaä, meanwhile, could only boil.

“Fine?” Her voice was just a whisper. “What? Of all the stupid fucking things anyone has ever said to me—the absolute bullshit garbage you just spewed that I can’t even begin to level with right now—and you think any of it is fine?”

Celadon grabbed her shoulder. “Nausicaä, please, we—”

Nausicaä turned to glare him down. He was saved a similar expression of her thoughts on his fine plan, though, by a force like a boulder crashing against the hand she threw out behind her.

Stopped so abruptly, Aurelian—no less furious—shuddered against her palm; that was definitely a rib or two broken, but his only concerned seemed to be for Vehan, on the ground, bleeding sapphire from his nose.

“Nausicaä,” Celadon tried again.

Nausicaä could hardly breathe. “No,” she rasped. “You don’t get to fucking talk. I don’t want to fucking hear it.” She pointed to Lethe. “But you. You’d better start saying a whole lot of things. What did she gods-damned do, Lethe?”

And still Lethe stared.

A moment.

Two.

When it seemed like he might ignore the question once again, Nausicaä puffed herself up, intent on hurling herself at him, a fight to the death if that was what it took to get any words worth salt to her.

But then… “Flamel.”

Nausicaä paused.

“Nicholas Flamel. Arlo Flamel—not our Arlo, but the original. Nicholas’s son—the one who started this all by summoning Pride into the world, and I am speaking this out loud to you. Magic hasn’t garbled it, hasn’t warped it to nonsense the moment it hits your ears. I was very careful in the magic I wove, over even our immortal kin. But I am standing here talking to you plainly about a family I had to wipe so thoroughly from memory that even I couldn’t recall the whole of it, and Arlo… is doing it.”

“DOING WHAT?”

“Why, beginning the end, of course.”

Nausicaä was going to fucking lose it.

“Lethe,” she ground out, and never had she heard such a dangerous tone in her voice before, but what Lethe said… it was… true.

She did remember, now that she thought on it.

All of it—or at least, what she knew about the Flamel family before Lethe had put his curse on the knowledge.

More than what she’d retained before but had been unable to speak.

The Flamels… the parts of their history that the Courts had bargained to blot out of memory. The parts of Arlo’s childhood that Nausicaä and all the rest of the immortals had learned almost nineteen years ago, back when “Arlo Flamel” didn’t mean anything more to her than some hapless mortal girl named after a legend, a girl who’d fucked around with alchemy that she should have stayed well away from, and—

All of it came flooding back.

Nausicaä gasped.

Oh.

Oh, shit.

She’s beginning the end.

Nausicaä knew exactly what that meant. She’d forgotten. She’d forgotten what had made Arlo so damned interesting to the Immortal Realm, but oh, did she remember now—Arlo, the first mortal since the original Arlo who’d managed to summon Eos and Moros, the terrible scions of the Immortal Realm’s most feared progenitors, the Beginning and End. Servants of the Primordial Others, who’d been chained in punishment to forgotten thrones and left to fester in their tempers for thousands of years…

If Ruin didn’t destroy her, Arlo’s decision to tie herself to these scions had just made her the number one enemy of every single immortal who remembered what those monsters could do.

And what they must be after…

Arlo wasn’t going to survive this life, and she sure as shit wasn’t surviving the next, either, when the Immortal Realm was through with her.

After all, they’d Destroyed others for lesser slights than choosing the Titan of Destruction over them.

“No.”

She dropped her hand from Aurelian.

“No.”

Turned back to Vehan.

“NO!”

And launched her unbridled fury.

“Nausicaä, don’t!”

“Nausicaä, stop!”

“GET OFF OF HIM!”

“Nausicaä, please, I didn’t know!” Vehan sobbed, full tears streaming down his face. His hands flailed in an attempt to block himself from her assault.

Straddling him, pinning him, strike after strike after strike she rained down on any solid contact she could land. Bones broke; her knuckles tore; her vision swam in her eyes, Vehan flinching and crying and writhing, taking every blow and returning, and that pissed her off even more.

Did they know what they let happen?

Did they have any idea of how deeply her kin feared the Primordial Ones’ return?

Arlo was going to die. She was already dead, but now there was no chance—none in all the heavens and hells and cosmos in between—that Arlo would be spared. She’d be Destroyed as soon as she ascended to the immortality they thought they’d bought her.

“This is your fault!” Nausicaä cried—perhaps genuine tears, it was so hard to tell—and she swore for a moment that it was Heulfryn beneath her and no time had passed in 117 years. “This is your fault. She trusted you! I trusted you! You were supposed to protect her and YOU LET HER DIE! IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN YOU!”

Arlo had died.

Arlo was dead.

She was dead, she was dead, she was dead, she was—“AHH!”

Had Nausicaä broken before?

That was nothing, a fracture compared to what obliterated her now.

“THIS IS YOUR FAULT! IT’S YOUR FAULT, IT’S YOUR FAULT! YOU WERE SUPPOSED TO PROTECT HER! WHY WASN’T IT YOU?”

“Nausicaä.”

Hands on her—they felt like ice. Her entire body was burning.

“THIS IS YOUR FAULT!” She kicked and screamed and screamed and kicked, and struck out, and burned. The hands that pulled her back—only Lethe could manage such a feat, though that second, far less careful pair that clawed at her was definitely Aurelian’s, and there were Celadon’s hands as well, and Nausicaä didn’t care. “THIS IS YOUR FAULT, YOU WORTHLESS BAG OF SHIT! GIVE HER BACK GIVE HER BACK GIVE HER—”

“NAUSICAÄ.”

Abruptly, Nausicaä stopped.

She had… never once heard Lethe raise his voice in such a way: full of terrible command. And something inside her—the part of her that recognized that very key difference to the immortal before her—made her freeze.

It had been a greater god’s command.

She couldn’t move, but this didn’t stop her rage. It didn’t stop the screaming in her head or the vitriol she spilled, the condemnation that was more for herself than for the boy crying blood and apologies on the concrete.

“Get ahold of yourself,” Lethe said icily, and Nausicaä was done.

“Get off me,” she snapped. “Get off.”

It took a great deal to break from Lethe’s compulsion. To push him away, them all away.

To push herself to her feet.

But she was done.

For 117 years, she’d been doing this on her own, and she’d been fine—117 years, and yet all it had taken was one moment of weakness to derail it all. One stupid, errant, pitiful thought that maybe, just maybe, it would be nice to have a friend again… that maybe, just maybe, she’d repented enough in her dead sister’s eyes to be allowed Arlo.

“Get the fuck back here, Nausicaä,” Aurelian snarled after her, his fury with her only barely restrained by Celadon holding him back.

“You’re really going to leave?” Lethe sneered.

“Aurelian, please—Nausicaä, stop!” Celadon called after her, desperate. “Riadne has seven stones, a Crown, and Ruin; we need you, Nausicaä, please!”

Nausicaä, Nausicaä, Nausicaä, Nausicaä… she was starting to hate the sound of this name just as much as she’d hated “Alecto.”

And she was so, incredibly done—with friends, with people, with caring, with this. One hundred seventeen years ago, she’d sworn a promise to this realm. It had managed to distract her from her pain for a while. It had led her to Arlo, and life had become bearable, but now Arlo was doomed to a fate worse than death, and Nausicaä was reminded of the only purpose she should have kept to.

Too late now.

The damage was done, and once again, it was the person Nausicaä loved most paying its exorbitant bill.

She was so fucking, incredibly done with this. For now Nausicaä would give Arlo whatever she needed to help her on the unfathomable path she’d chosen. And when it inevitably ended in Arlo’s Destruction, what would rise from those flames would be Nausicaä no more.

She would at last truly become the Dark Star, unfettered.

If the realms thought they knew the taste of her rage, they were ill prepared for her ruin.
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The Luminous Palace

THE FLOOR THAT ARLO stood on was a glittering sea of white marble

flecked with charcoal black.

Heroes went through so much hardship.

Heroes were the stuff of tragedies.

To think, if you were a little more clever,

you might have been able to save them both.

I don’t want greatness.

I just want things to go back

to the way they were.

We ask for help to put an end to this cycle.

Destroy all the Crowns.

Take power away from what festers in both realms, so that healing can begin.

So that balance and unity can be restored.

We ask…

We ask…

We ask

We ask

We’re only asking…

she chooses

villain

too

Arlo shot upright on her bed, gasping for air like she hadn’t drawn breath since her eyes had closed.

When had they, though?

She couldn’t say.

Just as she couldn’t make full sense of where she was right now. It was so dark with the curtains drawn that she could barely make out her surroundings, was able to recognize them as her things only thanks to her UnSeelie night-vision, which meant this had to be her… bedroom?

Her bedroom, and her bed beneath her, and she was still dressed in her shoes, her jeans, the cloak she’d won from Lethe, no longer around her shoulders but draped carefully over her body.

Everything she’d been wearing when… wearing when…

A glowing array flashed across her mind’s eye.

An altar, surrounded by chanting alchemists.

The smell of sulfur, of iron blood and melted wax and carved stone and fear.

Delicious, wasn’t it?

Arlo startled so violently her entire bed shook.

The voice that had just spoken, words said directly to her from inside her own head—the sound was her own but deeper, steadier, cooler, was her vowels but wrapped in an accent she couldn’t place. Arlo felt that voice like a cloud passing over the sun, and it was this that made her suddenly, acutely aware that it was more than a voice but an entire separate presence within her.

“Arlo?”

“Oh my gods,” she gasped at the sound of a second voice, not at all in her head this time, and startling all over again. Her hand flew up to cover her rapidly beating heart—funny, when only moments ago it hadn’t been… hadn’t been… hadn’t been beating at all. “Oh,” she said, smaller, quieter, for the enormity of what had just clicked into place.

The glowing array…

The altar…

That voice in her head…

Ruin.

Twin pricks of dark light reflecting off silver was all Arlo could make out of the person standing tall at the end of her bed. Eyes glowing a bit the way a cat’s did from the gloom, and she didn’t need a face to know to whom they belonged, even if her observer hadn’t spoken.

She’d recognize that woodsmoke-and-steel aura anywhere.

“Nos?” Arlo echoed back, her voice catching raspy on disuse.

And suddenly it all came rushing back to her with the force of a brick wall, everything that had happened, everything Arlo had done and had apparently succeeded at, because here she was, and no one else stood crowded around her bedside like they would be if her plan with the bracelets had failed—but gods, this presence inside her. It made her want to claw at her skin, to retch, to shudder and squirm, anything to get away from this wrongness at the core of her, like some foul slug tracking ooze over her soul.

“Nos… uh…”

What could she say?

How could she even begin to explain their situation: that Arlo traded her Hollow die for Vehan’s Ruin, complicating Celadon’s plans with her own, which Nausicaä wouldn’t even know about because she’d have only just recovered her heart after Arlo’s brief death on that slab, and… “How long have I been…?”

“Asleep?” Nausicaä filled in for her. Arlo heard her sigh, then flinched from a flare of sudden brightness as a tiny ball of fire flickered to life, spilling warmth and light from a spark in the palm of her girlfriend’s hand.

Or rather… well… she hoped Nausicaä still wanted to be her girlfriend. With Nausicaä’s face now thrown into flickering, orange relief, Arlo could tell that her girlfriend had a lot to say about whatever she’d learned in the time Arlo had been out, and none of it good.

“Four days.” Nausicaä shrugged, an easy action that belied the anger in her eyes. “But I imagine dying is pretty shit on the system, especially when your soul doesn’t have anywhere to go. The girl gets whole-ass immortality, every mortal’s wet dream, and yet Arlo Flamel decides she’d rather dick around in the highest-stakes match of tug-of-war this glorified schoolyard has ever known.”

Ah.

So Nausicaä knew pretty much the lot of it, by the sounds of things.

Which… good. This meant she’d made it to the protection circle in Toronto, just as Arlo had planned when she’d slipping Nausicaä one of Celadon’s bracelets. This meant she’d had the chance to talk to Celadon, Vehan, and Lethe. No doubt everyone was confused and irritated with her, to put it mildly. The original plan, after all, had been for her to return to the circle with everyone, to let Celadon kill her and banish Ruin back to their prison, then ascend to that immortality Nausicaä had mentioned.

But…

That had been before.

Before Arlo remembered what it was that Eos and Moros had tasked her to do. What they’d imparted, just for her, direct and private in her head, right before vanishing back into that portal they’d come through and leaving an eight-year-old girl with an impossible destiny heavy on her shoulders.

“Okay, yeah,” Arlo sighed. “I know it doesn’t sound all that great. I know you’re probably furious with me—”

The shiiink of a blade cutting quickly through the air paused Arlo’s attempt to swing her legs from the bed. Angled flat, the threat of it still barred her to her mattress. “Yeah. Pretty upset with you. But that’s a discussion for later. Right now I’m going to need to you stay where you are.”

Arlo looked at the blade.

Funny, she noted—how she didn’t feel an ounce of fear. Not that she’d ever be afraid of Nausicaä, but looking down at her sword, Arlo knew herself well enough that the complete lack of apprehension for this sharp object in her path was suspicious, to say the least. She almost had to hold herself back from pressing against it just to see her own blood.

And that definitely wasn’t a normal compulsion to feel.

Shaking herself out of whatever had come over her, she lifted her gaze back to Nausicaä—firm and resolute, her hopefully-still-girlfriend’s expression was a mask of purest adamant.

Arlo frowned. “What do you mean, stay where I am? Why?”

“Because I don’t know what to do yet,” Nausicaä huffed out in frustration. “Because you aren’t yourself, Arlo, and the moment you get off that bed, this whole thing just… begins, and I don’t know what I’m going to do about that.”

Rolling her eyes, Arlo reached out and swatted the sword from her face. She slipped out of bed and to her feet. “I don’t need you to do anything, Nos. Nothing but keep yourself alive.”

“Oh, like you did for me?”

Irritation scorched sudden and bright across the field of Arlo’s emotions.

“Excuse me?” She glared at Nausicaä, who matched the look with a gaze that burned. “Listen, I get it, I’m sorry. You’re mad at me for doing this. I’m pretty mad at you, as well. You left me. We had… we shared… I gave myself to you, and you left me the very next morning to throw yourself like a martyr at Riadne’s feet without so much as a warning beforehand. So, yeah, be angry all you want, but don’t you dare pretend you have any moral high ground here. You did the exact same thing!”

Tossing her sword aside, where it dissolved into a puff of smoke before it could hit the ground, Nausicaä took a step toward Arlo, curving around the end post of her bed. “Fine, okay, yeah—not cool on my end, but Arlo, this is… this is so much more. I gave up temporary custody of my heart to keep you safe; your thing might actually kill you. For real!”

“I know!” Arlo threw back, her blood suddenly boiling—again, definitely not normal for her. She and Nausicaä fought fairly easily when their tempers were high, but this sharp flare of… what could almost be hate? No. This wasn’t her.

This was Ruin.

And there was the fear she should have felt before—how easily Ruin could already make her forget the most intrinsic parts of her.

She took a breath.

Her emotions were so much closer to the surface right now, as though her body were attempting to sweat them out or, perhaps more likely, as though Ruin were forcibly trying to expel them. And that simply wouldn’t do. She had to get better at holding on to herself.

“I know,” she repeated, in a far calmer tone. “And you’re right—this is so much more. More than you and me. More than whether I live or die. Nausicaä, this is—”

A pulse burst through the air in the room; to Arlo’s ears, it sounded like a quiet, deep reverberation of a gong.

Nausicaä stiffened and immediately lowered her gaze.

The presence inside Arlo—Ruin… four days wasn’t enough for them to react much to anything yet, apparently, not more than testing their influence over her in this conversation, at least. She could feel a sort of attentiveness perk in her that wasn’t her own, but Ruin was still caught in the throes of what she assumed to be a sort of summoning sickness, exhausted by the effort it had cost them just to claw through the realms and into her.

Arlo, though… she’d sensed them, too, before she could see them: the press of cold and deeper darkness against her left periphery, the caress of warmth and light on the other.

“How are you here without a portal?” she asked, eyes still on Nausicaä even as she spoke to the immortal scions that now flanked her. “Oh,” she said a moment later, the answer coming to her without needing to be told—the wish she’d made back when she’d still been a Hollow Star filled in all the gaps of alchemy she didn’t already know. “I gave you freedom to come to me back when I summoned you as a child.”

It was Moros who spoke first—it was always Moros who spoke first, as first before anything had been darkness.

… and it occurred to her, belatedly, that this random side note had been pulled directly from Ruin’s memories. Sharing a body might give them full access to her thoughts and emotions, but it seemed that bond ran both ways.

That might be useful to know for later.

But for now…

“Your earthbound Titan’s spawn is astonishingly gifted.” Moros’s words poured like silken night. “Lethe, I believe he calls himself? It did take us a while to find you again after he erased you so thoroughly from even immortal memory. The dreams we had to comb through… the threads we had to chase…”

“But now you remember,” said Eos on her right. “You claimed your heritage and unveiled the knowledge that concealed you from all, including us. Including yourself.”

Ruin’s strange anesthetizing apathy rose once more within her.

Despite how profoundly Arlo knew that she shouldn’t look, she felt herself sigh and turn around.

Nausicaä gasped in alarm, but still Arlo felt nothing but calm.

It was hard to define the beings to the left and right before her.

Meeting them as a child, Arlo had done her best to keep from looking at either directly. The scions operated like a curse, were more reflections of the Primordial Ones they served than they were their own individuals. And how could anything encompass the End and Beginning?

But Moros was a man built of shadows and smoke and pale citrine eyes, which glowed in a long and pointed face. Eos was a woman of gentle light and dew, and rosy-morning hair, but with hollow sockets for eyes like great devouring pits, horror carved into unparalleled loveliness.

Neither had been expecting her to acknowledge them head-on.

Inside her chest, Ruin stirred into proper curiosity.

“We need to get something straight,” Arlo declared, with a command that surprised even her. “You asked me years ago to destroy the Three Crowns and restore balance to the Mortal and Immortal Realms.”

The scions merely watched her, confirmation enough of her mission.

“You asked me to become the villain—and afterward, right before you left, you told me that I would need to join forces with the Titan Ruin, the only of the Primordial Ones’ children to stand against the others when the immortals rose up against them, earning imprisonment in their parents’ fall. You said the Crowns were too powerful, that they were starting to corrupt even immortal hearts, and that the End and Beginning wanted them gone.”

Again, they only watched her.

It was a little unnerving, she’d give them that. Moros was surprisingly the easiest to look at; the empty holes in Eos’s eyes made Arlo want to shudder and step back.

“But why?” she asked them. “I mean, very obviously, I’ve agreed to do it, because the Bone Crown has caused nothing but harm for mortals, and I can’t imagine the two others have done much good for immortals either. But why do you care? Why do your masters care? What are they getting out of this, to ask me to do it at all?”

Eos leaned in, and those disturbing holes drifted so close that Arlo could see through to the back of her equally hollow skull.

She was so much less beautiful at this new proximity, and so much more terrifying.

Anxiety shot through Arlo like a jolt of lightning.

And thank goodness. There her fear was, returned—Arlo was still Arlo yet.

“How presumptuous,” Eos hissed like steam. “To ask the First Ones to explain themselves to a mortal-born girl.”

“Very presumptuous,” Moros intoned. “But perhaps, given the enormity of what the First Ones ask…”

Eos curled even closer to Arlo, and the longer Arlo held that gaze, the more off-putting the scion became. “We did tell you already that destroying the Crowns will release both realms from the grip of the bones that make them. And it must be all Three Crowns, made from the bones of the First Ones, pulled from their chests by their own Titanic children. When Urielle, Cosmin, and Tellis rose to power, they took those bones and fashioned them into circlets. They were well aware that the First Ones’ magic still resided with them, but they severely underestimated their ability to withstand the negative effects of a Primordial essence. However more resilient, by now, those Crowns have long since corrupted the immortal heads that wear them, just as they do your mortal sovereigns.”

“Breaking the Crowns,” Moros continued, picking up from where Eos dropped off, “would release their contained power back to its origin. Balance would be restored—what was stolen would be returned, and in so doing, the First Ones would again know freedom millennia denied.”

Nausicaä snorted.

“So Arlo destroys the Crowns and the Primordial Ones get their powers back, and definitely break free, and then it’s just game over anyhow, provided Ruin doesn’t fuck it sideways first?” Still not looking up from the ground, Nausicaä added, “Arlo, I can’t begin to tell you how much danger you’re in right now. The Immortal Realm isn’t going to just sit back and let this happen, but let’s just assume you do manage to break all the Crowns. The Primordial Ones were bad news. There’s a reason their immortal children put aside their extremely petty and extremely many differences to work together to seal the First Ones’ asses to thrones in the middle of fuck-off nowhere space. The First Ones devoured worlds. Ate their own children. Ate anyone who pissed them off, really. Very Goya’s Saturn. They enforced their balance with cruel tyranny and obliterated any who dared to oppose them. It sounds great on paper, sure, but balance? True balance? Is conformity. Repetition. Unflinching law—things that leave no room for stuff like creativity and circumstance. Sometimes, life needs a little imbalance is what I’m trying to say. All of this assuming that none of the deities say fuck it, abandon their treaty, and come down here to smite you in the act—or send something to kill you so they can make your afterlife as short and painful as your actual life.”

Frowning, Arlo mused on this. “But the Crowns aren’t good either,” she said, weighing. She didn’t want to restore beings like the Primordial Ones to full power, but her immediate issue was the Crowns—the one Riadne wore, to be precise. It had to be destroyed.

The number of lives it had already ruined, the death it tracked everywhere it went… Arlo had known immediately that she wanted to do this, even if she’d also suspected there might not be a wholesome reason behind what drove Eos and Moros after her.

“Far from good,” Moros agreed, taking a step forward. Then another. Then another, making a much slower advance on Arlo than Eos, but every bit as intimidating. “Ruin knows no real allegiance. Ruin sides with who will grant them the most opportunity for devastation. The more you tend to that need while tied to them—the more you indulge what they crave—the easier it will be for you to access their talents for your own and apply the power of oblivion to your undertaking.”

Arlo nodded.

This had been all explained to her forever ago, back when she hadn’t been old enough to really consider what it was she would be doing. And everything had been so rushed. Once Lethe returned the memory of it all, she’d chosen what seemed like the best thing to do at the time… and now found herself slightly regretting her noble intentions for the details she’d failed to ascertain.

“Yeah, all that I know. But Nausicaä isn’t wrong; it doesn’t sound to me like the Primordial Ones are the sort of beings I want to unleash back on the realms. Can I not destroy maybe one… or two Crowns? What happens if I don’t obliterate all three?”

Besides condemning the ones who wear any leftover Crown to further suffering and corruption.

It would behoove you to pay attention to wording, child.

Moros smiled, almost as though he’d heard Ruin’s scathing words, revealing teeth like black, serrated knives. “The First Ones were swayed to Ruin’s involvement in this matter on the reasoning that they would expedite your travel between realms to fetch the other Crowns. They agreed to Ruin because to do would require the strength of a Titan and nothing less, and Ruin’s destructive abilities would be best suited to tearing open portals between the realms. The First Ones wish you to break all Three Crowns and release the magic within—but what was it that we asked of you, dearest child?”

“A coup,” Nausicaä interjected with an excited gasp, already having worked out what Moros had been hinting at. “The Primordial Ones want her to break the Crowns; you asked her to destroy them. That’s why you need Ruin—only a Titan’s power can entirely obliterate something from existence. You’re turning on your masters!”

“Is that what we’re doing?” Eos drawled, reeling back into herself and blessedly away from Arlo. “I would rather call it self-preservation. What need have our masters for scions when no longer chained to their thrones?”

“Aw, you guys are dicks—that endears you to me a little more, to be honest. I might actually like you.”

“She is correct,” Eos continued, ignoring Nausicaä entirely now to turn attention back to Arlo. “It is our wish that you use Ruin’s power to destroy the Crowns, not simply break them. Doing so will eradicate bone and magic both, restoring balance while also removing dark influence from the realms and, most of all, keeping the First Ones chained. But it must be all three, and it must be done quickly. So much time has passed since the First Ones’ imprisonment, there are days and nights and days in between where they’ve hardly any awareness at all. They trust in us, their scions, to steer you true, and will not be looking closely unless given reason to suspect foul play. Take too long, spare even one Crown, and the End and Beginning will notice that there’s suddenly far less of their prize than there was before, giving them incentive to investigate, and you will not like what they will have us do to you should they discover what you’ve done.”

She paused to let this all sink in, perhaps noticing that Arlo had gone a little pale green around the edges.

Oh, Arlo was certainly still doing this now that she knew she wouldn’t be unleashing an even worse nightmare into play—in for a penny, in for a pound, so the saying went. But it was occurring to her now just how incredibly dangerous this entire thing was, from so many different angles, in so many different ways.

Eos almost looked apologetic to read the worry in Arlo’s face.

“I must remind you, too, that this must be achieved before Ruin takes permanent control,” she added in a softer tone. “Their annihilation will work even quicker than you do. Even now you can feel yourself beginning to deteriorate, yes? Your emotions working differently. Arlo Flamel beginning to dampen…”

Gods.

How long did she have to do all this?

There was a great deal she hadn’t considered before jumping into this. She’d made her deal with Lethe, and almost immediately upon recovering the memory of what she’d been charged with, Riadne had summoned her final stone. Arlo had been forced into action, but even so, she’d choose it again, regardless of what she knew now.

The Crowns had to go if the realms were to make any significant change for the better.

To her, that was very much worth the risk of her life.

And again as though Moros could read her thoughts, he nodded his head. “Once Ruin awakens fully, you will not have much time. The sands of your hourglass trickle fast against you. But you will not be alone, young one. This I must impress on you. We will be watching. We give you our belief, but more than this, we give you a reminder.”

“Look to the places you keep your heart,” Eos gentled.

“And remember what makes you strong,” they said in perfect unison.

And with nothing further, as abruptly as they’d come, they vanished into the night.

A moment of silence… followed another…

“Illuminating,” Nausicaä soured.

“Was it?” Arlo asked faintly.

“No.” She frowned, then pointed to Arlo’s bed. “Rest,” she commanded. “You should take advantage of your last few hours of freedom before the morning. I’m pretty sure we were just told we have to court your freeloader if we want to keep them interested and use their magic properly. Busy days ahead of us, lots of destruction. You’re lucky that’s my specialty.”

Arlo looked at her… then dropped her gaze to her feet. Somehow, this made it easier when she asked in a small voice that sounded very gratifyingly her, even as the severity of what she’d done had finally begun to settle in, “Us?”

“Tch—you’re not doing this without me. A Dark and Hollow Star, remember?”

Arlo’s stomach dropped.

“I’m not a Hollow Star anymore, though,” she replied, barely above a whisper.

“Yeah,” Nausicaä drawled, and when Arlo’s gaze lifted from the floor, she saw there was something intimate and kind in those sharp steel eyes that watched her. “It was never the title that made you mine, Arlo.”

Heat flooded to Arlo’s face.

Sliding backward onto her mattress, she patted the bed beside her. “There’s a smart TV in the wall, you know. If I promise to rest, will you lay with me on the bed and binge shows on Netflix and… pretend that nothing’s happened? That nothing changes when the sun comes up?”

That soon she might not care about doing such things with this girl she loved so deeply right then that she wanted to cry just knowing that she’d forget what that felt like too.

“I’m really mad at you.”

Arlo nodded. “Yeah. I’m sorry.” She shifted over, making room. “Nausicaä?” she said, quiet and private between them, as the bed beside her dipped and an ex-Fury’s weight settled warm and flush against her.

“Mmm?”

“Can I ask you to do something for me?”

“I am notoriously not known for doing anything for you ever, but go ahead, I suppose.”

“Please,” Arlo breathed, and Nausicaä sobered as she dipped in close, lips hovering with barely a hair’s space between them. “Please don’t let me forget Final Fantasy. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost that extremely core piece of my character.”

Groaning over a chuckle, Nausicaä grabbed a pillow to swat Arlo in the face. “You’re such a dork. I promise to remind you about your one true love, Cloud Strife, on a regular basis.”

“Thank you,” she replied grandly, then dissolved into laughter as another flop of Nausicaä’s pillow came down on her.

Let Ruin try their worst; there was no way Arlo could forget herself enough that this—these moments of love and softness and them—would ever fail to bring her back from no return.

Ah, the satisfaction I will derive, from proving you so very wrong.








CHAPTER 1 Aurelian [image: ]



Florida, Present Day—January

A BUMP IN THE ROAD made the back of Aurelian’s head smack the metal wall behind him, but it was Ten throwing up the contents of their stomach that made him huff out a curse.

“That’s so fucking gross!” Rosalie, the pretty blond lesidhe at Ten’s side, whined as she lifted her boots off the ground to save them from the puddle of bile.

Aurelian’s footwear hadn’t been so lucky.

“M’sorry,” Ten groaned, dropping their head between their knees to draw great, gulping breaths and grip the short length of their rainbow-dyed hair like a lifeline. The way their impressive ogre bulk shuddered through waves of nausea told Aurelian they weren’t over the worst of it yet. “It’s the hells’ damned truck—why do we have’ta drive everywhere? Couldn’t we at least use a normal vehicle?”

Tiffin, the ebony-haired violet goblin seated at the far end of the bench she shared with the quarrelling two beside her, snorted. “Pretty sure the hint’s in the name, Ten—armored truck. The iron in it protects us.”

She didn’t look to be faring much better, though.

“It makes me want to claw my fucking guts out.”

“Grosser,” Rosalie chimed in, and despite how she clearly looked ill right now too, her eyes danced with glee. “Fifty dollars to see you try.”

“You can keep your Canadian fucking Tire money, harpy—you only get to fool me once with that,” they growled, turning to send a kick in her direction, which made Rosalie cackle even more delightedly, and Aurelian heaved out a sigh.

It was Ivandril who rose to his feet, however, his silver hair bound in a knot atop his head. A sharp turn in their journey made him place a hand on the roof of the truck they were stuffed in to keep him steady.

Between his enormous height and thick strength—both incongruous with the standard for lesidhe builds—Ivandril was almost too big for this space on his own, let alone with the six of Aurelian’s team. Aurelian wondered vaguely if there was ogre blood somewhere in his family line to account for that.

“All right, everyone, settle down.” Waving his free hand in the direction of the vomit, Ivandril sent a pulse of blue-sparking lesidhe magic dancing over the floor and Aurelian’s boots to wash the both of them clean. “None of us likes being in this thing, but as we’ve discussed many times before, it’s a necessary evil. We’re nearly at our destination—we need to focus. Ten,” he added, calm and measured, deep and soothing, but by no means lacking command. “Will you be okay to fight or do you need to hang back?”

“Fifty real dollars if you vomit on a demon,” Rosalie challenged under her breath, a waggle of her brows to add enticement—as though Ten needed encouragement to take their girlfriend up on anything.

“Deal!” Ten cried, not instantly recovered, but certainly far less miserable.

Honestly, the newly minted pair was the oddest couple Aurelian had ever met—and curiously perhaps also the happiest.

Too used to this team by now to pause over any of their antics, Ivandril merely shook his head, then turned his attention to Aurelian.

They’d been busy these past four months, all of them.

Aurelian had been working closely with Ivandril to rebuild the Market; to reinforce its protections; to train anyone who was willing to offer themselves up for combat, and himself in this potential role of leader Celadon seemed determined to place him in. It was a role he still wasn’t sure he really wanted. Ivandril would be a far better choice, in his opinion. But Ivandril wanted the job even less, and someone had to fill the enormous vacancy the Madam had left in her departure. Between Aurelian’s personal relationship with their new Night King, Vehan’s magnetism bleeding through their bond, and the efforts he’d been putting into the Market lately, the folk there weren’t entirely opposed to the idea of his command.

Four months—Aurelian hardly recognized himself when he looked in the mirror now.

Four months’ worth of hard, physical labor and fresh air and the Hiraeth’s magic. He was healthier now, stronger now, taller and sturdier and far more powerful. He still kept his hair the same, still maintained its lavender hue. There were still his rebellious iron piercings, and the tattooed sleeve of Autumn foliage running from his fingertips to his shoulder blade. And he would probably never lose his slender, lesidhe build completely to his new lifestyle. He was still Aurelian, and with Vehan here at last beside him, neither of them any longer trapped under Riadne’s thumb, he would almost say he was happy.

Hard to be fully happy though, when the world was beginning to unravel.

When a queen gone mad with power was on the rampage, and one of his best friends was caught in her clutches in the precarious balance between life and death.

When the very earth was beginning to crack apart, and the demons had begun to spill out in droves. No longer did they lurk in shadows, yipping and snarling along the fringes of their world, slinking through the Hiraeth for scraps. Now they prowled human streets, night or day, in full view of human witnesses.

“Coming up on the Magic Kingdom. I would remain seated—road quality is poor.” Jaxon’s quiet, steady voice floated back at them from the driver’s seat, where he sat with Leaf—the woodsprite Aurelian had picked up in the forest—perched daintily on his shoulder. Seventeen years old and so pale he was nearly translucent, with short, shaggy gray hair and a wolf’s tail and ears, Jaxon was the youngest of Aurelian’s personal crew, a boy of very few words and somehow better manners than the rest of them combined.

Ignoring Jaxon’s advice, Tiffin and Rosalie both lunged for the divide between the truck’s cabin and hull to press their faces to the open grate and goggle in eager anticipation of today’s destination.

“I’m surprised you’re not up there with them,” came a soft voice from Aurelian’s right—a voice that could still send a shiver through his system whenever he heard it, even after all these years. A voice he knew just as well as his own, one that he would never grow tired of hearing in all their years to come.

Aurelian’s attention snapped to Vehan almost of its own accord.

Like magnetism; like a flower to the sun; except it was something even stronger than nature or magic that stole Aurelian’s time, affection, and focus so completely.

The soulbond between them—just as months spent in the Hiraeth had made Aurelian stronger, so too had it strengthened the connection between him and his boyfriend. The pair of them finally able to be together helped significantly, of course, but to have at last the chance to knowingly, purposefully nurture this incredibly rare gift that tethered them to each other?

It was this more than anything that had helped Aurelian to flourish.

Did Vehan have any idea how thoroughly, nearly obsessively Aurelian loved him? Vehan sat slightly folded in his seat, one leg casually over the other and arms crossed against his chest. The way his chin was tucked just so toward his collar meant Aurelian couldn’t see his shocking blue eyes but could admire the sight of coal-black bangs brushing that golden-tanned nose.

Vehan sat like the very portrait of a romantic figure in human paintings, a fae prince to the letter. And though his comment had been joking, though his posture suggested perfect ease, there was no fooling that thread that tied them together, and no fooling the years of familiarity between them, as well—there was pain in that tone.

There was pain in Vehan, constant.

“Every summer vacation, you always wanted to go to Disney World,” he said, looking up at Aurelian.

Did he have any idea? It was ridiculous that they’d known each other for so long, that they’d been boyfriends for half a year now and rarely out of each other’s sight these last four months, and still those eyes made Aurelian’s breath hitch every time their gazes met.

And Vehan whined that Aurelian was unfairly pretty.

“Mmm,” Aurelian hummed, leaning back once more against the wall and turning his head to close a more private distance between them. “What can I say, it is the most magical place on earth.”

“You just like when they march Kylo Ren through Star Wars Land.”

“I am absolutely certain that’s not what they call that section, but all right.”

It was almost normal.

Almost Vehan, like nothing was wrong…

Except everything was wrong.

From the world quickly cracking apart to spew out hell from its depths, to Vehan’s own mother as the villain orchestrating the entire thing, to Arlo—Arlo, who was Aurelian’s friend too, but Vehan adored her. She’d brought him back from the damned dead, and he loved her like a sister. Every word that Nausicaä had hurled at him four months ago in Toronto had been a knife, and Vehan was the sort who didn’t need any encouragement to shoulder failings, even the ones that weren’t his.

It had gutted him, tormented him, broken him down to his core to take responsibility for what had happened to Arlo.

He’d cried for days after Nausicaä had left, spent half his time trying to get her back on their side, to make things right between them, and the other half—at least the majority of it—consumed with his mother and Arlo.

Vehan was spiraling, and it terrified Aurelian to see the effect this was having on his boyfriend’s mood, his health, his sanity.

Vehan, the boy he’d loved from childhood, was hurting, and nothing Aurelian tried to do could make it better, it seemed.

A low whistle from Tiffin interrupted their moment. “Oh, the humans are going to have a hell of a time cleaning this up.”

“Looks like we might be a bit late to the party,” Rosalie added, far too mildly for Aurelian’s liking.

There was nothing else for it—he had to look too, to gauge what he was about to drag his team into.

Peeling away from the wall once more, Aurelian waved the two faeries back to their seats and took their place at the grate; Ivandril came up beside him—in the front seat, Jaxon huffed out an exasperated, “No one listens to me.”

True to word, the roads themselves were terrible.

Great fissures had cracked across the otherwise meticulously maintained pavement, some enough to cause whole chunks to jut up like stone glaciers Jaxon had to swerve around to avoid colliding with.

The more difficult obstacle was the mass exodus of park-goers fleeing Disney World’s main attraction as fast as congestion would allow.

Honking and beeping and swearing and shouting filled the air; cars were hopping lanes and veering off right into the grass to get around the bumper-to-bumper stream of vehicles on the road leading out of the park. Some people had abandoned their cars completely in favor of booking it out with their families as fast as they could run, and Aurelian didn’t blame them.

“Damn,” he swore under his breath, peering through the grate up at the park entrance’s iconic MAGIC KINGDOM sign, metal twisted and warped and bent this way and that, half of it severed and smashed against the pavement. “I thought the pit was supposed to be up at the castle? How are we seeing destruction out here?”

Since Ruin’s resurrection and Riadne’s triumph, the Market’s tactical teams had been extremely busy chasing what they called “pits”—by-product portals from the Infernal Realm opening up around the world in result of Riadne’s dark magic.

There was no clear pattern behind where these portals chose to open, but the team had gotten good at reading the warning signs that tended to crop up beforehand—spontaneous sinkholes and odd changes in weather and complaints of the scent of gaseous fumes.

Unfortunately, once this collection of signs was reported, it was usually too late to do much besides damage control. Most of the time, their teams couldn’t get to these sites before those pits sank enough to bleed demons.

And then there was the matter of what—or rather, who—was quick to follow the pits’ opening.

“We’ve got eyes,” Jaxon noted, and Aurelian bit back a groan.

The human news teams were here—because of course they were—circling up overhead in their helicopters, peeling down the grass just behind their truck. Which meant the human police force wasn’t far behind either.

Four months had given birth to a flurry of articles, television specials, and hashtags; posts and reels and TikToks.

Aliens are real—and the monsters are too!

Lions, Tigers, and Faeries—Oh My!

You Won’t Believe Which Legends Are True

A magical community that conformed to order, control, and concealment, they could keep well enough from discovery, but masses of demons popping up from holes in the ground and devouring everything in sight tended to draw just a bit of attention.

“So, this is bad bad, then,” said Tiffin, reaching beneath her seat for a case of weaponry and adding a few more daggers to her supply.

It was bad bad, then.

Jaxon, who was suspiciously good at high-tension, fast-speeds driving for someone so young, pressed his foot to the gas and sped them ahead of their tail.

There was no real point to glamours anymore, but they kept one on the truck to prevent unnecessary interruptions. Thus disguised, it sailed through the Magic Kingdom’s already decimated entrance toll and wove expertly around both debris and traffic, which had abandoned all rules of the road.

Parking was almost laughably easy once they made it around all the congestion. The news reporters on land and the sirens just behind in the distance would take a little bit longer to catch up. “Let’s make this quick,” Ivandril said, and Aurelian nodded in agreement.

Doors swung open—Tiffin, Rosalie, Ten, Vehan, Aurelian, and Ivandril jumped one after the other from the back. Jaxon prowled around from the driver’s side to join them.

Moving to the front of the group, Aurelian turned and fixed them with a steady look. “You know the drill,” he said. “We go in, we take out as many demons as we can neutralize on our way, but our first and main goal is—”

“Hey, Kyle’s here! KYLE! HEY!” Rosalie called across the lot, waving joyously at another truck that had just pulled up a short way off.

A rebel group—a few had cropped up here and there across the Courts, made up of folk who didn’t like what their new High Queen was doing and had taken it upon themselves to do what the Falchion now ignored at her order.

Kyle was an independent sidhe fae here in the Summer Court, whom they’d run into a few times along with his small team of three.

For reasons best known to her, Rosalie liked him a lot—possibly because he hunted down demons in brightly colored Hawaiian vacay shirts with a massive hot-pink crossbow and heavy metal blaring from his iPhone like a soundtrack.

Kyle pretended to shoot his crossbow in Rosalie’s direction, winked at Aurelian, then proceeded to unload an absolutely massive contraption that looked a lot like a shoulder cannon.

“I feel underprepared now,” Rosalie huffed. “Kyle has a… rocket launcher? I want a rocket launcher.”

“I want one too,” Ten agreed, nodding fervently, and Aurelian sighed through his nose. “Focus,” he reminded them. “Our first and main goal is to locate that pit in there and contain the situation as best as possible. We’ll give Arlo ten minutes on arrival to show—if she doesn’t, I want that pit sealed. And I have a feeling it’s going to need everything we brought if the fissures ran all the way out to the main gate, so don’t pack light.”

Sealing pits was the Market’s specialty, the thing that set them apart from the independent rebel groups. It involved a very complicated alchemic concoction that Rory Flamel had designed for them that was essentially a grenade filled with a liquid that would expand and solidify into six-feet-deep solid iron.

It wasn’t a perfection solution, but they didn’t have running communication with Arlo these days. The pits she showed up at, she sealed on her own once she was done with them, but they never had any warning which pits those would actually be. Rory’s grenade was enough of a deterrent for the demons to find a different entry point, and that was just about the best they could hope for right now.

“Everyone armed?” Ivandril inquired, to a round of grunts and nods and you bet, handsome. “All right, then. Aurelian, on your signal—”

“Let’s go rescue Disney World!” Rosalie whooped like a battle cry before turning to run for the park entrance.

Ten took off after her, their massive axe held aloft as they screamed their way to the entrance as well.

Aurelian’s team.

They could… use with a bit more training, really; a little more deference to leadership, maybe; a little more practice fighting as a unit, for sure. But then, most of the folk tended to forget themselves when it came to this theme park, so Aurelian could only shake his head and follow.

At least they didn’t want for enthusiasm, and he had a feeling they were going to need a lot of that too, tonight.

“This has to be the weirdest fucking mash-up of vibes I’ve ever experienced,” Tiffin commented as the group of them pressed through the ticket booths for the Magic Kingdom’s main courtyard.

He had to agree.

There was still a decent amount of people fleeing in terror around them. Cast members were armed with all manner of objects for self-defense, screams and cries and curses coming from all of them. It explained why they hadn’t run into any demons until this point, not with so much enticement to keep them right here. But Ivandril let out a low whistle, and Aurelian could only gawk—the sheer number of them. Humanoid creatures of rotted flesh and fungi and pustules, skittering around, shrieking high-pitched, shrill sounds as they chased down anything that moved to rip and tear and break it apart, gorging themselves on the gore.

Blood splattered garishly across the smooth pavement.

The demons that weren’t busy feasting were climbing, roaming, and wreaking general destruction on their surroundings.
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