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Nature of Frost is a thrilling epic-fantasy romance between an icy Fae prince and a fiery druid that has a happy ending. However, the story includes elements that might not be suitable for all readers. Violence, blood, death, anxiety, trauma, injuries, hostage situations, and alcohol use are shown in the novel. Death of a parent and child abuse are mentioned in character backstory. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.



For the House Mouse...
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Valen
Today, I’m finally going to tell the truth.
Some of it, anyway.
From the moment Tania and I returned to the Winter Court from Ventin a week ago, it’s been pure chaos. A nonstop barrage of damage control to begin righting the wrongs of my bloodline. Well, half of it.
I’m an Icekeeper—and a Frostreaver. Half royal bloodline—half usurper. My uncle, Orbik Icekeeper, the former Winter Lord, is gone. So is his wife, my aunt, Liani. All that’s left now is me…and Keltania.
She’s sitting in the chair by the double doors that lead out to the courtyard, sharpening one of the daggers I gave her a few days ago. Her red hair is contained in a long braid that hangs down her back, but several strands have fallen loose. She blows at them absently, then picks a rock from the sole of her boot. The set of leathers she’s wearing is new, but the boots are the same worn pair she came here with from Lunal when we first met. It seems like a lifetime ago…
“Will you please stop pacing?” she snaps. “You’re making me dizzy.”
There’s a brief murmur of agreement from the others, but I keep pacing.
Tania unsettles some of the Fae at the estate. Well, most of them. She’s a druid. The enemy. Part of the Order that worshipped the woman who helped enslave them for over a thousand years. Right now, she unsettles me, too, but not for the same reasons. It’s because she’s being so…
“Valen. Stop!”
…bossy.
I sigh and lean against the wall beside the door. If I block it, would it stop Celpin, the current captain of the guard, from dragging me out to the waiting crowd? Probably not. But I bet it would piss him off. That’s my new favorite pastime.
“Do we really think this is necessary?” I say to no one in particular.
Guria, an older Fae I chose for my new council, smiles. It’s genuine and just a little sympathetic. “Revealing your magic to the Winter Fae now is the right decision. It will help ease some of the turmoil when…” She pauses, dropping her gaze to the floor. “The enemy comes.”
Delkin Frostreaver, my father, rests a hand on my shoulder. “Doing it now will help unify them. Then, when you take your rightful place, they’ll feel more secure. Trust me.”
I do trust him. It’s myself I’m wary of.
I tried getting my father to step back into his old role as monarch, but he’s convinced the Winter Fae are better served now by someone with magic.
Something soothing washes over me. Tania. She feels my discomfort as easily as I feel her desire to ease my nerves.
The magic that links us is both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because it lets her know if I’m in trouble, and vice versa. A curse because we’re hyperaware of each other. That’s been difficult to hide, and it’s getting worse. The bond is growing in ways we never imagined possible. Plus the feelings we have for each other and the inability to act on them…
No one except for a select few in our inner circle knows the truth about the connection we share. To the rest of the world, we are a Fae royal and his guard, nothing more.
“I still say this will paint more of a target on his back.” Tania sheathes her blade and stands, glaring at me. “Goddess knows it’s almost impossible to keep him out of trouble as it is.”
“I did perfectly fine before you came along,” I snipe.
Delkin groans while Guria clucks her tongue.
It’s the response I’m hoping for. Let them all think Tania and I barely tolerate each other.
The truth is far more complicated… It’s also the reason we’re in this mess.
I’m the first Fae since the Great Drain to be born with true Winter magic. Aphelian wanted that power. In an attempt to steal it, she manipulated Tania into linking our life forces together.
But humans aren’t meant to withstand the strength of Fae magic, and being connected to it was killing her. So, I did what was necessary to save Tania. I made a deal with the enemy. Aphelian agreed to manipulate the link so Tania could survive Fae magic…as long as I took my place as the Winter Lord. As monarch, I could promise she’d have no opposition inside the walls of the estate—but I never said anything about the lands beyond the gate.
I’m counting on that loophole to save us.
The doors rattle as someone tries to push inside. When I don’t move away from it, everyone stares.
“What?” I swear, they all have no sense of humor. I’m thinking my first official decree as Lord will be personality lessons.
Tania rolls her eyes and drags me away from the door.
Celpin barges in a moment later. He’s far too serious and just a little too bloodthirsty for my taste. With broad shoulders and an impressive six-foot-five height, he’s always on alert, his golden eyes glinting. He intimidates most people, but personally, I think he looks like a constipated rabbit.
“It’s time,” he says, grinning.
“Are you sure?” I inch away from him.
There are other things I’d rather be doing right now. Raiding the kitchen, getting drunk, laying my head in the mouth of a tragon… I’m not fit to rule the Winter Fae. I can’t even keep plants alive—which is ironic, considering all my years of proximity to the druid tear have technically given me access to their magic.
“I could have sworn we set this up for later this afternoon,” I say. “We should—”
“The sooner you get it over with, the better,” Delkin says, giving me a light nudge toward the door. He guides me from the room to a large dais set up in the courtyard. There’s a crowd of Fae stretching all the way past the main gate and down the hilpberry-lined path.
“Welcome, Winter Fae!” Guria smiles at the crowd. “Today is a momentous occasion. As we gather, we are all still reeling from the truth about the druid Aphelian. How she enslaved us for so long.”
A rush of irritation filters down the link, but when I glance at Tania, her expression is neutral. I can’t blame her for bristling at Guria’s words. Aphelian was a monster, but she wasn’t solely to blame. Servis—and all the Fae leaders who came after him—were just as culpable for their predicament.
“But we must put the past aside, because today we move into the future…” Guria turns and motions me forward.
I shuffle up to her side, forcing myself to smile at the crowd.
“Today we welcome the first true Winter Lord in over a thousand years! Valen Frostreaver!”
There’s some cheering from the crowd, but overall, most of them stand there, a little stunned. I can’t blame them. I doubt most of them view me as monarch material.
She moves aside and gestures for me to speak.
This is it. The grand reveal.
“I hope you all know just how much I love the Fae of the Winter Lands and how honored I am to be standing here. And, in an attempt at transparency, I have something that I want you all to know.” I lift my hand and—
Something shoots from the center of the crowd. A small object that glints in the light. A blade. I pivot and shove Guria to the side.
“Valen, look out!” Tania rushes toward me, but she doesn’t make it before someone else knocks me sideways, the air expelling from my lungs with a painful whoosh. I collapse, their heavy weight pinning me down.
“You are not fit to rule!” A golden-eyed Fae lifts a dagger above my head. As he brings it down, something sends him careening sideways.
Not something…Tania.
“Up,” she orders and positions herself between me and the Fae, brandishing her sword. No one would think twice about her stepping in to protect me, but with this many people watching, it could go badly.
This could expose us.
“I have an idea,” I whisper, leaning forward.
“What? Now?” She swings the blade, but the Fae assassin pivots just out of reach. The crowd watches our every move, riveted.
The Fae charges. Tania grunts and shoves me aside as he tackles her to the ground. He delivers a series of perfectly aimed blows to her midsection, and I bite down hard to keep from coughing. Because of our link, we don’t just share emotions. We share injuries, too. I suffer every blow as if it were delivered directly to me.
She retaliates, bringing her elbow up hard. I feel the blow as she clips his jaw, sending him off-balance.
I love watching her fight. She’s graceful and savage and has a kind of fire I’ve never seen in anyone else—but I don’t gawk. There’s no time.
She gets to her feet, and I step around her, putting myself between her and the attacker.
“Valen! What are you—”
I concentrate, lifting a hand toward the Fae. Four icy walls form, trapping him in place, and a collective gasp rolls through the crowd. Leaning back toward Tania, I whisper, “I can’t afford to have you fighting him out here and bruising up my pretty face.”
She hesitates, then nods.
I smooth my tunic and turn to address the crowd of Fae. “So, as I was trying to say before I was so rudely interrupted…I was born with true Winter magic.”
Stunned chatter rolls through the large crowd.
I know the council thinks this was for the best, but I can’t help feeling like it’s going to bite me in the ass.
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Keltania
Two weeks later…
I push myself up off the bed and glance out my window. It’s still dark, but the estate will be waking soon. Things start early most days, but today…today is special.
Today has been a long time coming. The first coronation of a true Winter Monarch in over a thousand years.
In a few hours, Valen will officially accept the throne.
Rubbing my eyes, I sigh and kick my legs over the side of the too-large bed. When I first moved into the room, there was a normal queen-size mattress. Still too big, in my opinion—I miss my hammock under the stars in Lunal—but tolerable. I left the room for an hour, and when I returned, the queen-size bed had been replaced with an oversize king monstrosity and a simple note.
In case you want company
— V
I slide off the pillow-soft mattress and eye the large white box sitting on the table by the door. Valen had it delivered late last night, and I still haven’t looked inside. It’s some kind of dress for today’s coronation. I need to get it over with, but I had nightmares last night about what I’d find when I pried open the lid. Subtlety isn’t something Valen understands. It could be anything from a suit of see-through lace to a single ribbon meant to be strategically placed…
For all I know, it’s a wolf skin—his idea of an inside joke.
I start toward the box but only make it a few steps before there’s a soft knock on my door. “Valen…”
I yank open the door. He’s standing in the hallway, shirtless and barefoot, grinning like a mischievous child. His night-dark hair is chaotic, half in his eyes and half sticking up in every direction. His Heartbreaker sigil—now nothing more than a series of deep-blue lines inked over his heart—is on full display.
“Should you really be walking into my room looking like that?” I roll my eyes and push the door open, stepping to the side. “And aren’t you supposed to be getting ready?”
He strolls into the room and bounces down on the end of my bed. “What good is being monarch if I can’t make people wait for me?”
His tone is light, humorous, but I see the sadness beneath the mask. Valen never wanted this. Being the monarch of the Winter Lands, having all that power and responsibility, is something that those before him had killed for.
But Valen? He has no interest in power. Or the responsibility that comes with it. Still, here we are…about to make history.
“You’re not monarch yet,” I say, inching closer to the white box. I lift the corner, but it’s not far enough to see what’s inside.
Valen snorts. “Worried about my gift?”
He hops off the bed and comes over to drum his fingers against the cardboard for a moment, then yanks the lid off and pulls out a sweeping green-and-black gown. “Tradition says that people of the court dress in official Winter Court colors for a coronation. Blue and silver. But you’re someone who was meant to stand out. This is much more you.”
The dress is stunning. Elegant and soft and not at all what I expected.
He catches me staring.
“Ah-ha! You like it!”
“I don’t. It’s horrible,” I lie—but it’s pointless. He knows how I feel, just like I know he’s terrified of walking into that throne room today.
“You should be grateful,” he teases. “That dress is going to make you more interesting to look at than me. That’s a big sacrifice on my part.”
“I’d rather them all be looking at you. I shouldn’t even be there for anyone to look at. It’s only going to make things worse.”
The whole situation—Valen taking the throne, me having discovered my mentor was a traitor, the Fae of the Winter Lands finding out that the previous monarch had been manipulated and controlled like a puppet—the wounds are still raw.
My presence in the Winter Court is as complicated as my relationship with Valen, and my standing with the rest of the Winter Fae is even more so. Borderline volatile. Many of them don’t want me here. Some have even called for my banishment…or worse.
“It’s just some silly ceremony. A technicality.” He rolls his eyes. “For me, the real honor will be to have you standing there beside me.”
“Valen…”
I’ve tried to get him to reduce—and by reduce, I mean completely eliminate—my role in today’s ceremony, but he refused. He is the most stubborn being I’ve ever encountered. Publicly tethering himself to me puts him and his authority in jeopardy. He needs to do whatever he can to win the support and trust of his people. Instead, he seems intent on throwing me in their faces.
He drops the dress back into the box and pulls me close. This is against the rules—our rules—but still I relish the feel of him. “I know you dream about me,” he says.
“I think you’re confusing dreams and nightmares.” I lean in close and rest my head against his chest. His heart thunders, an uneven rhythm I know as well as I do my own. Sometimes, at night when I find it hard to sleep, I hear it inside my head. It syncs with mine, lulling me into a peace I find so rarely.
“Semantics,” he says, winding his arms around me. It’s far more comforting than it has any right to be, and I sigh. “How about I help you into that dress—then I could help you out of it again…”
And the spell is broken.
I pull away. Maybe I should be bitter that it always falls on me to be the strong one, but I’m not. I was raised to be the rock, the barrier. “You should go,” I tell him. “If someone sees you in here—”
“I’ll just say you’re hopelessly in love with me and I took mercy on you. We can call it a pity fu—”
“Valen,” I warn.
He sobers instantly. “Okay, okay. Seriously, though. I need you there today. You understand that, right?”
I nod.
He cups my cheek as if he’s going to pull me in for a kiss, but then withdraws his hand. I can’t tell if the disappointment I feel is his or mine…
“You are the only thing that can give me the strength I need to accept that crown today, Tania. You…and you alone.”
He slips from the room, closing the door softly behind him. I wait until I hear the door across the hall click closed, then wrap the wispy hem of the dress around my finger. The material is luxurious and soft, and a small part of me can’t wait to try the thing on. I, who have lived most of my life in training leathers with the handle of a blade practically fused to my hand, am looking forward to wearing a dress.
Even if I hated the dress, I’d wear it because of what it means to Valen. He needs my support today, and I’m going to give it—despite my reservations. I just pray it doesn’t make things worse…
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Keltania
An hour later, I’m tucking a multitude of small blades into the folds of my dress. My stunning, absolutely breathtaking dress.
The chiffon fabric starts out black and fades to dark green as it reaches the hem. The bodice is made of silver vines that curl up around my neck and trail down the skirt. Dotted along the vines are an assortment of embroidered red, orange, and white roses.
Once I’m content with the number of concealed sharp objects I’ve managed to hide, I slip my feet into the heels—which match the dress perfectly—and step from the room.
“Watch it, druid,” one of the passing guards snaps as he nearly knocks me over and doesn’t look back.
I’m tempted to go after him, but I bite my tongue and shake it off. This is a huge day for Valen. I have no intention of ruining it.
I continue down the hall and through the eastern wing of the estate, then pass through the courtyard. There’s a massive crowd already gathering.
“Have you seen him?” a blue-haired Fae woman a few feet from me asks.
I slow my pace as I pass, listening.
“They say he’s the youngest ever to take up the position of monarch,” her companion titters. “Certainly the most handsome!”
“How can we trust him, though?” the man beside them says. “He’s sharing a bed with druid filth.”
I hate myself for the involuntary clench of my jaw, the stiffness of my spine. Their petty opinions of me shouldn’t matter, yet each one stings a bit more than the last.
One of the girls laughs. “Oh, please. Lord Valen would never stoop that low. The human is his pet and nothing more.”
The other girl nods enthusiastically. “I heard he’s keeping her for her power. The rumor is, she’s regained the druid magic that Servis stole from Aphelian. That would make her a strong weapon against our enemies!”
They’re not wrong about the magic. Valen made good on his promise to return it. The tear Aphelian gave Servis so long ago, the one that contained half our druid magic, is currently stashed in a hiding place only I know. I haven’t returned it to my people because that would allow Aphelian to grow to full power.
She managed to hold the Winter Lands captive with the small amount she still retains. How dangerous would she be whole?
“That human is the enemy,” the man says. “Wasn’t she raised by Aphelian herself?”
“Tania!” Valen’s uncle Benj shouts over the crowd, waving his arms as he pokes his head through the double doors.
I walk toward him, plowing through the middle of the gossiping group. They gasp but then immediately continue chattering about me like I’m not here. The temptation to give them a withering stare as Benj ushers me inside the throne room is nearly overwhelming—but there’s no point in starting a fight.
“Ignore them,” he says, wrapping his arm around my waist. “They’re beneath you.”
Despite my annoyance, I smile. Benj is so much like Valen. He’s mischievous and knows how to put a smile on your face. Where Valen’s father, Delkin, is stoic and refined, his uncle Benj is the first one to crack a joke or offer a sarcastic solution. It’s hard to believe they’re brothers.
The throne room is full, with Fae lined from wall to wall on either side. The only path to the front is the center aisle—lined with white roses. I do my best not to cringe.
If Valen manages to walk down the path without laughing, it’ll be a miracle.
“The guards will bring Valen in momentarily.” Benj ushers me to the front, giving me a slight nudge toward the right side of the Winter throne. “We have to take our places.”
Beside the throne, on a pristine white pillow resting on a marble stand, is the Winter Crown. A thin circlet of white gold with ice-blue diamonds that create a small snowflake at the tip. It’s beautiful until you think about how much blood has been shed over it through the years.
Delkin stands on the left, while Benj settles to the right of the main path beside his husband, Ander, and several of the council members. In the center of the room, on either side of the rose-lined aisle, stands a massive crowd of Fae. There are several familiar faces—including Daroose, the kelpie I’m stuck with. He winks, then blows me an exaggerated kiss with a waggle of his blond brow. Valen insisted that having him here at court was an inconvenience, but I’ve caught them bonding over a bottle of wine twice since coming back from Ventin.
I resist the urge to fidget. All eyes should be on the door, on the spot their soon-to-be monarch will appear. Instead, every eye in the room is on me.
One of the Fae men closest to me narrows his gaze. He says something to the Fae woman next to him, and she turns. The disgust on her face dredges my anger, and I struggle to keep myself still. Just when I’m sure I’ll crack, a cooling balm rolls over me.
Valen. He’s just outside the throne room.
The doors swing open, and a company of Winter Guards marches in. They reach the steps in front of the throne and split into two groups, half on one side, half on the other. Their leader, Celpin, eyes me cautiously as he takes the place to my left.
While he doesn’t hate me like most of the Winter Fae, he doesn’t trust me, either. Really, can I blame him? Before the truth came out, everyone thought Aphelian and Servis were the good guys. The stories said that they saved the Winter Fae together. Risked and sacrificed it all.
But the reality is, they were both horrible. Servis, a Fae, betrayed Aphelian by stealing druid magic, and she, in turn, dedicated herself to a centuries-long vendetta that enslaved the Winter Court as well as a portion of her own people. Between the two of them, the trail of blood and carnage, of lies and destruction, stretched for over a thousand years.
The room suddenly quiets, and Valen enters.
He’s wearing a snow-white tunic and black jacket with silver-and-blue trim. He insisted it have tails—another inside joke. The black pants are plain, which makes the boots stand out. They’re knee-high black leather, and they match his jacket down to the last embellishment. He detests the outfit, but I like it. It suits him far more than he wants to admit, and seeing him like this fills me with pride.
Amusement flickers down the link. He’s seen the roses.
Our eyes meet. With each step, his gaze stays locked on mine. It’s like we’re the only two people in the room. Like he’s walking toward me…
But he’s not.
He’s walking toward the throne.
Toward the role he was born to fill.
Toward a responsibility he never wanted.
I’m the one who breaks contact, and Valen’s disappointment is suffocating. It’s unlike me, but I shift from foot to foot, fidgeting. It’s part guilt, but another part…another part is justified. What we feel for each other—it can’t happen. Not now. Not while things are in flux.
Valen reaches the steps and takes a knee in front of Guria.
“Valen Frostreaver,” she says proudly, “you are the first of us in thousands of years to be born embraced by the cold.”
The crowd cheers, and, after a moment, I breathe a sigh of relief. After what happened when Valen exposed his Winter magic to the court, I worried we’d have another incident to deal with. But so far, so good.
While Valen was growing up, there’d been whispers of a Fae fated to destroy the Winter Lands—the Omen of Ice. Now that his secret is out, well, the group that wanted him dead for being a bastard heir—something that ended up being false—has a renewed sense of hatred for him. There have been three attempts on his life in the last two weeks, and I fear it will only get worse after he officially claims the throne.
“All that remains is for you to take your vows, and we can all start down the path to healing past wounds.” Guria spreads her arms and smiles. “Are you ready?”
“I am,” Valen says, his voice echoing through the room. A heavy silence has fallen over the crowd as they watch intently, breath held. There’s an electricity in the air. Hope and caution and, possibly, just a bit of fear. This is a new beginning for the Winter Fae.
“Do you, Valen Frostreaver, son of Delkin Frostreaver, swear to put the Winter Lands first? Do you promise to shelter and protect its people, using your magic—yourself—as a shield if need be?”
Fear bubbles down the link, and for a moment, I think Valen will bolt. This isn’t him. Until recently, his life was all about drinking and partying in an attempt to escape what he once described as a suffocating prison.
Isn’t this crown just another set of chains?
Chains that I’m responsible for saddling him with. The only reason he’s kneeling there right now is because he made a deal with Aphelian to save my life.
He straightens his back, looking directly at me, and says, “I swear.”
“And do you promise to serve your people faithfully?” Guria continues. “Putting duty and honor above all else?”
Fear floods the link again, and it’s a struggle to take a deep breath. To anyone watching, Valen appears calm. He presents a focused and ready front. But it’s a mask. One he’s been hiding behind his entire life.
“I swear,” he says finally, his voice much lower than before.
Guria carefully lifts the crown from its pillow with both hands, then nestles it onto Valen’s head. He winces, but it’s so slight I’m probably the only one who notices. Guria throws her hands in the air. “Rise, Valen Frostreaver, Monarch of the Winter Lands! Rise and take your place as the leader of the last Fae nation!”
Valen stands, a picture of royalty, and the crown on his head glints against the light coming in through the windows. The crowd goes wild. Their roar of applause reverberates through the room, and their cheers ring in my ears.
“Long live Lord Valen!”
“Peace in the Winter Lands at last!”
“Try not to screw it up!” Daroose yells, earning him horrified looks from the Fae sitting close to him.
“Hail—”
A rumble rolls through the room, drowning out the cacophony of the masses. Panicked cries and yelps of surprise barrel through the crowd as Fae jump from their seats. Instinctively, I reach for Valen, but someone—I don’t see who—knocks into me. I topple sideways, heart pounding. There’s a thunderous crack—and the floor is cleaved in half by an unseen force.
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Valen
Pieces of plaster and tile turn into weaponized projectiles. Fae start running. There are wails of pain and fear, and everything devolves into chaos. An overwhelming sense of panic clouds my head. Everything from Aphelian going back on her word and coming for us now to fear that I’ve inadvertently done something to bring some other disaster down on our heads. I take a deep breath and push it all aside.
Focus now, panic later.
I stumble and fall, and the cumbersome crown slips off my head and crashes to the floor. The entire room is in a panic. I try—and fail—several times to get myself upright, but the rumbling intensifies, knocking me back to the ground and sending me rolling, unable to get my bearings.
Then, as suddenly as it all started, it stops. An eerie silence settles over the room as everyone climbs to their feet and looks around.
“Is anyone hurt?” I call, scanning the room for Tania. She’s dusting herself off as Daroose helps her up, unharmed. Thank the Gods.
Delkin, Ander, Benj… They all seem relatively unscathed. I start down the center aisle, helping people up, checking for wounded. There are multiple injuries, but at first glance, none are serious.
I’m halfway to the edge of the room when the rumbling starts again. Only this time, it’s worse.
So much worse.
The ground quakes violently, and pieces of the ceiling begin to dislodge. Crashing down on our heads, debris and stones rocket to the floor. Across the room, Tania hikes up her dress with both hands and launches herself toward me. She only makes it to the outer edge of the crowd before the floor between us splits wide open and a massive tree bursts through, knocking her back again.
A tree… Aphelian.
“Everyone, keep your distance!” I yell as I charge toward the tree and thrust out my hands. This thing needs to be stopped or it’s going to bring the rest of the roof down on our heads.
My fingers numb as ice bursts from the tips. It encases the top of the tree, working its way down the trunk to the roots, locking it in place.
The tree stops moving. Still, I watch it for a moment to make sure it’s really done.
“Is everyone all right?” Celpin brushes off his tunic and glances around. His worried gaze finds me, and he breathes a sigh of relief.
I’m never going to get used to that. Being the most important person in the room.
I scan the crowd. A few bumps and scrapes, a lot of panic—but still no fatalities. It’s a damn miracle considering the damage around us. I sigh, feigning annoyance. “Who’d like to tell me why there’s a tree growing in our throne room?”
“What the—” Tania yanks out a dagger that’s embedded in the tree bark, securing a small note…
Her lips pull back in a snarl as her eyes skim the paper. Her rush of anger hits me square in the chest as she hands it to me.
The time has come for the Omen of Ice to embrace its fire. I will afford the people of the Winter Lands far more grace than I was ever shown. You have three months to get your affairs in order. Remember our deal, young monarch. I can easily undo what I’ve done.
Aphelian.
“Undo what she’s done?” Celpin frowns. He’s looming over my shoulder, breathing on me as he peers down at the note. “What does that mean?”
“Who knows,” I lie. It’s a warning. A threat that only a few of us will understand. If I stand in her way, she’ll undo what she did to allow Tania to survive our link.
“And what does the Omen of Ice embracing fire mean?” He leans even closer. “Is she talking about the prophecy? Is it—”
I pivot and nudge him back. “I know as much as you do, Celpin. Except for why you suddenly have a desire to invade my personal space. If you’ve become enamored with me, I have to say, you’re not really my type.”
Celpin clears his throat, cheeks flushing, and my father rests a hand on my shoulder.
I crumple the note in my hand and gesture to the guards on either side of the steps. “Get these people someplace stable. See to the wounded.” The guards spring into action without hesitation, herding the people from the room. I say jump, and they eagerly ask how high. I’m never going to get used to that, either.
The tree didn’t break through the roof, but the ceiling is cracked and the floor is a mess. There’s debris everywhere. The longer everyone lingers in the room, the more of a chance that someone gets hurt. Plus, we need to discuss this without the extra ears.
It takes several minutes—during which I hear multiple snipes about this being Tania’s fault—but once everyone is clear, I focus on the few that remain. My family, Tania, and the rest of the council I’ve chosen.
Celpin curses while Guria begins to pace. She’s running her hands through her hair and shaking her head slowly, lips moving in silent prayer. The older Fae is the most reserved of the bunch, and I’ve come to rely on her advice. She’s grounded and approaches things with logic—but also with compassion. Something the Winter Court sorely needs.
“We knew this was coming,” Delkin says. He takes the crumpled paper from me and smooths it out, reading. “At least we know we’ll have three months before she attacks.”
“But why give us three months?” Guria frowns. She wrings her hands and glances over at the tree. “Why not attack now, while we’re unprepared?”
Delkin pockets the note. “That’s a good question…”
“Is it?” Celpin laughs. “It’s a trick, obviously. She won’t wait three months. She’s a monster.”
“She’ll keep her word,” Tania says.
They all turn to her.
“How do you know?” There’s no mistaking Celpin’s accusatory tone. He draws himself up, curling his fists tight.
She watches him, unfazed. “Because Servis didn’t, and Aphelian will want to prove she’s better than him.”
“Tania’s right. She’ll honor her timeframe.” I catch her appreciative gaze for an instant before looking away. “In the meantime, we need to come up with a plan…figure out what this ‘embracing fire’ means.”
“Maybe it doesn’t mean anything,” Celpin says with a snort. “Maybe it’s all smoke and mirrors to catch us off guard. Keep us running in circles.”
“No, it definitely means something,” Delkin says. He folds the note in half. “Aphelian has always had a flair for the dramatic.”
“If it means something,” Celpin counters, “then why would she tell us?”
“Whatever she’s up to,” I say, “she doesn’t believe we have a chance at stopping her. Her arrogance is…”
“Even worse than yours,” Tania finishes.
I tamp down the urge to laugh and stick my tongue out. Monarchs don’t do things like that. Still, I can’t resist giving her a small smile—one she returns briefly before turning away.
“What do you mean, ‘whatever she’s up to’?” Guria asks. “Isn’t she out for revenge? That’s what this is all about, right?”
“I’m sure that’s part of it, but that one single line… There’s more. It’s a hint.”
Celpin frowns. “No disrespect, Lord Valen—”
“Valen,” I correct. “Just Valen.” Hearing anyone refer to me as Lord makes my skin crawl.
“Valen,” he says hesitantly, like he’s worried he’ll be punished. Celpin likely remembers the extreme actions my uncle took when not addressed properly. “Even if what you say is true, it doesn’t change—”
“You’re wrong. It changes everything.” I take several steps toward him. “If we can figure out what’s really going on, then maybe we have a chance.”
“Our best chance is to attack her now,” Celpin insists, “while she isn’t expecting it. It is foolish of you to wait. If this is because of your druid—”
“Enough.” From day one, Celpin has been vocal about bringing the fight to Aphelian. Never mind that she’s stronger than us. “First of all, we have no idea where she is. And second, this isn’t Tania’s decision. It’s mine.” He means well, but he doesn’t have all the facts.
Celpin pales as tufts of frosty air waft from my fingertips. He takes a step back and dips his chin. “Of course.”
“Contrary to what you think, Celpin, I don’t manipulate Valen’s choices,” Tania snaps. Immediately, her eyes widen, and she clenches her jaw.
Shit. I need to get it together. She’s feeding off my irritation.
Tania takes a deep breath. The effort is to calm herself as much as it is to calm me. She clasps both hands behind her back—probably to hide the physical hints of our connection. When our emotions run high, Tania involuntarily manifests my Fae magic. Icy fingertips, icing beneath her feet, frosty breath—we’ve managed to keep it hidden so far, but sooner or later it’s going to give us away, if we’re not careful.
“I’m simply a druid here to help the Winter Fae,” she says.
Celpin’s expression softens a bit. “I understand. Truly, I do. But there are rumors that the relationship between you and our new monarch is…inappropriate.”
I shrug in an attempt to hide my irritation, then walk up to the dais and pick up the Winter Crown from the floor. It’s a bit dusty but undamaged. I place it back on the pillow stand where it belongs—not on my head—then slump down into my uncle’s throne. It’s an uncomfortable thing with a stone seat and a jagged back. Maybe I’ll have it replaced. I wonder how scandalized they’d all be if I put in a couch…
“Please enlighten me,” I say to Celpin. “What are some of these unsettling rumors?”
He glances at Tania, then back to me. “It’s no secret that you have a reputation for taking women to your bed.”
“I also have a reputation for drinking, cursing, and undertaking far too many reckless endeavors that tend to end in embarrassing situations. And while I do love women”—I wink at Tania; she rolls her eyes—“and let’s be honest, the druid is quite fetching when she’s not being a stick in the mud…I’m far too much for her.”
“Oh, it’s true,” she says, playing along. “And on top of that, he’s too enthralled by the sound of his own voice to ever hold my interest.” She lifts her right hand, fingers splayed. “Not to mention he’s a slob.” She puts a finger down. “A drunk.” Another finger. “His sense of humor is questionable.” Another finger. “He has no sense of direction and refuses to—”
I clutch my chest and cringe. “I think they get the point.”
Guria’s eyes widen while Delkin sighs, like he’s tired of the whole thing already. I know I am.
“It’s a matter of trust, Lord—” Celpin catches himself. “Valen. If she’s no longer an Aphelian, then why do you keep her?”
I stare at him for a moment before laughing. The sound is heavy and dark, and an icy chill blows through the room. “Keep her? She honors me by choosing to stay by my side.”
“To what end?” He jabs a finger toward the tree. “How do we know she hasn’t had a hand in that?”
Ice forms on the throne where my hand grips the arm. It’s bad enough hearing the whispers around the estate. But hearing accusations from my own council—which Tania is a member of?
“Perhaps it might help if you told us her role in the court?” Guria steps in, her smile growing wider—and faker. She doesn’t dislike Tania, but she did side with Celpin on not agreeing with her place on the council. Guria’s motives are different, though. She feels it will cause chaos and mistrust. Currently, she isn’t wrong. “What purpose does she serve?” she asks.
“Despite what Aphelian did—because of Servis, a Fae—the druids are not our enemies. Tania is here as an ambassador and as an advisor.” I stand and move to Tania’s side. “She has my trust and my loyalty.”
“Keltania is honorable and wants what’s best for our people—and hers,” Delkin says. “Things in the Winter Lands are in flux, and caution is understandable, but give this new court a chance to prove themselves.”
Celpin deflates some, pursing his lips, but says nothing.
Guria steps between us and smiles. It’s forced and far too enthusiastic considering the tree poking through the cracked floor, but I appreciate it.
I nod. “The coronation celebration should move forward tonight as planned.”
“But—” Celpin protests.
“Make an appearance. Reassure everyone that the situation is under control. Then, go back to your rooms, gather your thoughts. We will meet first thing in the morning to discuss how best to proceed. Aphelian has given us three months, and we’re going to need every minute of that to prepare for war.”
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Valen
I keep my attendance at the party brief. Requests for meetings, congratulations, suggestions on what I should change first…invitations to bed. I humor them all, offering diplomatic responses and vague promises. Really, I don’t hear many of the details. The only thing on my mind is how the hell I am going to get the Winter Lands out of the hole I dug.
By the time I make it back to my room, I’m exhausted. Peaceful oblivion is at the top of my to-do list. Unfortunately, my day isn’t over quite yet.
I put on a robe over a set of training leathers and slip from my room.
“Lord Valen?” The two Fae standing guard at my door jump to attention. “Where can we escort you this evening?”
I gesture to the room a few doors down. “I’m just going to have a visit with Zana. I think for this particular event, three—or four—would be a bit of a crowd, don’t you?”
The guard on the right blushes, while the one on the left flashes me a knowing grin. “Of course,” he says. “We’re here if you need us.”
I start down the hall, calling over my shoulder, “If I need you for this, Gods help the Winter Lands.”
After knocking twice on the door at the end of the hall, I duck inside. A blue-haired Fae woman sits by the window, leaning over the edge. As I close the door, the latch clicks into place with a snap.
“How wonderful of you to finally grace me with your presence.” Zana, a Fae from Delkin’s treetop village, crosses her arms and glares. She’s insufferably impatient, unforgiving and unrelenting, and her irritating voice haunts both my sleep and waking moments.
Of course, that’s probably why I’ve grown quite fond of her.
I seem to have a thing for the stubborn ones…
“I’m only twenty minutes late. How would it look if I showed up on time?” I puff out my chest and wink. “Besides, I’m the Winter Lord now. Shouldn’t you be thanking me for showing up at all?”
“Like you give a shit?” Tania snorts as she climbs through the window and drops into the room, graceful as a cat. The dress is gone—unfortunately—and she’s changed into black-and-blue leathers. I can’t complain, though. She could wear a flour sack and I’d find it appealing. “The day you’re on time for anything is the day the world ends.”
“So dramatic.” I roll my eyes. “Besides, I needed to take my time to make myself presentable. No one would have believed I was sneaking off to brash our pretty guest here if I looked like I’d just rolled out of bed.”
Zana opens her mouth, then snaps it closed with a shake of her head. “Are the wards in place?”
Tania holds up her hand, palm out. In the center is a small, glittering white circle with several markings on the inside. When Aphelian manipulated our link, the druid markings—previously dull, angry red—changed to glittering white. Like newly fallen snow. “I refreshed them this morning. We’re good to speak freely within this room. No one will hear what we say.”
“Good.” Zana takes a seat on the edge of her bed. Tania sits next to her while I settle on the floor, several feet in front of them. “Have you both been practicing?”
While Zana is helping me control my magic, she’s mainly here at Delkin’s request to help Tania and me learn to control the link. The very thought of someone else knowing our secret makes me twitchy, but Delkin insists it’s necessary. If we don’t gain some semblance of control, we won’t be able to keep it hidden. And if the Winter Fae find out I’ve been linked to a druid…
In the short time she’s been here, not only has Zana helped Tania learn to suppress the empathetic ability that comes from being connected to druid magic, but we’ve also found some success in muting our connected sensations for short periods of time…though it requires immense concentration. But, regardless, it doesn’t matter. It’s a last resort. Something Tania insisted on learning just in case.
Since my every move is scrutinized during the day, the only time we’ve managed to carve out for training is at night, when it’s easy to dismiss me visiting a woman’s room. The training is a bit tedious, but it’s time I get to spend with Tania, so I don’t complain. Much.
“I think, like Valen’s magic, the link is very much tied to our emotions.” Tania glances at me, then quickly looks away again.
“I see.” Zana offers a smile. “And matters of the heart are hard to contain, aren’t they?”
“Surely you’re not implying there’s anything going on between us.” Tania laughs. It’s effortless and genuine. She scrunches up her nose. “I can barely tolerate him most days.”
The ease with which she pulls off the lie is a little unsettling. Then again, if anyone is as schooled at hiding behind a mask as I am, it’s Tania.
“It’s true,” I say. A bubble of anxiety rises in my chest, but I force it down. I know we’ve been careful. “I mean, she’s—”
“Relax.” Zana winks. “Delkin already warned me. Tania, you have my respect for doing an impeccable job of keeping things casual. Valen, on the other hand…”
I fold my arms and snort. “I’m perfectly casual.”
“Yes. Well, I imagine that’s the only reason no one’s questioned the way you stare at her all the time. Because of your reputation. Eventually, though, this is going to get you into trouble. Add the link into the mix, and the Winter Lands are in danger of rebellion.”
I don’t want to believe her, and up until today, I wouldn’t have. But Celpin’s comments start banging around inside my head. The people of the Winter Lands are good. But they suffered for years—even if they hadn’t known it—and deserve their peace. That peace won’t come from living in fear and suspicion as their new monarch is connected to what most of them perceive as a potential enemy.
“What Delkin told you may be true, but it doesn’t matter.” Tania leans back against the windowsill. “Valen and I are devoted to restoring the faith of the people. Both in the monarchy and in the druids. We won’t allow anything to jeopardize that.”
Our eyes meet, and a ripple of longing floods between us. The moment Tania turns away, it’s muted. I still feel the emotion, but it’s nothing more than a shadow. A whisper at the edges of my mind.
She’s so much better at this than me.
“Be that as it may, the people have started to talk. Be aware.” Zana frowns. Squaring her shoulders, she gestures for Tania to take her seat. “Let’s get started.”
Tania stands. She looks at me, then quickly away. Closing her eyes…
“Valen?”
I lumber to my feet, surprised. Tania’s voice, clear as day, inside my head. Her lips haven’t moved. “What the fuck?”
Zana’s delight is unmistakable. She clasps her hands together and leans forward, grinning. “You heard her.”
“Now you try it.” Tania positions herself in front of me, stopping just short of taking my hand. “Concentrate on me, on the link. Use your mind to relay your words…”
I close my eyes and focus—reciting a rather nasty lyric in my head. When I’m done, I crack an eye open. “Anything?”
Tania rolls her eyes. “Nothing except you standing there looking like you’re about to shit yourself…”
“Let’s keep trying.” I grin. “This little trick has interesting possibilities.”
It takes several hours, but I finally get the hang of things. Realizing we can communicate without speaking to each other is monumental. Considering the situation, the physical distance we have to keep, this feels like a game changer.
But Tania’s not nearly as excited about it as I am.
As I finally climb into bed, alone, just after three a.m., I focus on her. Can you hear me?
“Unfortunately.”
What do you suppose the range is on this?
“I don’t know, but I have no doubt that you’ll keep testing it until we find out.” There’s a flicker of irritation from her, but it’s tinged with amusement.
I take it that you don’t want me singing to you all night?
“I will end you.”
I snicker. I like this new ability. I get to experience your colorful wit even when others are deprived of it.
“Careful. You keep it up and you’ll experience more than my wit.”
Promise? There’s a glimmer of something sad in the link, but it’s gone so fast… Why does it feel like you’re disappointed this worked?
A few moments of silence tick by. “Because it comes in handy but only exacerbates our problem. It makes things harder.”
I disagree. This makes things easier. We can speak freely now.
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
While I understand her hesitance, I can’t say I share it. The link isn’t ideal, but I’ve grown accustomed to it. I count on it. The idea of not feeling her here leaves me cold. She’s stronger than I am, far more capable of walling off her feelings. What she said to Zana was true. She wouldn’t risk the work we still have ahead of us for her own happiness.
“Get some sleep.”
Last chance. I can still sing to you. Or I can tell you what I’m wearing for bed. In exquisite detail…
“Goodnight, Valen.”
Goodnight, Fungus.
As I curl into the comforter, a small part of me wonders if she’s right. Is this a way for us to be closer, or will it drive us further apart?
…
The next morning, I’m the last one to arrive to the throne room for the council meeting—as usual. We were up well into the early hours, and even after our communications stopped, I found myself unable to sleep. It’s slightly irritating how wide-awake Tania looks.
I take my seat at the head of the long table and yawn loudly. Everyone stares at me.
They probably assume I was up all night entertaining.
To be fair, I was. Just not like that.
Guria awkwardly clears her throat. “I think the first order of business is the, um…the tree?”
“Right, the tree. Aphelian…”
I glance at Tania, but her face is expressionless, and when I try to catch her attention, she does her best to ignore me. Well, she can’t ignore me if I’m inside her head.
What do you think? We could hang a swing on one end? Maybe a bunch of windchimes on the other?
Her eyes widen slightly. “Will you please focus?”
I am focusing. I just have no idea how to handle this. Of course, I have no intention of letting anyone know that—including Tania. They’re all looking to me to lead them, and I’m fairly sure I’ll disappoint. “Obviously, we’ll have it removed.”
“How?” Guria frowns. “Isn’t it, well, magical?”
“It’s a tree,” I reply. “If we can’t cut it down, then maybe we can get some really strong weed killer?”
“Valen!” Tania glares at me.
You think I should have suggested beavers? How many do you think we’d need? The trunk is quite wide.
“Oh my Goddess…”
“We’ll figure it out.” I slump back in my chair, and Delkin frowns at me. Right. No slouching. No signs of weakness. I’m supposed to be strong and confident, like I have everything under control. “What else?”
Guria bows her head for a moment. When she lifts it, she turns to Tania. “Please don’t misunderstand me. I have no issue with your presence, nor do I mistrust you. I truly believe you have our people’s best interest in mind.”
“But?” Tania’s voice is even, and her calm filters through the link—which worries me.
“People are fearful.” Guria frowns. “When the truth about Aphelian came out, about how she helped Liani control Orbik, there was widespread panic. They want to trust the new monarchy, but…some fear you are controlling Valen the same way Aphelian controlled Liani.”
Tania shakes her head. “I would never—”
“That’s ludicrous,” I snap. “Even for the rumormongers.”
Guria glances at me, then back to Tania. “Maybe you should step back from the council. Just for a little while?”
“You want her to what—”
“Their mistrust in understandable,” Tania says as a flood of soothing calm washes over me. “But they must see that I’m on their side. That I’m on Valen’s side…” She points in my direction. “And if I were controlling him, don’t you think I’d make him act more mature?”
Hey…
“The distrust is a problem,” Guria says gently.
“She’s right,” Celpin says. “While Keltania is here, a druid so obviously close to the Winter Lord, the people’s trust is going to be…hard to maintain.”
I’ve heard enough.
“Tania stays on the council,” I tell them all as calmly as I can. “No one brings this up again.”
“Not exactly subtle.”
When have I ever been subtle?
“Now, let’s get back to something that matters,” I say. “Suggestions. Let’s hear them.”
Celpin glares and opens his mouth.
I fight the urge to growl at him, my wolf just beneath the surface clawing to break free. “And in case it was unclear… Suggestions on how to deal with Aphelian.”
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Keltania
Valen’s fury clouds the link, and it’s a struggle to not give in to it.
Calm down. Please.
He frowns, deflating. With a deep breath, the tension melts away and he’s back in control.
Celpin stares for a moment, confused by Valen’s sudden change, but ultimately ignores it and says, “I stand by what I said last night. The best way to deal with her is to launch a full-scale attack. Rally the entirety of our forces and take her down.”
His suggestion doesn’t surprise me. Celpin is always looking for an excuse to fight with someone.
Delkin keeps his expression impassive. He knows what will happen if Valen goes back on his deal, but he gives nothing away. “And as Valen pointed out,” he counters, “we have no idea where she’s hiding.”
“Or how powerful she is.” Guria clasps her hands together. “The last thing we should do is send our Fae off to die. Aphelian was able to help Liani enslave Orbik—even with drastically reduced druid magic. That should give us pause, correct?”
“Agreed.” Delkin sighs.
“Are we sure there’s no way to reason with her?” Guria, always eager to take the pacifist route, offers a hopeful smile. “Perhaps strike a deal?”
A deal is what got us into this mess—but Valen can’t exactly tell them that.
“Reason? With someone like Aphelian?” Celpin snorts. “You cannot reason with someone as untethered as she.”
Maybe it’s something we should consider?
Valen stares at me. “Seriously, you want to try talking our way out of this?”
We had a connection. She raised me. There’s a chance trying to reason with her will work. The loss of my old mentor still cuts deep. Logically, I know that’s not Aphelian. Levina, the name I knew her as, was a fabricated persona Aphelian used to manipulate me. But I miss the connection we had—fake or not.
A rush of sympathy trickles down the link, and I know he means well, but it’s irritating.
“I want to believe it wasn’t all an act, Tania, that she cared for you—in her own way—but how likely is it really, at this point, that she’ll listen? It’s too big a risk.”
He’s right. I know he is. Still… No riskier than attacking her outright.
“Which we’re not going to do.”
Well, we have to do something!
Valen runs a hand through his hair. He squares his shoulders and glances around the room. “We need to proceed with caution. Even the smallest misstep could prove fatal for the people of the Winter Lands. Even if we knew where she was, going in prematurely would cause a loss of life I’m not willing to live with.”
Well said.
“Am I hearing things? Did you just give me a compliment?”
Don’t get used to it, I tease.
There’s been a change in him since we’ve been back. It’s subtle but unmistakable. He’s still Valen—selfish and childish. But he’s also taken his role to heart. He’s trying. He might not have wanted to be a ruler, but the fact that he cares for his people, for his home, tells me he was born for this—whether he admits it or not.
There’s a soft chorus of agreement and a look of pride in Delkin’s eyes. “A head-on confrontation isn’t ideal, and I’m not sure reasoning with Aphelian would do us much good, but there is a third possible option.”
A rush of hope washes through our connection.
“For some time now, there have been rumors of a settlement to the south,” Delkin says. “The area was far beyond the borders of Vey Brill, so I never really paid it much attention. We kept to ourselves. But maybe it’s worth exploring now…”
“With all due respect, Delkin,” Celpin says, “how do settlement rumors help us?”
“This supposed settlement was in Autumn Court territory.”
Guria gasps. “Surely you’re not suggesting the—the other courts are still out there?”
“I’m not suggesting anything,” Delkin says. “I’m simply offering a possibility. An additional option.”
“If there’s even a small chance the others are out there—even if only a few—then that’s worth exploring,” Valen says. “It could give us an edge.”
“If it’s true, then why have we never seen anyone?” I ask. The idea that there are other Fae out there is slim, but is it impossible? In all this time, wouldn’t we have come across one of them? The most we’ve seen is a Depleted or two. Then again, before finding Vey Brill, we thought the druids were the only humans left in Derriga…
“Think about it. The war enveloped all four courts. The things we all did to one another…” Delkin shudders. “Ultimately, the Winter Lands emerged victorious only because of the power Servis stole. If you were them, rebuilding and trying to coax your people back from the brink, wouldn’t you keep it a secret? It’s what I did with Vey Brill.”
Servis essentially closed off the Winter borders, and the monarchs that followed continued to do the same. According to Valen, Orbik made it illegal to go beyond Hiffen. As far as I know, he and I are the only ones who have ventured past there in decades—probably centuries. So…maybe it is possible for the other courts to be out there, rebuilding in secret.
Celpin isn’t convinced. “Even if it were true, even if there were parts of the other courts still left intact, the bad blood between us would ensure they wouldn’t help us. Our relationship with the others would be a problem. The damage we did is irreparable.”
“Yes, the damage was extensive, but this isn’t about just us.” My hand rests on the hilt of my sword. It’s a comforting and familiar habit, one Valen teases me about all the time. “Do you really think Aphelian will stop with the Winter Court? She might be out for revenge, but once she gets a taste for power, she won’t stop. All Fae will be in danger. If they’re out there, don’t they deserve to be warned?”
“Tania’s right.” Guria nods. “If there are others out there, they deserve to know what’s really going on. They deserve a chance to ready themselves for a fight.”
“Any thoughts on how we sway them?” I’m not sure they’re out there, but if they are, they’re not going to offer their help easily. If they’ve been hiding for a thousand years, chances are the bad blood is still lingering.
“Provided we’re able to find them?” Delkin says. “We appeal to their sense of survival. If there really are any left in the other courts, then they’ll know what it means to struggle. They’ll want to fight.”
“Of course they’ll want to fight. They’ll want to fight us!” Celpin roars. One stern look from Valen, and he composes himself. “We’d have to give them reason not to.”
Delkin glances around the room. “Celpin is right. They won’t agree without getting something in return. And the harsh truth is, appealing to their good nature and desire for survival won’t be enough to erase the conflict between us.”
Guria steps back to her side of the room. “Payment, you mean?”
“Something like that.” Delkin frowns. “But I imagine they have little use for money in isolation.”
“Okay.” Valen nods. “So what do we have that they would want? Resources? Aid?”
“Magic,” Zana says. “We give them magic.”
Every head in the room turns in her direction.
“I don’t understand.” There’s a note of suspicion in Delkin’s voice. “How could we possibly do that?”
Zana hesitates. “There might be a way to gift some of Valen’s magic to the other courts.”
Delkin, usually so calm and stoic, growls and leans toward Zana. His knuckles go white as he grips the edge of the table. “You will not suggest my son be subjected to panashere again. He—”
“Of course not!” Zana’s skin pales for a moment before her cheeks flame an angry red. She narrows her eyes. “I would never condone such a thing. You know better, Delkin. Or you should.”
“It’s impossible,” Celpin says, raising his voice over them. “And even if it were an option, we’d be fools to give our enemies tools to fight us.”
“They wouldn’t be our enemies if we gave them a reason to be our allies,” I say. Dealing with the head of the guard is often tiring, but today it’s downright exhausting. To Zana, I say, “And is it? Actually possible, I mean?”
“There might be a way.” She levels a steely glare at Delkin. “One that would be permanent—unlike panashere.”
Still, it feels risky. “How would that affect Valen?”
“I don’t believe it would,” Zana says. “Not in the long term, anyway. Obviously, it would weaken him for a bit immediately after…” She pauses, thinking. “I would have to do more research to get the specifics, but I’m confident I can make it happen.”
“Why would the other courts want the power to manipulate ice, though?” Guria wrings her hands and looks around the room.
“They wouldn’t.” Delkin’s expression is stormy.
Delkin knows Liani used panashere on his son. It’s the same process the ancient Fae exploited to punish those who used their magic to step out of line. It was horrific, brutal, and Valen still has nightmares about it. I know, because I’m haunted by the ghost of them.
“Royal magic manifests differently for each genetic line,” Delkin says. “If Zana can pull this off, the power would bloom in each individual based on their family history.”
Guria wrings her hands again, and Celpin scowls. Zana and Delkin are relaxed now and seem to have gotten over their misunderstanding.
Then there’s Valen.
What are you thinking?
For the first time since Aphelian tricked me into linking us, it’s hard to get a clear read on him. Valen normally operates on one extreme or the other. Happy or angry. Excitable or exhausted.
Now? There’s an odd sense of calm, and his posture is relaxed. Despite the others in the room, he looks directly at me.
“I’m thinking things need to change.”
He squares his shoulders, and, addressing everyone at the table, he says, “I’ve heard all I need to hear. I’ve made my decision. If the other courts are out there, we’re going to find them.”
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Valen
No one complains about my decision, but I get the feeling not everyone is on board.
Zana and Delkin head off to research the process of transferring magic, while Celpin and Guria argue about the finer details of how, when, and most of all who will go to the other courts. I sent several of the other guards to gather the best scholars at the estate and put them to task researching the Omen of Ice prophecy. If there’s something somewhere that we missed—something that mentions fire—then we need to know about it.
As I make my way down the hall, Tania falls in step beside me. “That was bold. Putting your foot down like that.”
Haven’t you heard? I stop and turn, winking. I’m the monarch. I could ask Celpin to crawl around on all fours and bark like a dog for an entire day. I bet he’d do it. In fact, we should go find out…
“Please try to be serious.”
What fun would that be?
I sigh. She’s right, of course. She’s always right. It’s adorable but also a bit irritating. Do you think I was wrong? About seeking out the other courts, I mean.
“Actually, I don’t.”
But you don’t think it will work.
“I’m not sure.” She shrugs. “But I’m proud of you for making the hard choice.”
Yeah? Proud enough to—
“Don’t push it, Valen.”
Okay, okay. You’re right. There are more important things to deal with. Like finding a solution to Celpin.
“Solution?”
I trust him, but only so far. I don’t want him in charge of the guard. I need someone who can think with a clear head. Someone critical. Logical…
Celpin is loyal and devoted, but he’s also rash and quick to anger. At the time I appointed him, he was the only one remotely qualified. I never intended for it to be permanent.
Now, we’re sending out a party to try and make contact with the other courts. The council doesn’t know it yet, but I intend to lead it. If I’m going to be away from the estate, I need someone I can trust to handle things here without starting a civil war in my absence.
“I don’t know who you intend to replace him with. As far as I can tell, he’s the most qualified.”
He’s actually the second most qualified…
Tania’s expression softens. She was never a fan of Celpin taking the position, either. She voted for someone else… Someone I refused to consider. Until now.
It’s time I had a chat with Kopic.
…
Tania has the freedom to come and go wherever she wants on the estate. There’s no nook or cranny that’s off-limits to her. So, when she wandered down to the catacombs several days after we returned from Ventin, I was a little worried. Not because there was anything there she shouldn’t see, but because the walls have a mind of their own, and though they’d been kind to me, I’d seen their ruthlessness over the years when others ventured down.
It turned out my concern was for nothing. The catacombs welcomed Tania, showing her things they hadn’t even shown me. While she was down there, she came across Kopic. He was banished to the catacombs days before I returned to the estate. The walls wouldn’t permit him to leave unless I said so. I haven’t been down there since getting back.
It’s a visit long overdue.
I run a finger along the stone walls. “When did you see him last?”
“Yesterday,” Tania says. “He seemed in good spirits.”
We head down the stairs. The sound of the walls shifting is familiar and oddly comforting. I spent so much time down here as a child. It was meant to be punishment, but I felt safe here. Protected.
“What are you going to say?” Tania asks.
“I don’t know yet.”
Tania has been trying to get me to come down here since we returned from Ventin. She’s convinced Kopic had no idea Liani had been subjecting me to panashere.
I want to believe he was ignorant, but I’m not sure I can. He was my aunt’s closest guard. Her confidant. How could he not have known the truth? That she’d been using me…
Like they know exactly why we’re here, the hallways shift and open to a room where Kopic sits on a chair in the center. Aside from that single piece of furniture, there’s nothing else. A small pang of regret washes over me. Kopic and I always clashed, but I thought of him as a friend.
An annoying, tattletale, buzzkill of a friend…
I lean against the doorframe and fold my arms.
Kopic flashes Tania a tentative smile. His dark skin and spiky white hair are accented by striking eyes and a hulking frame. His commanding presence and no-nonsense attitude made him a magnet for the fairer sex…too bad he’s too devoted to his job to notice. “Nice to see you again, druid.”
“Kopic,” Tania says with a nod. She seems genuinely happy to see him.
“So you finally convinced him to come down and talk to me, huh?” Kopic crosses his legs at the ankle and fixes his gaze on me. He’s wearing a clean tunic and pants—no doubt delivered to him by Tania. I think it’s the first time I’ve seen him out of uniform in my entire life.
“Actually, this was Valen’s choice,” she says.
He glances between Tania and me, brows high. “Does that mean you believe me?”
“I don’t know,” I say.
Kopic frowns. “I was loyal to the Winter Lady. That’s no secret. But I had no idea what she’d done. I never once saw anything to make me doubt her intentions toward the people—and toward Orbik—weren’t true. As for what she did to you…” He exhales and stares at me. “I swear I had no idea what she planned.”
My aunt convinced me I was the most important thing in her life when all she really wanted was my power. She kept me fed and clothed and happy so she could harvest my magic for herself. I realize now how badly I want to believe Kopic. I need to believe that everything in my life hasn’t been a lie.
I’m afraid to, though.
Kopic slumps back into his chair. “I know how it must look to you. I suppose if our positions were reversed, I would be skeptical as well.”
Tania leans against the doorframe. She’s looking at Kopic with a mix of pity and regret. “I believe him, Valen. He didn’t know what Liani was really up to.”
I trust Tania’s gut over my own. She’s more grounded, less impulsive. I focus on my old friend. On the Fae I’ve known my entire life. “And what would you do? If you were me?”
“I would be cautious, obviously, but I would also look at our history.” Kopic dips his head for a moment, and when he looks up at me, his face holds the same sincere expression I’ve come to know so well. “We’ve had our differences, but you know, as I do, that I look on you as a brother.” He snorts. “A reckless and often irritating brother.”
“That…I can believe.”
“What changed your mind?” He sits up straighter and squares his shoulders. All business. “You haven’t come until now, so I assume there’s a reason? If you still aren’t sure you trust me, but you’re here, something must be very wrong…”
Kopic’s instincts are impeccable. Sure, his sense of humor is as horrible as drinking tepid, dirty water, and his idea of fun is enough to bore someone to death, but he’s sharp and he’s strategic. He sees the world differently than others. If we’re going to do this, I want him on my side.
“What do you know about what’s going on?” I ask.
“Tania filled me in on some of it. Aphelian is out for revenge because of what Servis did to her. To the druids.”
“There’s more to it than that. We have three months to figure this out and fix it.” Gods, three months isn’t enough. Truthfully, six months wouldn’t be enough, either. If I had a decade, I’m not confident I could produce a safe solution for this mess.
“So why come to me?” Kopic asks.
“I’ve made a decision about how to deal with our problem, but it’s complicated and risky. Things are going to get messy, and I need your help to keep it all together.”
Kopic looks between Tania and me. “I don’t understand. She’s one druid. Send the whole Winter Guard after her. Problem solved.”
“She isn’t just any druid. She’s powerful. We need a plan, not just an army. Something smart.”
Kopic nods. No questions asked. “Tell me about the decision you made.”
That’s the thing that did him in. His blind faith. He believed in Liani so fully that he never looked too hard at anything she did, never questioned anything she said. But right now, I’m grateful for it.
I explain our theory about the other courts and the plan to sway them to give us aid. Tania tells him about the tree and Aphelian’s cryptic note about the Omen of Ice embracing fire. Kopic listens, face impassive, and when I’m finished, he nods. Just once.
Then he says, “You have my loyalty, Valen, and my sword… I will do whatever you need me to.”
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Keltania
It isn’t until I climb through Zana’s window for our nightly session that I see Valen again.
Zana’s not here yet. It’s just me and him. There are bags under his eyes, and his posture is slouched. The tension rolls off him in waves, and I have to brace myself against the windowsill to keep from swaying. The closer we are, physically, the stronger the sensations.
“Where did you disappear to after we left the catacombs?” He glances back to make sure Zana hasn’t come in. She’s stealthy and has the tendency to pop up when you least expect her to. “I thought you were coming with me to get Kopic settled.”
“I thought it was a bad idea, considering the scrutiny we’ve been getting.”
“Tania—”
“Valen, we need to talk about something. I think, under the circumstances, we should—”
“It is possible.” Zana breezes into the room with a pile of books barely balanced in her arms. Valen rushes over and takes them from her so they don’t topple to the ground. “But it’s going to be tricky.”
“Will a magic transfer affect our link?” Valen sets the books down on the small table beside the bed, then opens the one at the top of the pile. He skims the page, and his lips twist into a disgusted scowl. “This says something about removing skin—”
“That doesn’t pertain to this.” Zana slaps his hand away and closes the book. “Everything I can find on the process deems it safe for the individual offering the magic. Unfortunately, your situation is…unique. There’s no way to know for sure what it will do to your bond. Probably nothing. But there’s always a chance it could strengthen it. Or…sever it.”
Valen pales. The anxiety radiating from him wells in my own gut, making me a little queasy. I hope he can see the risk is worth it. This very well might be the only way to lure the other courts out of hiding.
Zana offers an encouraging smile. “I still have some digging to do. I want to be certain this is as safe as it can be—for both of you—while doing my best to ensure it actually works.”
“And you’re positive it’s different from panashere?” Valen asks.
I doubt Zana detects the note of fear in his voice, but to me it’s the loudest thing in the room.
Zana’s expression darkens. “Panashere is barbaric. It’s done with a needle and draws out a Fae’s very essence.” She breathes in deep, then blows out slowly, her shoulders sagging a bit. “Panashere is also temporary. I doubt the power would manifest in the others as hereditary magic. More than likely, they’d simply have access to Winter magic for a short time, then later, nothing. Plus, that would cause issues on another level. Court magics should never intermingle. It’s dangerous.”
“And this process?” I prod. “How is it not dangerous?”
“This is a ritual done with focus stones and gathered energy. It draws on the magic within a Fae’s blood rather than drawing out the blood itself.”
“Are we sure it will be permanent?” Valen sinks into the chair beside the desk. He goes to open the book again, but Zana snatches it off the table.
“I am—which is why you need to be absolutely certain of this. The long-term implications are huge.” She levels a stare at Valen, then tosses the book onto the bed. “Do you want to go through with it?”
Valen quirks a brow. “If it’s safe, then why wouldn’t I?”
“Well, as Celpin said, you’d be giving the other courts an advantage they might use against us.”
“I don’t see it that way.” Valen stands and moves to settle on the edge of her bed. He grins and starts to reach for the book, but Zana shakes her head, and he stops.
What is with you and that book?
“Obviously I find it appealing because she doesn’t want me touching it.” He grins and glances at the book. “Do you think there are naughty bits in there?”
Valen…
He sighs. “The Great Drain should never have happened. If the courts hadn’t gone to war with one another, we would never have lost the magic in the first place. The Winter Court retained power because of what Servis did to Aphelian. We had the means to help the others, and we didn’t. The way I see it, we owe them. This is long overdue.”
Zana’s expression hardens. Like Delkin, she predates the Great Drain, but I have no idea how much of the war she saw firsthand. “History tells us the courts were never on good terms…”
Valen meets her gaze—not angry but stern. Resolute. “And it’s time for that to change.”
A spike of determination floods our connection, followed by a rush of pride. Valen swore he’d never be anything like his uncle, like his aunt. Power and oppressive tactics are a thing of the past. I always believed him, but seeing him try so hard to change things, to be so willing to allow everyone the same solid ground and advantage, only makes him more appealing.
That’s the last thing I need.
I tear my gaze from Valen and force myself to look at Zana. “We should get to work.”
Zana cuts our lesson short, saying she’s tired and needs her rest so she can research tomorrow with a clear head.
Normally Valen goes back to his room afterward, and I to mine, but tonight he asked to talk to me. I swing onto Zana’s window ledge and wait a few minutes, until I’m sure Valen is settled in his room, then carefully scale the jagged rocks of the estate wall over to his window.
When I climb into his room, I expect a quip about it taking me so long, but he says nothing.
I lift my leg over the ledge and lean back against the sill. “What’s this all about?”
“That’s what I want to know. You’d started to say something when Zana came in.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets and falls back onto the bed.
“I did…” I push off the sill but don’t settle in one of the chairs. I’ve warded both Zana’s room and his, so we’re able to speak freely, but staying too long would be a mistake. I can’t stop someone from coming into the room.
“I’m not going to like it, am I?” he says.
“Probably not.” I don’t like it, either, but I can’t let him know that.
He stands and starts to pace, his anxiety spiking.
“We need to do something about the link.”
He stops mid-stride. “I don’t understand. Isn’t that what we’re doing by meeting with Zana?”
“Yes…” I say. “And no.” I didn’t come to this decision lightly, and I knew he’d be resistant. Shit, I’m resistant. But I have to be the strong one here. I have to make the hard choice. I breathe deep, calming myself in order to keep my own emotions in check. There’s nowhere I belong anymore. Not in Lunal, with the druids. Not here, with the Fae. Valen is my home, my only tether, and to distance myself from that guts me. “It’s not enough anymore, Valen. There are too many eyes on us.”
There’s a swell of panic mixed with irritation, and his entire body stiffens. “What are you getting at?”
“I think I can dull the connection between us. But I didn’t want to do it without telling you.” I swallow the lump forming in my throat. I can dull the connection, but only my end of it. I can control what he feels from me—but not what I feel from him. And it’s limited. Any physical damage either of us receives will still transfer to the other. But it’s something… “I know you depend on it—”
His irritation hits me like a brick. “Of course I depend on it. We can’t be seen together, we can’t talk to each other—I can’t have you.” His voice cracks. “That link is all I get, and you want to take it away?”
“Not take it away. Just…mute it a little. Dull the emotions between us. Numb the sensations… Like this.” I pinch a small section of skin on my arm, concentrating hard.
Valen glances at his own arm like he’s waiting for the pain. A small red mark appears, but there’s no indication he feels it. “That’s—” He lifts his gaze up to meet mine. “No. This isn’t necessary.”
“Yes, it is.” I’d insisted learning to dull the link was for emergency scenarios—just in case—but it was a lie. One I told him and myself.
He shakes his head. “There has to be another way.”
“We’ll still be able to talk in our minds,” I assure him. I don’t think I’d be able to block that even if I wanted to. “And if anything comes up where we need to feel each other completely again, I’ll—”
“Please…” There’s a whisper of sadness tinted with fear. He must sense the loss of it on his end, because he blinks, confused, before his expression darkens. “Tania—”
There’s a knock on the door.
“Shit!” Valen grabs my hand and gives me a light shove toward the closet. “Just give me a moment to get rid of them. We need to talk about this.”
He snaps the closet closed, and I hear footsteps hurrying toward the bedroom door. A moment later, it opens.
“Valen.” Kopic’s voice booms through the space, followed by thundering footsteps. He’s not alone. “You need to come with us.”
“Do you have someplace specific in mind?” Valen says lightly. “Or does everyone just miss me terribly tonight?”
“Come on.” The urgency in Kopic’s voice worries me. Damnit. Coming here was a bad idea—now I’m stuck until they all leave.
“Well, if it’s that important…” There’s some shuffling and hushed chatter, then the door closes and several sets of footsteps scamper down the hall.
Let me know when you’re clear.
A few tense moments pass.
“We’re almost to the courtyard. You should be clear. But be careful.”
I count to twenty, then slowly creep from his closet and open the door. He’s right. The hallway is clear, so I hurry to catch up. They’re moving fast, and by the time I reach them, they’ve made it to the edge of the courtyard. Four Winter Guards, Kopic, and Valen.
“What’s going on?” I ask. “I saw everyone rushing off.”
“Some of the men alerted me that there were odd sounds coming from the area just outside the main gate.” Kopic points beyond the long, hilpberry-lined path. At first, the horizon looks clear. Trees, lots of snow… Then, after several seconds, something moves at the tree line.
“What is that?” I push past the gate and drop to the ground. There’s a small vine beneath one of the bushes closest to us. It’s…twitching. Which is strange, for sure, but why the urgency? “Kopic, I think—”
The small vine emits an otherworldly shriek and convulses. It’s unsettling, and a pit gnaws at my gut as I cover my ears.
Stumbling back, I scramble to my feet. The plant shakes violently. There’s an odd sound—like coughing—and lumps form along the length of the vine. Getting bigger and bigger. They grow until they take the shape of deep-blue bulbs. Hundreds of them.
Shit…
Kopic, Valen, and the guards join me on the other side of the gate. My heart pounds, and the hairs at the back of my neck jump to attention. We need to be ready for anything.
A single vine shoots past us. It wraps around both sections of the gate, then yanks hard, slamming it closed. Trapping us.
“That’s not good…” Valen pulls on the gate, but the vines hold tight, and it doesn’t budge. He curses and positions himself between the small group of us and the plant.
The tip of the vine explodes in a small cloud of purple dust. I cough and wave my hand in an attempt to disperse it. I manage to shoo it away, but it drifts over the rest of the plant, absorbing into it.
Several of the bulbs shudder, then drop from the vine, twitching and growing. With a collective sound that mimics the first shriek—only a hundred times louder—several burst into smaller green stems with creeping, limb-like vines and night-dark flowers. Their pointed leaves have an odd sheen to them, and as they start to move, the petals slice through everything they come in contact with.
No…
Kopic kicks at the one nearest to him. One of the black petals grazes his boot, cutting a nasty slice through the leather. A moment later, blood oozes from the cut, and he winces. “Stay away from the flowers!”
It’s too late. We’re surrounded.
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Valen
One of the plant-beasts lunges closer, and Tania dances out of its path. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”
The creature tilts upward, and the center of its flower yawns open to reveal several rows of jagged teeth. Then it hisses.
Because razor extensions weren’t enough?
About knee high, the group of new plants—seven total—chitter all around us.
Kopic kicks at another creature. This time, it dodges, then snaps at his boot, grabbing hold and shaking it like a wild animal. “This is druid magic,” he says. “It has to be Aphelian!”
“She gave us three months,” I insist, yanking Kopic from the snapping jaws of another plant.
The two guards that came with us—I don’t recognize them—are overrun. The first goes down easily, his scream drowned out by the chittering beasts. The second gives more of a fight. He stabs at one of the plants, managing to fell it, but another, slightly larger, comes up behind him. A razor tendril shoots from its maw, spearing the guard through his midsection. Blood trickles from his lips as he collapses.
Kopic swings his blade in an attempt to intimidate the creatures, but they growl and chomp, ignoring the action and moving in closer. “And villains never go back on their word,” he snarls.
That’s a fair point. But I really didn’t think Aphelian would—
The closest plant tries to bypass Tania and get to me, but I kick it away, making sure to keep clear of the razor-sharp petals. It shrieks and rebounds almost immediately.
I extend my hand, forming a wicked, serrated sword of ice. With a grunt, I swing hard and slice the thing in half as it comes for me again. It falls and goes still, then shrivels into nothingness. Along the vine, more bulbs form.
“Fuck! They’re going to keep coming.”
They drop and bloom and…swarm me.
“Move!” I shout, stumbling back and dragging Tania along. The attack doesn’t deter the plants.
Behind us, several Winter Guards charge from the estate. They work together to pry the gates open, and when that doesn’t work, they draw their swords and start hacking at the vines through the metal bars. For every stem they cleave, three more form, twisting through the wrought iron like living chains.
Kopic cuts them down as they swarm, but as quickly as he fells them, more drop and form. The plants snap and chitter at Kopic and Tania, but they aggressively attack me, chomping and herding closer to the tree line, away from the estate.
“They’re only interested in Valen!” Kopic shouts. “We need to get him back inside the gate!”
Back inside the gate…
Kopic doesn’t know this, but that’s the key. That was my deal with Aphelian. She can’t attack within the Winter Court. Which means, even though it wasn’t explicitly said, outside the estate—beyond the gate—is fair game.
I planned to use that against her, but she beat me to it.
Tania dives between me and the plants, swinging her sword and lopping off flowers. One gets through and bolts forward, its petals easily slicing through her leathers and into her thigh.
She cries out, and I grit my teeth through the pain—her pain—trying not to give us away. “Fuck.”
Kopic lets out a feral snarl and swings, taking out a large chunk of the plants. This only makes things worse, as even more crowd in to take their place.
Tania cuts down three more, fighting her way to me. She might be able to concentrate enough to shut me out under calmer circumstances, but fighting splits her focus. Blood runs down her leg, and I feel the wound with every move, but the only choice is to ignore it. We’re being overpowered. “There’s too many of them.”
Kopic growls and decapitates another plant. The newly arrived guards aren’t having any luck dislodging the vines, either. “You’re right,” Kopic says. “The main plant keeps spitting them out. We have to stop that vine at the stalk!”
It’s a great plan, but what if cutting it causes the original vine to divide like the smaller ones? The last thing we need right now is two of them pumping out chomping, bloodthirsty plants.
There’s only one option. It needs to be frozen at the root.
The cold builds inside me, and I bend closer to the ground—but the plants change tactics. Several thick vines wind around my shoulders and torso, keeping me upright and unable to touch the ground. It’s like they can read my fucking mind.
With me subdued, a section of the swarm divides and heads for Tania. She dodges chattering teeth and wicked petals, then dives for the stalk. As she hits the ground, several inches too far from her mark, teeth puncture her good leg. I bite down hard to keep from yelping as she screams and stretches outward, the tips of her fingers falling just short of the vine.
“Shit!”
The ground!
Use magic. Send it along the ground.
“But Kopic…”
Her hesitance makes sense. The chance that Kopic sees her use Winter magic is a problem, but the druid magic is an issue, too. She hasn’t broken the tear yet, so anything she can reach is through me. That always comes with the possibility of being tainted by frost.
We’ll tell them it was me. Just do it!
Still, she hesitates.
A handful of the plants are on her, teeth slicing through her leathers in various places. The pain she’s enduring makes it hard to concentrate, and I grit my teeth. I know how she feels. The risk of someone discovering our secret is terrifying. But if we don’t survive this, what will it matter?
There’s no other choice, Tania.
She slams a hand into the dirt and draws on my magic. My whole body chills, and the power flows outward, toward Tania, toward the vine. A thin layer of frost covers the ground. It thickens, turning the vine—and all the plants—to solid ice in seconds.
“What the—” Kopic looks from Tania to me, eyes wide.
“Great job, Valen.” Tania climbs to her feet, doing her best to keep her still-frosty fingers hidden from view. “Without your magic and quick thinking, we’d be done for.”
Kopic just stares, waiting for an explanation neither of us intends to give.
She brushes the dirt from her pants, and I feel each and every stroke as I pivot in an attempt to hide our matching injuries.
The guards rush through the newly freed gate and crowd around me, checking to make sure I’m unharmed, but I shrug them away. “I’m fine.”
I take Tania’s arm and drape it around my neck, forcing her to put her weight on me. “Come on. You need to have those wounds looked at.”
Kopic watches us as we walk away but says nothing.
The nurse in the medical wing finishes tending to Tania’s lacerations and steps out to check on other patients while Daroose snores in the corner, slumped in a chair. Delkin and Benj hover by the bed, quietly watching over her.
Tania is bruised and bandaged but seems otherwise fine. I do my best to cover my own wounds, but it won’t be a concern for long. I’ll heal on my own faster than she will with treatment, so no one is likely to notice.
“Are you okay?” I ask her.
She slides off the bed and bends to pull on her boots. Her leathers are trashed and covered in blood, and she winces with every move. The link is quiet again, and no matter how hard I push against that invisible wall, there’s nothing from her.
“Of course I’m okay,” she says. “It was only a few bites and scratches. I’m hardly a baby—unlike some people.”
“Are—are you implying that I complain when I’m injured?” I clutch my chest in mock horror. “I’m offended.”
“What else is new?” She tries to hide another wince. When she shakes it off, she squares her shoulders and stiffens her back. “It was just a few bites.”
“By magically animated plants,” I remind her. “Is there any chance of infection? Toxins?”
Tania rolls her eyes. “I said I’m fine.”
“Well, then is there a possibility it will give you a sense of humor? Maybe cure your inability to have fun?”
“You have enough fun for the both of us.” She stands and sheathes her sword, then grabs one of the two daggers sitting on the table beside the gurney.
“And you carry enough weaponry for the entire Winter army.”
I grab the other dagger as she reaches for it. It’s from a set I gave her a few weeks ago. The blade is forged from a rare green metal, and the handle is made of carved marble etched with vines. I commissioned a merchant in the city to make them the day after we returned.
She takes the blade from me and sheathes it inside her boot, then looks around at the group of us. “First a tree in the throne room, now attacking plants?”
“If you’re sure of your decision, Valen,” Delkin says, “then we need to send out the emissaries. Now.” He glances from me to Benj. “Aphelian will stick to her timeframe—”
Benj laughs at his brother. “I hate to be the one to say this, Del, but did you miss the fact that she just attacked us? She’s already gone back on her word.”
“Technically, she hasn’t,” I say.
Benj snorts. “She—”
“Valen’s right.” Delkin sinks into the chair beside Tania’s bed. “As long as she doesn’t attack us outright, inside the gates, then she’s within the confines of the agreement. This attack never made it to the actual estate. And, if I had to guess, that three-month timeframe is for her benefit rather than ours. She’s up to something far worse than revenge.”
There’s still plenty of harm she can do without outright attacking us. There are hundreds of Fae in the village at the bottom of the mountain—outside the estate. All unaware. All vulnerable.
“She’s trying to force my hand,” I say, glancing at the door to make sure we’re still alone. “To see if I’ll act against our deal.”
From the corner, Daroose snores loudly. Benj picks up a package of bandages from the medical cart beside the bed and throws it at him, jarring him awake. Daroose snorts and blinks, looking around. “What did I miss?”
“The council will meet in an hour to decide who’s going,” I tell everyone. “The emissaries will leave at first light.”
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Valen
It’s nearly midnight when the council gathers, but this can’t wait. Guria is bleary-eyed, while Kopic and Celpin fidget and bicker. Zana and Delkin still seem a bit cordial, and Tania lingers outside the group.
“Aphelian’s boldness isn’t surprising,” Celpin says. He’s leaning against the wall by the door, shooting irritated looks at Kopic. I can’t tell if he genuinely doesn’t trust him or if he’s angry he replaced him as head of the guard. “And I just have to say it—does it seem odd to anyone else that she struck right after the traitor was let out of the dungeon?”
Tania groans, and Zana cringes. Delkin simply watches the room, quiet.
“Kopic has my trust,” I say. “If you don’t trust him, then trust that.”
He’s usually so guarded, but the look of gratitude Kopic gives me is unmistakable. He’s had a hard time winning over his old friends. When Liani went down, they all turned on him. My support of him has helped, but he still has a long way to go.
“If your decision to seek out the other courts is final, then who goes?” Celpin looks around the room. “I’ve already assembled the most capable Fae for the task. Brave, strong, and well versed in diplomacy.” He chuckles. “And if that fails, their skill with blades will ensure us victory.”
“Cutting down what’s left of the other courts won’t be a victory, Celpin.” I drop my head in my hands and sigh.
“Benj and I could go,” Delkin says. “If there’s any of the old-timers left, that might help.”
He isn’t wrong, but…
“I have an alternative to propose.” I pick my head up and survey the room. There’s going to be major backlash to this, but I’ve been thinking about it since the last council meeting, and it makes the most sense. “Tania and I will go.”
As expected, the room erupts in chaos. Tania stands on the outskirts of the group, looking bored. “Not the worst idea you’ve ever had.”
So you agree?
“It has its benefits.” She looks away. “But there’s also quite a bit of risk. If we—”
“You can’t possibly think this is the smartest move,” Celpin roars, drowning out Tania’s voice inside my head. “If something were to happen to you—”
“Then you have the next best thing.” I gesture to my father. “Some might even argue a better monarch.”
“We’ve been over this, Valen.” Delkin pinches the bridge of his nose. It might have been a good idea to warn him ahead of the meeting, but hindsight and all that. “The people won’t accept me when there’s an option within the bloodline who has magic. My time has come and gone. You are what’s best for our people—which is why this is reckless—”
“Hear me out,” I say to him, then turn to the rest of them. “I know what you’re all thinking, and you have a point. This is dangerous, and I’m too important.” I hold up my hand and wiggle my fingers. “Blah, blah.”
“Valen…”
Tania and my father are right. This is a risky move. But the entire plan has its risks. We lost four lives in the attack outside the gate. For me, that’s four too many. And even though I’ve surrounded myself with Fae I trust, I still want to see to this personally.
“I think this will show the Fae of the Winter Lands that I am invested,” I say. “By doing this myself, I prove my loyalty to them. My dedication to their future. It shows strength. Plus, Tania coming with me might go a long way in proving to the Fae that she’s here to help—not hinder.”
“I think your reasons are noble, and I’m proud of you, but I’m not sure it’s worth the risk.”
I am sure. Besides, tell me you wouldn’t love a bit of space? Some time away from the estate will do us both good.
“This isn’t a vacation, Valen.”
No. It’s not. It’s a chance… A chance to prove ourselves. And save a lot of lives.
Delkin leans forward and folds his hands atop the table. There’s pride in his eyes. But there’s also concern. “You make a convincing point.”
“Besides, I’m the one with the magic. Don’t I need to be there to do the transfer?”
“It’s not that simple,” Zana says. “Though I agree with your motivations. This will go a long way toward proving your intent to the Fae.”
Celpin grumbles and folds his arms with a sullen nod, and Guria nods with a smile.
“When I was monarch,” Delkin says, “Winter and Autumn were on very good terms. Avastad was a close friend.”
“If he was such a close friend, where was he when Servis dethroned you?” Celpin argues.
Normally I would think he was just being an ass, but he has a point.
“He didn’t come to your aid,” I say. Autumn is as good a place to start as any, but I should know what I might be walking into.
“That’s true,” Delkin agrees. “But Avas was a complicated man. He had troubles of his own he was dealing with. That aside, things with Servis happened fast. There wasn’t really time to reach out.”
“But you would say the last time you saw each other you were on good terms?”
“We were,” Delkin replies without hesitation. “I doubt he’s still alive. There was quite a bit of bad blood between him and Servis. If he survived the war, I doubt he would have faded in silence. But I agree. If there’s anyone left of the Autumn Court, there’s a chance they’ll know of our previous alliance. It’s the most logical starting point.”
I nod.
“Doesn’t it make more sense that they’ll remember the conflict they had with Servis?” Guria shudders. “That’s much newer than whatever friendship you once shared. If Lord Valen is going, he can’t do it alone.”
“I’ll be with him,” Tania says with a bit of bite.
“Oh, of course.” Guria plasters on a smile. “But you should take several Winter Guards. To be safe. We were just attacked, after all…”
Her suggestion makes sense, and maybe in a different situation I might agree. But if we show up with a small army, it might be seen as a display of force. The last thing I want is to sabotage this before it even gets started.
“I would feel more comfortable if the guard stayed here to protect the estate. Besides, Tania kept my ass alive on our trip to Ventin. I have no doubt she’ll do the same now. If there are no further objections, we’ll leave at first light. Just the two of us.”
“We’ll be fine,” Tania assures Delkin with a smile. “I’ll make sure he behaves. If he doesn’t…”
You’ll spank me?
Tania glares at me.
“How about this,” she says. “We’ll take Daroose with us.”
No! How could you?
“A kelpie would go a long way as far as defense,” Celpin grumbles. “I still don’t like it, but it’s better than nothing, I suppose.”
“Good, then it’s settled. Delkin will take command while Kopic oversees security and the day-to-day of the estate.”
“Kopic?” Celpin flushes. “You can’t be—”
I pin him with a furious stare. “Kopic is by far the most level head in this room. He’ll make sure the estate is protected—and that you don’t kill anyone.”
Everyone begins to filter from the room, but I hang back with Tania and Zana.
“So what do I need to know? About the transfer, I mean?”
She hesitates, gaze flickering to Tania for a moment. “Valen, you can’t do the transfer in the field. Aside from it being extremely complicated and draining—you’d become weaker with each infusion—we have no idea how it will affect Tania. If you wish to keep your bond a secret, it will have to wait until you all arrive back at the estate.”
“Then how will I prove my offer is real?” If it were me, would I really believe an offer that sounded too good to be true?
“I can give you a small, temporary transfer stone. It will still weaken you a bit after each use, and the effects will be very short, but it should prove that you are telling them the truth. If you agree, I’ll come by your room later to link you to it, then explain how to use it.”
“I suppose it will have to do. Let’s just hope that it’s enough…”
I’m thrilled at the opportunity to get away from the prying eyes of the estate, but at the same time, I worry about what disasters my absence might bring. I’m not sure what’s riskier—the threats that linger outside our gates…or the ones that dwell within.
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We set out just before dawn, armed with the most updated maps for each region, food, water, and weaponry. By nightfall, we’ve already made it to the outer edges of the Hizten Forest—the border around the Autumn Lands. While Delkin’s previous relationship with Avastad might prove helpful, the Autumn Court was also the closest in proximity. It makes sense to start there.
“You know, little Fae”—Daroose waves at Valen—“this would go smoother if you’d just let my lovely druid handle things. I would go with her, of course, and you could scurry home and play in the snow.”
“So you could eat all the Fae we’re trying to recruit?” Valen snorts. “No.”
“I’m offended on Keltania’s behalf. She would never permit me to eat more than one.”
I stop between two massive pine trees and massage my temples. I only have myself to blame for the mounting headache. How could I have forgotten how these two bicker?
A gust of wind kicks up and whips my hair around as I scan the horizon. The forest is quiet. “Let’s camp here.” I set my own pack down and pull out the map, skimming the route Kopic and Celpin sketched out.
Valen jabs the small, circled section on the paper. “We’re close to where Delkin marked off. The Autumn Court—or what’s left of it—should be around here.”
“We should get an early start, then. As soon as the sun comes up.” I pull several things from my pack and settle on the ground, against a tree. Daroose does the same. “But temper your expectations. It’s pretty deserted out here.”
Daroose inhales. “Kelpies have a magnificent sense of smell—and there’s nothing here but a stinking Winter Fae and a whole lot of rot.”
“Really? Huh…” Valen settles across from me. “I could have sworn I smelled horse shit.”
Daroose balks. “How dare you!”
Valen laughs. It’s easy and relaxed, and for the first time since we returned from Ventin, it’s real. I’m transfixed by the way his lips curve upward, the top right corner of his upper lip just a hair crooked.
“I’ll have you know that kelpie shit smells like—like roses!”
“Then maybe you need a bath,” Valen says, pinching his nose.
Daroose jumps to his feet and clutches his chest. “I’ve never been so insulted in my entire life.”
“I find that hard to believe.” I laugh.
In an attempt to be subtle, Daroose turns and bends down to sniff himself. He stiffens. “I don’t have to take this abuse. I’ll be back…later.”
Once Daroose is gone, Valen leans forward, coming a bit closer. “See something you like?”
Not in the slightest…
“You wound my pride.”
I’m pretty sure your ego will recover.
“You know… Daroose already knows about the link. There’s no one to hide from out here…”
I’m like a moth drawn to the flame. I let down the wall between us, and the link floods, the tempting sting of desire, of longing, making me breathless. The urge to reach out, to touch him, is overwhelming, and I scooch back a bit.
I think back to a night just one week ago… A ghostly hand skimming the inside of my thigh in the dead of night. A soft, warm tongue caressing lips and teeth nipping and teasing. We’d gotten bolder. Or, more specifically, Valen had, and I’d done little to discourage him. I don’t trust myself—especially out here where there’s no one to see us.
He lightly trails his fingertip down his own arm, knowing I feel it just as plainly as if it were on mine.
Before Ventin, I was bound by duty, always on guard against unseen threats. Then, after Ventin, I needed to be aware of everything and everyone—all the time. Gods forbid I looked at Valen too long, lingered too close. This is the first real chance we have to ourselves since acknowledging the feelings between us. It’s been exhausting—for both of us. Maybe he’s right. Maybe taking a small, stolen moment for ourselves isn’t so bad…
“Skimming those hands down your own body is such a waste,” I say. “I bet you can think of a much better place to put them.”
Valen grins and drags me close, then crushes his lips to mine, lowering us gently to the ground. The sound of contentment I make drives him insane, and he chuckles. “I’ve got some interesting ideas…”
Valen presses his lips to mine again. At first the kiss is soft, requesting. He pulls me close and wraps his arms around my waist, locking them tight as it turns to something else. Something needy and primal.
All the things we’ve been holding back—every emotion, every stolen glance—they all pour out into that kiss. It’s euphoric and far too easy to lose myself. I push in close. Never mind that there’s nothing separating us other than our clothing. Forget that I don’t know where Valen ends and I begin. I want more. I need to be closer. Every bit of restraint I’ve been holding on to slips away, and the link floods completely.
…
Despite the less-than-stellar accommodations and every bone in my body telling me we’re making a mistake, Valen and I thoroughly enjoy our time together. I drift off easily, his arms wrapped tight around me, as the sounds of the forest play like a lullaby. I’m in the middle of the most amazing dream when a noise at the edge of the clearing jolts me awake.
Valen—wake up! But don’t open your eyes.
He groans and rolls over. “Huh?”
We’re not alone. There’s something moving on the edge of the camp. I grab my dagger and creep to the tree line.
“Daroose?”
Definitely not.
“Can you see anything?”
Still too dark. But there’s definitely something there.
“Animal?”
Not sure. I’m going to check it out. I venture deeper into the woods, squinting against the dark.
“I should come with you.”
I’ll be fine. Just stay put.
The clouds part, allowing a small beam of moonlight to shine through a gap in the trees. I freeze. Several tall, skeletally thin figures loom a few yards away. A lump forms in my throat, but I choke it down.
Depleted!
There’s depleted all around us! Run east!
“Daroose—”
He’ll find us. Go! I couldn’t lose the kelpie if I tried.
I change direction, heading east as I told Valen, but in my haste, I make too much noise. A horrible wail fills the air, and the depleted give chase. One, I could handle. Maybe two. But these creatures are strong. If a pack of them manage to corner me… I swallow back the lump forming in my throat and quicken my pace, ducking into a thicker part of the woods in hopes of losing them. All I manage to do is sacrifice what little light I had, and I’m stumbling in pitch blackness.
Valen, where are— I step forward, and the ground beneath me gives way. There’s an odd sense of nothingness. A numb sensation and weird sort of displacement. I bite back a scream and thrust out my hands to grab for something—anything—but there’s nothing there.
Then I’m falling
into oblivion.
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Tania? I race through the woods, tripping and stumbling over rocks and fallen trees. She must be hurt because my head is killing me and my left ankle throbs. Tania, answer me!
The link is silent. I can’t hear or feel her. Fuck.
I break through a small clearing and charge into a thickened section of brush, but my foot catches on something. When I try to right myself, everything tilts sideways, and I’m falling.
I hit the ground hard, the air knocked from my lungs. I gasp, then cough. Wherever I’ve landed smells rancid, and it’s dark, but I make out a form propped up against something several feet away. “Tania?”
“Of course not,” Daroose snaps. “She’s fine, though. Over there.”
I crawl to where he points. She’s in the dark, motionless. There’s blood running down the side of her cheek, and her bottom lip is split.
“I’m okay. I think…”
Tania lifts her head and carefully sits up. Cringing, she tilts her head to the dirt ceiling. “Looks like we fell into some kind of trap.”
She’s right. We’re in a cell. The outline of bars around us glint against the small bit of light streaming in from the hole I fell through. The opening is about five feet wide and goes all the way up to the surface. Unfortunately, it’s too high for us to climb out.
“Can’t be from the depleted,” I say. “They were out there, but they’re not organized enough for something like this.”
“Agreed,” Tania says. “But if it isn’t the depleted, then who?” She climbs to her feet and steps over to Daroose. “Are you okay?”
“They interrupted my dinner,” he grumbles.
“We need to get out of here.” I grab the bars and pull. They don’t give in the slightest. “Fuck!”
“Such language.” A deep voice floats in from the dark. He laughs, and a flash of light floods the room as several Fae enter with torches. “You’re able to form a coherent curse, so you’re not our usual catch.”
“And those would be?” I challenge. The newcomer is young—about our age—with short orange hair and a muscular frame. He’s flanked by two equally large Fae on either side, all armed to the teeth.
“Depleted, mostly. Sometimes we end up with an animal or two. Can’t say we’ve ever caught—” He leans closer and laughs. “A strangely marked human, a kelpie, and a Winter Fae?”
Daroose wraps an arm around Tania’s shoulder, pulling her close. “Feel free to poke the scrawny one around—just let the two of us go.”
“I’m a druid,” Tania says, shrugging Daroose off. He huffs but stays quiet. “But you were right about him. He’s a Winter Fae. The Winter Fae, if you ask him.”
What are you doing?
She ignores me. “Are you, by chance, Autumn Fae? Because if so, we’d like a word or two.”
Seriously,
have we switched brains? Giving this stranger everything is dangerous.
“We have nothing to lose at this point…”
I disagree. We could lose our heads. I’m quite attached to mine—and the body that goes with it. If you recall, you’re quite fond of it as well.
The orange-haired Fae leans a little closer to the bars. Flashing me a toothy grin, he says, “The Winter Fae, eh?”
“And a mighty kelpie,” Daroose adds.
Our new friend doesn’t look impressed. “Might I inquire as to who’s asking?”
“Well, like I said, I’m a druid. Keltania. This is Valen. He’s the Winter Monarch. The kelpie is Daroose.”
“Make me seem like an afterthought,” Daroose mutters. He goes to the far side of the cell to sulk.
Gods, you’re trying to get us killed, aren’t you?
“The Winter Monarch?” The Fae tries—and fails—to hide his surprise. He offers a mock bow. “Follow me.”
The Fae motions for one of the others to come forward. The new Fae regards us warily but unlocks the cage and moves aside. I step from the prison, then move between Tania and the other Fae. Daroose follows, murmuring under his breath. They lead us through a series of tunnels and out into the sunshine.
There’s an entire bustling village. To our right, a bunch of Fae stand around a table, watching as one of them guts a small deer, giving step-by-step instructions as he goes. A few feet from them, several children kick a pine cone back and forth, cheering and laughing as it bounces around in the dirt.
“This way,” he says, pointing to a small group across the square. We stop a few feet from a bulky Fae with long red hair and broad shoulders. He’s covered in dirt and holding up a large beam while several others try to secure it in place. A hut. They’re building a home.
The Autumn Court. We thought it might take weeks to find—if we found it at all—but it’s been right under our noses all along. If I believed in such things, I might call us literally falling into their hands fate.
“Gen, these are our new…visitors,” the orange-haired guard tells the Fae leading the construction. He motions to me and snickers. “This is Lord Winter,” he adds. He bows once, then he and his companions leave.
“What do we owe this honor, Lord Winter?” the one called Gen asks.
“We’re looking for Avastad,” I say. “He was a friend of my father’s.”
“Your father?” Gen checks to make sure the plank is secure, then steps out from beneath the construction. He leans in closer. “Violet eyes… You are Delkin Frostreaver’s son?”
A swell of hope blooms in the link. “Are you Avastad?”
“My name is Gensted. Avastad was my father.”
“Was…” I frown. Delkin figured he’d be gone, but I hope it doesn’t hinder what we’re here to do. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It was a long time ago. My uncles told me many stories about Delkin Frostreaver. I wasn’t aware he lived long enough to have a son. I heard he was exiled and disappeared.”
“He’s still alive. It’s a long, complicated story. One there will be plenty of time for later. Right now, I’m hoping we can discuss something far more important.”
Gensted looks between Tania and me. I don’t miss the way his gaze catches hers, lingers for just a moment too long, then sweeps the square. “You have my attention.”
“I have a proposition for you,” I say. “One that might save your court.”
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The Autumn Fae have a mostly functioning society, masterfully hidden from the outside world, but they’re barely surviving. The only entrances to their village are a series of underground tunnels that lead to a massive valley surrounded by impenetrable rock and trees. Their failing source of fresh water, and the fact that they’d exhausted the native wildlife, have made things challenging over the last decade.
Valen tells Gensted everything. Aphelian and Servis and their joint betrayal. Servis’s fall and Liani’s trickery. He fills him in on Orbik and the state of the Winter Lands, as well as his disaster of a coronation and the odd note hinting at a bigger plan, then he pleads our case.
“It’s certainly a lot to take in.” Gensted leans back, pulling a long swig from his cup. Homemade blue dandelion ale is one of the only abundant resources these Fae seem to have. The small flowers grow from every crevasse in the rocks that border their home, but sadly they aren’t a sufficient source of nutrition. “And I sympathize with your problem. But I’m not sure how I could help.” He drains the rest of his cup and sets it down with a clatter. “Or why I should.”
“Our fathers were friends,” Valen says, glancing up through a small hole in the ceiling. The Autumn Fae have made their houses from mud and stone, but harsh storms have them rebuilding at least once a year—sometimes more. This home still has half the roof missing. “I know there’s a lot of bad blood between you and the Winter Court, but that was Servis and all those who came after Delkin.”
“Not to mention that this isn’t only our problem.” I set my own cup down and spread my arms. “You’re trying to bring yourself back from the devastation of the war, still, after all this time. How far do you think you’re going to get once Aphelian finds you?”
“Who says she will?” The Autumn Fae leans back in his chair, studying my face like he’s trying to place me. It’s annoying. He’s been watching me closer than the others, and each time I feel his gaze on me, I have to bite back the urge to call him on it.
“She’s not going to stop with us,” I say. “She’s angry with the Winter Fae specifically, but I know her. Eventually, once that anger is sated, she’ll decide all Fae must pay. She’ll come looking for you, and trust me, she’ll find you.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because I know her.” I do my best to keep my tone even. “Very well.”
Gensted pushes away from the table and stands, going to a small pile of tinder surrounded by large rocks in the far corner. Using the torch on the wall, he lights the wood, then opens a wooden hatch above it.
He studies me, then Valen. “How do I know I can trust you?”
“We’re asking for your help, but not without offering something in return.”
“Yes. You said— How did you put it? That you could save my court?” As the fire catches, Gensted warms his hands. “Please. Enlighten me.”
Valen extends his arm, hand out and palm up. A small snowflake, surrounded by tinier flakes of cascading snow, forms in the center.
Gensted stumbles away from the small blaze, mouth agape. “Is that—”
“I was born with magic,” Valen says. He curls his fingers, crushing the small snowflake, and stands. “If you’re willing to help us, then I can offer to share it.”
The Autumn ruler regards him carefully, then laughs. “That simple?”
“There’s nothing simple about this.” I join them by the fire. “Aphelian is dangerous. If you agree to help us, then you’re agreeing to put your life at risk.”
“But the reward is worth it,” Valen says. “Just think of all you could do for your people if you had Autumn magic.”
Gensted laughs again. This time it’s not a small chuckle or a friendly guffaw but an outright, hysterical chortle. “You seem confused as to how Autumn magic works, Lord Winter. Our fire? It destroys. It consumes and it devours, and if not for what the war did to these lands, I’d consider it a mercy that we lost it all those years ago.”
“Well, shit. Didn’t see that coming…”
Don’t give up yet. “Well, if you won’t do it for the magic, then what can we offer you?” I sink back down into the crudely crafted wooden chair. “Surely there’s something we could offer.”
Gensted tilts his head and studies me. “Is this common in the Winter Lands? A human speaking for the Fae?”
He says human like it’s some kind of disease. Like he fears it might be catching. “Is it common here to be so rude to guests?” I counter.
“Absolutely not.” Gensted’s voice takes on a darker tone. Menacing. “But you’re not guests, are you? You showed up at my home, uninvited, to ask for favors.” His gaze skims me from head to toe, and he scrunches up his nose. “With a human, no less.”
Valen tenses. “Do you have an issue with humans?”
“I find them untrustworthy and low. Dishonorable. I allowed one to stay here for a time. She tried to kill me.”
“Too bad she failed…”
Shh!
“I’m sorry that happened to you,” I say. Being betrayed by a human he trusted—one he offered sanctuary, too—complicates this. But I’m resourceful. I can be convincing. “Not all humans are the same. As, I’m sure you know, not all Fae are the same.” I smile sweetly. “Obviously you’re nothing like Servis…”
For a moment, I’m sure he’ll lash out. His expression turns stormy, his shoulders taut, but it passes and he snorts. “You are exceptionally bold for someone so weak, human.”
“Trust me, she’s probably stronger than the both of us put together,” Valen says. He’s trying to make it sound like a joke, but the venom behind it is clear.
“So here you are, Winter, traveling with a powerful human and a kelpie—” Gensted eyes Daroose, who’s been leaning against the far wall, uncommonly quiet. The Autumn Fae takes his seat, eyes refocusing on Valen. “Why come to me for help? How do you know I’d be of use to you?”
Valen relaxes some and takes the seat next to mine. “Well, as I said, I’ll make sure you get your magic back. Obviously, I’d expect you to use that magic to aid our cause—”
“Since I’m uninterested in magic, you’ll have to try harder than that,” Gensted says. “You took a huge risk coming here to ask for my help. What made it worth the gamble?”
“What am I supposed to do here? Flatter him? Tell him he looks good in red?”
Tell him that you’ve heard stories about the Autumn Fae and their unparalleled skill in hand-to-hand combat.
“What?”
Valen!
“Okay, okay…” He leans forward, flashing Gensted a knowing grin. “It’s no secret that the Autumn Fae are skilled fighters. It’s true I want your court magic fighting by my side, but I also wouldn’t mind—”
Someone skilled in the art of Firshani.
“That sounds like a disease.”
Just say it!
“—an expert in Firshishi.”
Firshani!
Valen rolls his eyes but doesn’t look at me.
Gensted lets the flub go unnoticed. “Our combat skills are the one thing that hasn’t been lost to time or war,” he says. “But that still doesn’t tell me what’s in it for me.”
“The magic is yours by birthright,” Valen says.
“And perhaps regaining it will help us in some ways. But, as I said before, it’s not what we need. It won’t help us thrive.”
“Then what will?” Surely there’s something we can offer him. I can’t believe we’ve come this far only to have failed.
They’re floundering here. Living in poverty and mud. There must be something we can give that will help them.
“As you can see from looking around, we need supplies. Our homes are falling apart, our people starving. But we’ve managed without help from the outside world, and even if you offered, I have no way of knowing you’d make good on your promise. I would have to take you at your word—and I’m afraid it’s not that easy.”
Valen nods. “How can I prove myself?”
“One of the highest regards an Autumn Fae has is respect for honor.” Gensted stands and smooths out the front of his shirt. “Show me that you are honorable. Prove to me that you are worthy of my trust, and you will have my aid.”
“How the hell are we supposed to do that?”
I…I have no idea.
Gensted meets my gaze.
“My Fae will show you to a vacant hut. You are welcome to spend the night. The invitation is limited, though. In the morning, you will move on.”
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Gensted’s offer left no room for interpretation. Get some rest, then get the hell out.
We’re shown to a vacant hut and given several threadbare blankets, as well as a few pieces of mealy fruit. By midnight, the camp is quiet save for the echoing song of crickets in the distance.
“I don’t see how we can prove honorable intentions—especially in less than twenty-four hours.” Valen picks at the corner of his tunic. When he looks up and our gazes meet, there’s frustration in his eyes. I know just how he feels.
“You can’t.” Daroose chomps on something small and black. I swear it has a fucking tail. “Fae aren’t honorable—for the most part. There are exceptions, of course. That pretty one in the kitchen…you know the one that saves me extra tarts?”
Valen leans back against the wall, glaring at him. Several pieces of straw and mud break from the ceiling and fall to the dirt floor. “It’s not like we have spare time to hang around to figure it out, anyway.”
“There’s something else you’re not considering.” Daroose licks his fingers, making a slurping sound that turns my stomach. “Autumn Court magic is fire.”
“So?” Valen asks.
The note. “The time has come for the Omen of Ice to embrace its fire. You don’t think—”
Daroose shrugs. He reaches around, grabs another critter as it scurries across the floor, and takes a bite. “No way to know for sure.”
“It could mean a hundred different things,” Valen says with a sigh. “It could also just be a random thing meant to throw us off her real trail, like Celpin said.”
It means something. I know it does. We just need to figure out what. “So, suggestions?”
“I’m at a loss.” Valen leans back and folds his arms. “The idea that the courts wouldn’t want their magic back never entered my mind.”
“Well, it’s not like—”
A shrill sound—like someone screaming—splits the night. The noise is bone-chilling, and the terror it conveys nearly steals the air from my lungs. Valen and I are on our feet in an instant.
Daroose freezes mid-chew, a long, thin tail hanging from between his lips. “What the hell was that?” he mumbles, his mouth still full.
Valen frowns, then pokes his head from the hut. His body stiffens as he draws back inside. “We might have a small problem.”
I race to the door and peer into the night. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, but when they do, a cluster of figures comes into view. Tall and skeletally thin, their movements are erratic and violent as they tear through the camp, dragging Fae from their huts.
“Depleted,” I say. “Hurry. We have to help them.”
Daroose spits out the small, half-eaten creature. “Why is it you lot won’t allow me to enjoy one single meal?”
“How did the depleted even get in?” Valen asks.
“We’ll figure it out later.” Gensted’s setup is good, but I doubt it’s impenetrable. Still, it doesn’t matter. “Let’s go!”
We burst from the hut as the nearest monster rips a small child from their mother. She wails and tries to give chase, but the depleted knocks her away as though she’s featherlight. It starts to lumber off with the kid, but Valen springs into action, slipping into his wolf and charging after it.
Daroose shifts as well, into his natural form—a beautiful black stallion with a flowing purple mane—and an otherworldly whinny fills the air. He stomps a massive hoof and barrels off. At first, I assume he’s running away, but he stops and pivots, charging through a throng of depleted cornering a small group of Fae.
Behind me, someone screams. The sound of sheer terror is like a blade to my gut, and when I find the culprit it’s already too late. A young Fae man is torn in half by two depleted as I stand, watching.
“Bastards!” I charge.
In our haste to leave the hut, I left my sword behind—but that doesn’t mean I’m without a blade. As I close the distance, I yank the dagger hidden in my belt and raise it into the air. Leaping at the first depleted, I grip the handle tight and drag it down the thing’s torso as I land, slicing it from neck to navel. It gurgles and twitches, then falls still at my feet.
The other roars and lurches toward me. I leave the blade where it is—poking obscenely from the first one’s stomach—and grab the newcomer by the head. Using the posts from the nearest hut as leverage, I kick up and twist, breaking its neck with a satisfying crack.
“Help me!” someone screams.
I pull my blade from the depleted and start toward an old Fae woman. An unusually large depleted is herding her away from the crowd.
I rush forward, determined to save her—but someone beats me to it.
Gensted emerges from the shadows, a hulking force of destruction and vengeance. He tears the depleted’s head clean off, then ushers the old woman to a nearby crowd.
When he turns, there’s something feral in his eyes. A living spark that’s violent and raw. Part of me feels it to my very core.
He shouts something, but it’s impossible to make out above the chaos. He’s breathing heavy, legs still spread and ready for a fight. There are smears of blood across his face, and his leathers are torn and burned.
Another bunch of the monsters emerges from the trees behind him. He whirls and lifts his weapon.
I race toward him, grabbing a discarded sword on the way. Armed with my dagger and the new blade, I charge forward.
There are Fae running everywhere. Screams fill the night, accompanied by the eerie howl of the depleted. Gensted is holding his own, but it’s clear he’s losing ground. Several more depleted have joined the fray, and he struggles to hold them back.
“Move!” he shouts to a family cowering behind him. They scatter, rushing off into the nearest hut.
I reach him, slamming myself into the nearest depleted. It stumbles off balance and roars, and I swing. Slice. It collapses, headless, to the ground.
“Very nice,” Gensted says, swinging his own blade. Another head rolls, and he laughs. “Quite impressive for a human.”
“Please,” I say, positioning myself at his back as the rest of the creatures surround us. To my left, Valen is taking down a smaller depleted as a group of Fae children flees. “I’m better than most Fae warriors.”
“Yes, well maybe you—” He grunts and jerks back. The action sends me sprawling forward, but I manage to maintain my balance. “Maybe you should do a little less bragging and a bit more proving.”
One of the creatures rushes me. “Gensted!” I shout, then drop to the ground. He twists and swings, cutting the thing in half at the waist. I jump up and lunge for one of the others. It makes a swipe for the Autumn Lord’s arm, but I bring my sword down, severing its hand. It howls and bares its teeth. A second later, it collapses, sliced in half by Gensted’s blade.
To our right, a group of four charges us. Gensted growls and holds out his hand. I take it, and he spins hard, propelling me outward. I tighten my grip on the borrowed weapon.
This…this is what I was trained for. The fight. Protecting those who need me.
With a firm grip, I slice through bodies as I move, cutting down at least four of the creatures. When I land, Gensted nods and rushes to the right to help an older man out from beneath a fallen hut.
Daroose whinnies. He barrels toward me, mowing down several enemies along the way. “You are perfection as always.” His otherworldly voice echoes telepathically inside my head. “Do be careful, though.” He flicks his tail, rears with an eerie nicker, and charges back into the fray.
Valen races past me, charging after a depleted dragging off an older Fae. He leaps, tearing into the thing’s neck. The Fae thanks him before running off, and Valen rounds to find his next victim.
Across the square, Gensted leans against the side of a dilapidated hut to catch his breath. Behind him, another depleted skulks from the shadows. Gensted’s too far away. There’s too much noise.
The scream rises and dies in my throat as I throw myself forward. I drop to the ground and slide in the dirt, slipping between his legs. I manage to get myself upright, between him and the monster, as it goes in for the killing blow…
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Valen
I’m bloody and raw, and my instincts are on fire. I kill one, two, three—four depleted as I carve my way back across the main part of the camp. That’s when a commotion in the far corner catches my attention. Gensted, brutally taking down a depleted, then—
Tania, throwing herself between the Autumn Fae and what would assuredly be a mortal blow.
Tania!
I’m racing across the square, paws sliding in the mud and sand. The depleted draws its taloned hand back and attacks. The strike is perfectly aimed, dead center above Tania’s heart. Inches. The thing comes inches from her before striking not Tania but a solid shield of ice.
The instant the depleted comes in contact with the barrier, it stiffens, turning translucent and solid. The ice shield disappears, and Tania kicks out, shattering the thing into a million jagged pieces.
I let go of my wolf and reach her as chunks of the depleted hit the ground. They’re mixed with tiny bits of bracken and leaves—a mix of Fae and druid magic.
My intention is to drag her close, throw my arms around her, and never, ever let go. We’re not at the estate. We don’t know these Fae, and they don’t know us. But she knows me. Better than I know myself, apparently. Sidestepping my arms, she bends over to catch her breath, bracing her hands against her knees as Daroose reaches us, in his human form now.
“I leave you alone for five minutes…” He’s trying to joke, but it’s clear he’s concerned. His gaze skims Tania from tip to toe, and his shoulders sag.
“You—” Gensted takes a step back. He’s staring at Tania like she’s something mythical and rare. “You could have been killed.”
Tania straightens and wipes the blade of a small knife across the leg of her pants. It leaves a smear of dark red, and she cringes before tucking it back into her belt. “You didn’t see the depleted. You wouldn’t have heard if I called out a warning. There seemed like no other choice.”
“There’s always a choice.” Gensted shakes his head. “The most obvious one being to let me die.”
Tania stares him down. There’s a weird energy between them, and I can’t quite put my finger on it.
“That might be what you’d expect from a human,” she says, “but like I said, we’re not all the same.” I don’t like the way she’s smiling at the Autumn Fae. Like they share some big secret or funny inside joke.
Daroose throws his arm around Tania’s shoulder and bares his teeth at the Autumn Lord. “Keltania is no mere human. Her best friend is a kelpie—that makes her quite rare.”
Gensted quirks a brow, then bows to Tania. “There is no greater honor than sacrificing yourself for another—especially one you have no ties to.”
“I didn’t sacrifice anything,” she replies cooly. Gently, she removes Daroose’s arm and steps away.
“You live only because your lord was here to save you.” Gensted holds out his hand, then looks at mine. “Maybe magic isn’t as useless as I thought it was.”
Hah. I’m your lord!
“Goddess…I’m never going to hear the end of this, am I?”
“I owe you a debt.” Gensted bows to Tania. “Ask me for anything, and it’s yours.”
Ask him for that fancy sword of his. Then you can put on some chainmail—nothing else, obviously—and present it to me. I am your lord, after all.
“That’s a good idea.” Tania flashes me a quick grin. “I should ask him for the sword. You won’t like where I stick it, though.”
Ouch…
“What I want is for you to agree to help us, but I won’t ask that because of some stupid Fae debt you think you owe me.” She starts back toward our hut.
We watch her go, and Gensted shakes his head, clearly confused. “My experience with humans is limited, but she’s—”
“A pain in the ass?” I supply. “She’s right, though. If you’re going to help us, it should be because you trust us. Because you want what’s best for Fae—all Fae.”
“I’ll help you. She’s proven to me that there’s more to her”—he looks me up and down and snickers—“and possibly you than I thought. I have no army to offer. There are fifteen warriors in my village, and they’re needed here. But my sword—and if I must, my magic—is yours to wield.”
“I appreciate that, Gensted.” He offers his hand, and I take it, grasping firmly. “I am honored to have you as an ally.”
“But I am still honor bound to her.”
“Yeah,” Daroose says, heading back to the hut. “Good luck with that.”
…
The next morning, we help as best we can with the cleanup. Despite the Autumn Court’s fortifications, depleted raids happen from time to time, but Gensted said this one was the least damaging, thanks to us. Only three lives were lost. Three too many, if you ask me, but he seems happy.
I offer to use the stone Zana gave me to prove my proposition is real, but Gensted politely declines. I’ve never come across a Fae who abhors magic so much. He swears that he’ll participate in the transfer at the estate, but until then, he is fine as he is.
Gensted leans back and tips his glass to the sky. We’re leaving at first light, but tonight he insisted on a small celebration in our honor. Well, Tania’s honor. There’s not much food, but the blue dandelion ale is flowing in abundance, and the Autumn Fae seem to be having the time of their lives.
The festivities are winding down, but there’s still a small group singing and dancing by the bonfire. Daroose skulked off hours ago with an Autumn Fae woman on one arm and a man on the other. He disappeared into one of the huts, and we haven’t seen him since.
“If the druids are your enemy, how did you end up with her?” Gensted points to Tania laughing across the way with several Fae women.
“The druids aren’t our enemy. Just Aphelian. And Tania is…”
Several Autumn Fae women pull her away from the fire as music begins to play again. They gave her clean clothing to change into—a long red skirt and a top that shows her midsection. It’s nice to see her in something other than leathers, but the clothing isn’t what makes it impossible to drag my gaze from her.
It’s the expression on her face.
I’ve never seen her look so light, so unburdened. I’m not the only one who notices. Gensted follows her movements like a starving wolf. “She’s magnificent for a human.”
I grit my teeth but say nothing. Tania catches us watching her and smiles. Waving, she bows before being pulled back to the dance by several other Fae.
“I’d be remiss if I didn’t ask—is she claimed?”
“Humans don’t do that,” I say tightly.
“Well, then whatever it is humans do. Does she belong to anyone?”
Despite the irritation I feel over the way he’s practically drooling over her—only I’m allowed to do that—I chuckle. “Don’t let her hear you say something like that. She’ll gut you.”
“That just intrigues me even more.”
“Well, get over it.” The words come out with more bite than I intend. “She’s spoken for.”
Gensted clucks his tongue. “Pity. I’m sure I could sway her if I wanted.” He laughs. “After all, I’ve got looks, power, and charm. Who wouldn’t be interested?”
Gods. Did I sound that obnoxiously cocky?
“But we don’t meddle in heart bonds,” he says.
“Let me guess—it’s dishonorable?”
“Anyone who doesn’t view it as such disgusts me,” he replies, holding my gaze for several moments before tipping his head to the sky. “Respect for relationship bonds is what holds us together. Friends, family, lovers—we are no better than those we surround ourselves with.”
I bite down hard on my tongue. I need him. Punching a hole in his face, or letting my wolf out to tear into his intestines, wouldn’t do me any good in the fight against Aphelian. “How noble,” I say under my breath.
Tania bounds over, her cheeks flushed from dandelion wine and dancing. She settles next to me, her knee brushing mine.
“You should have come dance with me!”
It takes every ounce of strength I have, but I shift my position so that our knees are no longer touching, then force myself to look away from her.
I would have loved nothing more. But I suspect if I danced with you, we’d turn heads and pique suspicions.
“Only if you groped me right there on the dance floor.”
Heat rises in my cheeks, and I shift uncomfortably, moving even farther away from her. Behave, please. I don’t like being the grown-up.
Tania grins. She turns to Gensted and says, “Who will run things while you’re gone?” She leans a little closer. “Are you married?”
“I’m unclaimed.” His smile widens. “I actually inquired to Valen about your status.”
“Oh?” The way she tilts her head toward him bothers me. “I thought you didn’t like humans.”
“Maybe you’ve made me change my mind.” He leans back against a large rock, stretching out his legs. “Alas, Valen said you were spoken for.”
“Well, nothing is official.”
I choke on my ale.
Gensted’s grin turns wicked. “Is that so?”
Tania!
“Sorry! Sorry…” She covers her mouth and hiccups, then laughs. “I might be just a smidge drunk. And, let’s be honest, seeing you twist is fair payback.”
For what?
“I’m not sure. But I know you must owe me for something.”
The smile I give her is involuntary. That’s probably fair.
Tania steals one of the grapes from my plate and pops it into her mouth. “Still, official or not, my heart belongs to someone already. Sorry.”
“Well, they’re a lucky human.” Gensted winks at me. “Or Fae.”
…
I’m not able to sleep much that night, and by the time the morning comes, I know I’m going to regret it. Gensted bids his people farewell and leads us back to the surface through the tunnels. I understand how they’ve survived all these years in secret. The hole we stumbled into was one of many used to trap wildlife and game, though they haven’t had as much luck with it in recent years. Once a month, they send small hunting parties into the forest, but half the time most—if not all—never return. The depleted in this area are plentiful and seem to have just a bit more awareness than I’m used to.
We make excellent time, and by nightfall on day five we reach the section of forest that used to border the Spring Lands. The map marks a path through the mountain that will lead us directly to where the Spring Court stood, but it’s impassable, blocked by massive boulders and an overgrowth of large trees decades old.
The sky is clear, and the temperatures are far warmer than what I’m used to. We stop beside a small lake to refill our water, and Tania sets down her pack. “This looks like a decent place to set up for the night.”
Daroose glances at the lake and shudders. “I’m not a fan of places like this anymore. But I suppose if my lovely druid wants to stop…”
I’m tempted to suggest going farther, but everyone is tired. We should be rested and on guard. “It can’t hurt. We’re going to have to go over the map to see if we can find a way around the mountain.”
Gensted drops his pack and stretches. With a wink at Tania, he peels off his shirt. “It also seems like a good place for an evening swim.” He backs up several steps, then runs to the edge of the bank and propels himself into the lake. Water cascades everywhere, splashing both Tania and me. Daroose manages to dance out of reach.
I groan. “Is that really wise?” I bend down and dip my fingers into the water. It’s warm and inviting, and just a month ago, it would have been me jumping in first. But I’ve been trying to be more of a leader. To be an example. Good monarchs don’t do things like sleeping under tables…or jumping into lakes. They’re serious. Regal.
Obviously I have some things to work on, but I’m trying.
Tania grins at me, then drops her own pack and bends to untie her boots. “Come on. What harm could it do?”
Really? This coming from the girl who cautioned me against swimming naked in the pond outside the estate?
“It’s a little different in the Winter Lands. You could freeze off something important.” She laughs. “We found Gensted. We’ll find the others. We’re going to be okay. This is a rare opportunity for us to simply exist. Take it!” She tugs down her leathers, revealing an expanse of creamy skin, and I’m too enthralled to respond. She senses it, and as she moves to the edge to jump, she gives her backside a provocative shake before diving in.
“Woohoo!”
I’m hit with another modest spray of water as she breaks the surface.
“Come on, Valen.” Gensted splashes Tania and laughs. “I was hoping you’d be less like the stuffy monarchs of old. Show me you know how to have fun. I bet you’ve never done anything you weren’t supposed to.”
“I— You— How dare you!”
Daroose howls. He settles on the bank and points at me. “He certainly has you pegged, Frosty.”
Gensted thinks I’m stuffy? I’ll show him.
I unlace my boots and tug my shirt over my head, then throw myself off the bank and into the water.
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Gensted laughs. He grabs Tania around the waist, hauls her upward, then tosses her back into the water.
Gensted motions to Daroose. “Come on, kelpie! You’re not going to let Valen show you up, are you?”
“No thank you.” He shudders. “I spent more than my fair share of time in a little hole like this. I’m more than happy to watch you three make fools of yourselves.”
The sound of Tania’s laughter is light, and even though it makes me happy to hear, a twinge of jealousy gnaws at me. She’s got no interest in the Autumn monarch, and he seems respectable as far as her declaration that she’s spoken for. No. What eats at me is the ease with which she interacts with him. The lighthearted laughter, the effortless smile.
Tania is cautious. She’s wary and stoic, and it took me forever to crack through her walls. But with Gensted, she’s…different. She’s open. It should make me happy. All that repression surely would have given her a heart attack eventually.
“Admit it. This is nice.”
It’d be nicer if we were alone. I’ve always wanted to mess around in the water.
“Who says we can’t?” Tania disappears beneath the surface. A moment later, something brushes my thigh.
Hmm… Despite the fact that Gensted is splashing a few feet from me, my mind wanders to our first night on this trip. To the way it felt to have every inch of her pressed against me, the feel of my hands as they—
Something brushes my thigh again—this time higher, while at the same moment, Tania breaks the surface on the far side of the lake.
“What the—” Whatever is lurking under the water winds itself around my waist, and there’s just enough time to suck in a mouthful of air before it drags me under.
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Keltania
There’s a small alcove on the other side of the lake I’m hoping to entice Valen to join me in. Except the moment I break the surface of the water, he disappears beneath it.
“Valen?”
Gensted stops swimming and turns to me, confused. “Is something—” Then he, too, dips under the water with a violent splash.
A rush of panic hits me—mine or Valen’s, I’m not sure—and my heart thunders. The water. There’s something in the damn water! “Daroose?”
He’s on his feet, peering into the water from the bank. “I don’t see either of them!”
“Shit!” I inhale and dive, cursing myself for being so careless. What the hell was I thinking? We aren’t on vacation. This is serious. Thousands of lives hang in the balance, and I’m skinny-dipping? With not one Fae monarch—but two?
I see Gensted’s form through the murky water. He’s taller than Valen, fighting his way back to the surface. He’s almost there when something bright lashes out and drags him back down, into the kelp. I kick harder, propelling myself deeper, and when I finally see him again, I nearly swallow a mouthful of foul lake water.
His arm is clamped in the mouth of a white kelpie. Its horse form is much smaller than Daroose, though the water is too murky to make out much more. An orange mane? Glowing red eyes? I need to find Valen.
There’s no sign of him, and I’m frantic. The link is too quiet.
Deeper… He has to be deeper. I force myself to stay calm and dive.
I make it to Gensted and the kelpie, and, having no weapon, I punch it as hard as I can in the head. It drops him—probably more from surprise than the blow—and I drag him to the surface.
Gensted scrubs a hand across his face. “What the fuck is that thing?”
“Valen,” I say with a gasp. A million scenarios flash through my mind—none of them good. I need to find him. “Where is Valen?”
He shakes his head.
I dive back beneath the surface.
It takes my eyes a moment to adjust, but when they do, I catch sight of the kelpie’s retreating form and kick hard to follow. I lose track of it after several minutes, unable to put off resurfacing for air. My head breaks the surface and I greedily suck in a breath.
“Valen?” My voice cracks, and I cough, trying to catch my breath.
Instead of his response, something hauls me from the lake. For several seconds, I’m flying, the shock of cold air against my wet skin chilling. With a jarring impact, I land hard on a rocky shore.
“I haven’t had a decent meal in a long time,” a female voice says. There’s an odd sound—like someone snapping their teeth—then a contented sigh. “And tonight, I get three courses.”
I rub the water from my eyes. The kelpie, in human form, stands over me, licking her lips. Like Daroose, her clothing looks new and dry, and her long hair is golden yellow. Unlike my kelpie, though, her eyes have a pinkish hue and gleam with insatiable hunger. She smiles and snaps her teeth.
It’s hard to seem threatening without a weapon and dripping like a drowned rat, but I try. “Where is he?”
“Consider him an appetizer.” She laughs, then narrows her eyes as her gaze catches on my neck. Her expression sours. “Where did you get that?”
She’s referring to the bridle. The one around my neck belonging to Daroose. She’s not wearing one of her own. “I’ll tell you—if you tell me where the Fae is.”
She clenches her fists and bares her teeth but begrudgingly points to a boulder formation a few yards away. I bolt for the rocks. Valen is lying in the sand, unconscious, behind them.
“Now, answer me!” she demands, stalking up behind me. “Where is the kelpie who belongs to that bridle? What have you done to it?”
“I imagine he’s starting to wonder where I am.” I check Valen’s pulse—still strong—and drag him toward the edge of the water. “He has the tendency to worry.”
She follows me, looming over us with a growl. “What?”
“I didn’t steal this bridle from a kelpie. He gave it to me.”
She spits on the ground at my feet. “Impossible. A kelpie would never give his bridle away.”
“This one did.” Daroose emerges from the water, his face a mask of fury. He yanks Gensted onto the land, then tosses my clothing down beside him. “If you value your life, you will not touch my human.”
If possible, her eyes grow even wider. She makes a low stuttering sound, then drops to her knees in the sand. With a shudder, she says, “Rhal Daroose!”
Daroose stands over the female kelpie, looking down. The anger in his expression morphs to pity. He sighs. “I hate when they do this.”
“Why—why is she kneeling? And what did she just call you? Rhal?”
“How dare you show him such disrespect,” the female snarls. “On your knees, human!”
Daroose grabs her arm and hauls her upright. To me, he says, “‘Rhal’ is our word for king.”
“You— I— Huh?” Maybe I swallowed too much lake water? “King of what?”
“The kelpies. Seriously, Keltania.” Daroose tweaks my nose and snickers. “What else would it be?”
“You’re a kelpie king?” I ask. Beside me, Valen begins to stir.
“Of course not,” Daroose says. “I’m the kelpie king. There’s only one of me—thank the Gods.” He takes the female’s hand. “If you don’t mind me asking, where is your bridle?”
She keeps her head bowed, but her lips twist in fury. “Those filthy Spring Fae stole it.” She spits. “They use me to protect their borders.”
“Tania?”
Are you okay?
“I don’t think so.” Valen stumbles up and comes to stand beside me. “Because I swear I just heard Daroose call himself a king.”
“As it happens, we’re here looking for the Spring Fae,” I say.
“You found them.” She takes a menacing step toward us. “Which is why I’m going to have to eat you now.”
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” Daroose flashes her a gleaming smile and moves closer to me. “I’m rather fond of this one.”
“I’m hungry!” She snaps her teeth. With a slow lick of her lips, she fixes her gaze on Valen. “What about the Fae?”
“I mean, you could eat him. But I’d advise against it. I took a bite once. He’s the most bitter thing I’ve ever tasted. Trust me, it’s not worth the indigestion you’d inevitably get.”
Her gaze strays to Gensted.
Daroose shakes his head. “That one? Don’t do it. Look at him. He’s all muscle and sinew. He’d get stuck in your teeth.”
I hold up my hands. “No one is eating anyone.”
Daroose sighs. “She tends to be a bit melodramatic. Not a fan of my diet and all.” He pats his stomach and frowns. “I’ve lost so much weight. I’m practically skin and bones…”
“What if I could offer an alternative solution?” I ask.
She straightens and folds her arms, sneaking another peek at Valen and taking a deep breath as if to smell him. “I’m listening.”
“You let us go, tell me where to find the Spring Fae, and we’ll get your bridle back.”
She scrunches her nose up and scowls. “Impossible.”
“It’s not,” I promise and point to Valen. “This Fae? He’s very powerful. He has magic—as do I.”
She looks to Daroose for confirmation. He nods. “It’s true. For a Fae, he’s actually quite useful.” Leaning close, he whispers loudly, “If you can get past the smell…”
“And, look.” I touch the ground, willing a single flower to grow. In moments, a small red bloom breaks the surface and opens wide. Its petals are paper thin and have the smallest bit of frost at their tips. Thankfully, it melts quickly, and I’m sure no one else sees it.
The kelpie bends to pluck the plant from the sand. She twirls it between her finger several times before tossing it over her shoulder, into the water. “My name is Emian, and you have a deal. But you will regret it. The Spring Queen is a bloodthirsty monster. My guess is she will kill you on sight…”
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Valen
Emian points us in the right direction. Luckily, we’re not far and reach the edge of the remains of the Spring Court within hours. They’re well protected, with the only way in and out of the valley through the lake. Getting the kelpie to protect them was smart—but they’d gone about it the wrong way. It would have been far smarter to barter with the creature rather than trapping it into service.
As we approach the town, several Fae see us coming. They call out a warning, and within moments, six armed Fae surround us, their weapons—crude, barbed spears—drawn. I’d never met a Spring Fae, but I spent hours reading every chronicle about history I could get my hands on. Our texts said they were taller than us, with slimmer forms and sun-bronzed skin. The warriors in front of us fit that description perfectly, but the greeting? That’s a bit off. The Spring Fae were said to be peaceful and welcoming. But I suppose a thousand years of struggle might change things a bit.
“On the ground!” the one up front yells. His bright-yellow hair is wild, and there’s a glint of menace in his golden eyes. “Now!”
“Absolutely not!” Daroose snorts. “This fabric is far too delicate to—”
Two of the guards surge forward and wrestle the kelpie to the ground. Gensted growls but goes down right beside Tania without hesitation.
I stand my ground. “We’re here on behalf of the Winter and Autumn Courts. I’d like to speak to, well, whoever is in charge.”
The guards exchange an irritated look. The one in front—a broad-shouldered Fae with short, spiky violet hair—leans in close. “Do I look like I care why you’re here?” He grabs me by the throat. “If you don’t get down in the dirt, I’ll slice you off at the knees.”
“Just do as he says, Valen. To these people, we’re outsiders. The enemy. What did you expect?”
Well, I’d hoped for rose petals and half-naked dancing girls, but sadly they’re lacking in the welcome department.
I sigh. “There’s really no need to get so graphic—”
“Keep quiet!” another one of the guards shouts.
“You’re going to get us killed.”
There’s the Tania I know and love.
Slowly, I get on the ground. But, unlike the others, I sit in the dirt, legs crossed. Defiant.
“Who are you and what are you doing on our land?” The one in front demands.
“Who, me?” I wave a hand at the violet-haired Fae. “Oh. I wasn’t aware I could speak now.”
The guard at the front of the group slams his polearm against the ground. The others do the same, parting to allow a tall, slender female Fae with pale-pink hair and golden eyes through. She’s wearing a sky-blue dress that swishes with every move, and her feet are wrapped in makeshift sandals comprised of vines and sticks. She looks me up and down and yawns. “I don’t know who you are or why you’re here. But you should know, these guards haven’t had a hunt in months. Keep acting like a fool, and you’ll give them one.”
Apparently, she hasn’t read the history books on Spring Court welcome etiquette, because hunting your guests would surely be frowned upon. “Might I stand?”
“Why?” she asks. Her lips quirk with a cruel grin. “The position you’re in seems fitting to me.”
“I’m going to assume you’re the leader here. Is that right?”
“It is.”
“Then our position is that of equals.” I’ve never believed in all that station crap, but this Fae clearly does. “My name is Valen, and I’m the monarch of the Winter Court.”
“Monarch?” She laughs. Behind her, the guards do the same. “And you think that makes us equal?”
“You just said—”
“A monarch is nothing more than an overstuffed, sad excuse for a figurehead. I am the ruler of the Spring Fae.” She glances back at the guards, and they all bow.
Well, this is going to be fun. She’s so charming…
“Tread carefully, Valen.”
“I’ve come with diplomatic intentions,” I say. “If you and I could speak—”
She laughs again, but this time it’s unhinged. A half-crazed cackle that has her doubled over and gasping for air.
It wasn’t that funny…
“Focus, Valen.”
“I’ve come in an attempt to unite the courts against a common enemy.” I nod to Gensted and add, “The leader of the Autumn Fae and I—”
“Two monarchs?” She laughs even harder, glancing at her warriors. They’re standing behind her, stiff and watching every movement as if waiting to pounce. After a moment, she collects herself and straightens. “The only common enemy we have is each other.”
“It doesn’t have to be like that.” I hold my breath and climb to my feet. The guards on either side of her move in closer, but they don’t stop me. “We mean you no harm. I promise.”
“Your promise means nothing to me,” she snaps. With a curt nod to the head guard, she whirls and stalks back toward the gate.
Gensted curses, and Tania yelps in surprise. Four guards—three for Gensted and one for her—drag them off, while Daroose is shackled with a thin green rope. The kelpie snarls and struggles against the frail bindings, but somehow they hold as he’s dragged away.
The two remaining guards—one being the bulky, violet-haired Fae—bind my hands and shove me forward. They lead me through the gate and down a main drag. The main gate must have once been what led to the buildings that housed the court. When everything else was destroyed, they seem to have relocated the remaining Fae inside.
We walk the gravel-lined streets and move through the main square. Unlike the huts in Autumn, the structures here are remnants of the original court. Broken and crumbling but still mostly standing.
As we pass through the town, a small crowd of Fae gathers, watching. Their hair, an assortment of varied pastel shades, and their bronzed skin are the only splashes of color in an otherwise muted landscape. All their clothes are worn and tattered, their frames gaunt and thin. It’s impossible to ignore the looks of hunger in their eyes, but more than that, there’s a feral element to them. Something haunted and defensive and bordering on violent.
The guards escort me to the largest building, and when we get inside, they shove me into the first room we come to. There are questionable dark stains on the floor and several sets of shackles on the wall.
They leave me, and not long after, the leader comes. She slams the door closed behind her and stops to study me.
“If you’ll just let me speak—”
“Scream,” she says, her face impassive.
“I— What?”
She produces a knife and, holding it to my throat, leans in close. “If you value your life, I would scream.”
I let out a rather unconvincing scream while maintaining eye contact.
She withdraws the weapon and rolls her eyes. “Really? That’s all you can muster?”
“I’m—I’m so confused right now.”
The woman’s cheeks flush pink, and she gently spins me around. A second later, my bindings are cut. “Sorry about that. I am going to need you to scream, though. Like you mean it this time. Please…?”
I have no idea what the hell is going on, but I let out a howl that shakes the walls.
She smiles. “So much better! Thank you.” Extending her hand, she adds, “My name is Wren.”
“Uh…okay?”
“I know how confusing this must all be, and I apologize for the theatrics—would you mind terribly if I asked you to scream again?”
“I, um—AHHH!”
“Perfect!” She grabs a wooden chair and kicks it across the room. It clatters against the far wall before toppling to the floor, making a loud bang. “I need to make sure that this looks good.”
“That what looks good, exactly?”
“Your interrogation.” She grabs the chair she kicked across the room, then gestures for me to take the other. “They need to think I’m being rough with you.”
“Any particular reason?”
She frowns. “I’m not sure what it’s like in your court, but here, the only thing the Spring Fae will yield to is fear. Before I took over, we were lawless. Chaotic and brutal.” Her eyes glisten a bit. “We weren’t far from becoming depleted, if you ask me.”
“So you, what? Pretended to be a dictator?”
She dips her head. “I’m ashamed to say that not all my actions were for show. I’ve—I’ve done many things I’m not proud of. But my brothers—the three Fae who brought you here? They’ve helped. Between the four of us, we’ve managed to bring some semblance of order to the Spring Fae.” She glances back at the door. “If you wouldn’t mind…”
“Gods!” I yell, trying hard not to laugh. Banging my hand against the wall, I let out an agonized howl. “You’re a monster!”
She giggles.
“So you’ve managed to carve out a society by making them fear you?”
“I understand how it might seem to an outsider.” Her lip curls up, and her shoulders stiffen. “Obviously, being from the Winter Lands, you don’t know real struggle.”
“I apologize if I sounded judgmental. I’m just…surprised. To be honest, we weren’t even sure we’d find anyone out here.”
“Yes…” She stands. “Well, you almost didn’t. I’ve only been leading these Fae for two years. Had you happened on us before that, you would have found a very different environment.”
“Maybe my visit is a blessing, then.”
“How do you mean?”
“Well, like I said, I’ve come for diplomatic reasons.”
“Right,” she says. “You mentioned a common enemy?” She’s curious, but if I’m not careful, I’ll lose her.
I explain our situation, making sure to convey that Aphelian is not just a Winter Court problem.
To her credit, Wren listens to the whole story, asking the occasional question. When I’m finished, she asks, “And you believe she’ll come for us as well?”
“I’m sure of it—which is why we’ve come to ask that you stand with us.”
Wren spreads her arms. “In case it wasn’t obvious, I have no army to offer. No resources. What help could I possibly be to you?”
“We weren’t sure what we’d find—if anything. If you have warriors to spare, then we’ll gladly accept their help. If not, I would like your help.”
“Me?” Her eyes grow wide. “What can I do?”
“You’re obviously smart. You may not have physical resources, but you’re resourceful. Look what you’ve done here. If things were as bad as you say, then it took cunning and intelligence—not to mention guts—to turn it all around.”
The flattery doesn’t faze her. “I’m no fighter. Before I took over, I was barely a baker.”
“Wait—a baker?” Surely I heard her wrong. “You’re not from the royal line?”
“The royal line doesn’t exist anymore. The last Leafbinder perished almost one hundred years ago. I’m simply a Spring Fae who grew tired of watching her own people slaughter one another.”
“Well, what if you could be more? What if you could wield true power? Real Fae magic?” I hold out my hand. An icy sword takes shape.
Wren’s mouth opens, then closes, and she shakes her head in awe. “You have magic…”
“And I will share it with you.”
“If your offer is real, then I’m truly interested…but there’s another matter to deal with first.”
“And that is?”
“As I said, I’ve had to do things I’m not proud of. Sacrifice my morals to keep the charade going.” She bows her head, guilt gleaming in her eyes. “If I’m to even consider your offer, it will have to be done as we do everything else. A trial by combat. Two of you will have to survive the Pit.”
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Keltania
“Where do you suppose they took Valen?” Gensted asks. He arches his back, straining against his restraints.
Like me, he’s bound and chained to a thick post in the back of the square. There’s a small crowd of Spring Fae gathered around the outer edges, and every once in a while, someone lobs something at us.
“Wherever it is, I hope he’s receiving the same welcome we are.” Daroose jerks his head to the right as a small rock hurtles toward us from the depths of the throng. “You could at least throw something edible,” he hollers at them.
“I’m sure he’s fine,” I say. Just a few minutes ago, he reached out through the link to tell me to sit tight and that he had everything under control.
Knowing Valen, that means we’re fucked.
“I’m not sure I trust your definition of ‘fine.’” Daroose snarls as another projectile—this one brown and sloppy and stinking—sails past his head. “Have you Fae no respect?” he shouts.
“And while we’re killing time here—how the hell could you be a king and not tell us?”
Daroose gapes. “Unlike a certain little Frosty Fae, I don’t need to flaunt my power.”
“Why would a kelpie royal give a druid their bridle?”
“I liked your hair?”
“Might I suggest picking this conversation up at another time?” Gensted nods to a group of approaching Fae. With them is the woman from the gate—and Valen.
Did you straighten it all out?
“Sort of?”
What does that mean?
“Unbind the girl,” the leader barks. She and Valen exchange an odd look. She holds his gaze a moment, giving the most subtle nod, before turning her attention to the crowd. “Our tradition states that only the strongest deserve to survive!”
The small crowd roars.
“If you truly deserve to live, prove it in the Pit!”
More cheering.
She turns to me. “Should you survive, then we’ll talk about your deal.”
Two guards grab Valen, but he doesn’t seem surprised—or alarmed.
What the fuck is going on?
The leader lifts her hands and stomps a foot.
“Take them to the Pit!”
My bindings are cut, and the guards whisk me through the crowd to a small, sunken section. A literal pit? Wonderful. It’s roughly carved from the old cobblestone streets of the original estate, with crude wooden benches spanning the outside of the entire ring.
“Good luck,” the guard says before shoving me hard. I stumble forward, landing on my knees in the hole. Valen follows a moment later.
“Listen to me. Things here are not how they appear. The leader is mostly posturing. The bloodthirsty-ruler thing is an act. But this pit? This is real. This is a brawl to the death. Whatever comes into that ring is going to try killing us.”
This is what you consider under control?
“Yes. Originally, she was going to toss you in with Daroose, but I convinced her to put me in instead.”
I stare at him. Maybe it looks strange, considering our situation, but I can’t bring myself to care. You did what?
“I asked her to put us in together.”
Why the hell would you do something so stupid?
“I thought you’d be proud of me. This shows some measure of forethought.”
You want me to be proud that you’ve likely gotten us both killed?
“How would it look if you get a bit banged up in the ring and poor little old me, standing helpless on the sidelines, gets banged up as well?”
He has a point. But he’s missing something.
How is it going to look when we walk out of the ring with matching wounds?
“Better than me standing on the sidelines with inexplicable injuries?”
Valen—
“This is the lesser of two evils. At least with both of us in the ring, it’s easier to explain why we’re both bleeding and broken.”
How do you know we’re going to be bleeding and broken? Maybe—
The cheers from the crowd grow hysterical as it parts and two hulking forms emerge. Both Fae are twice the size of Gensted, shirtless, and carrying several weapons.
Never mind, you’re right. We’re both going to be bleeding and broken…
When they reach the center of the ring, they throw the weapons down and take a step back. “Choose,” the one on the right demands.
A massive sword, a worn-looking polearm, and a small dagger. The sword would have normally been my first choice, but this one is too large and the hilt is ornate. Wielding it would be clumsy and leave too much room for mistakes. The polearm would be the next logical choice, but this one doesn’t appear solid. There’s a large crack in the body, and the small blade on the end is secured with fraying rope. The dagger could work, but without knowing more about my opponent, I’m not convinced it’s the way to go.
“Which one would you choose?” I ask the warrior directly in front of me.
He blinks several times, looking from me to the weapons. After a moment, he bends to retrieve the polearm.
The crowd roars, then chants, “Only the strong survive!” over and over.
I take in our opponents. They’re burly and outweigh us. But we have a unique advantage. The link between us gives us insight others can’t have.
“Shall we?” I say, giving Valen my sweetest smile.
The one in front of me grins, kicking aside the remaining weapons. “There aren’t many humans left in Derriga—thank the Gods. You’re all so disgusting to look at. It will be a joy to gut you.”
He strikes immediately, jabbing the polearm forward. It catches me off guard. Valen and I dive apart, and I manage to dance out of the way—but barely, the tip of the unstable blade skimming my hip.
Tell me why we’re not using your magic?
“Wren has this place held together with a series of lies. She might not be the monster she pretends to be, but she’ll do whatever it takes to keep what she’s built here intact. She agreed to hear me out if we survive this—but cautioned against using magic.”
Valen dodges a blow from his opponent by dropping to the ground and rolling hard to the left. The Fae warrior growls and dives for him.
“It has to look like a fair fight or she won’t acknowledge it. If her people get suspicious, she’ll throw us on the sword.”
He’s unable to get clear of the next attack, and when the warrior collides with Valen, all the air leaves my lungs. I stumble, giving my opponent a golden opportunity. He grabs my arm and, spinning hard, propels me into the air.
I land with a grunt, stars dancing behind my eyes. We’re screwed.
I fumble upright and stagger away as the two Fae warriors switch places. Valen’s opponent, now staring me down, licks his lips. “Hmm. Much better.”
“Tania! I’ve got it. I know exactly how we get through this without giving away our secret.”
How?
“Don’t get hurt—”
The Fae with the polearm swings the weapon like a club, catching Valen across the cheek. Luckily, the warrior who’d chosen not to use a weapon charges me at the same moment, giving me an excuse to feign a fall as my cheek splits open due to Valen’s wound. I scrub my hand across my face, smearing the blood all over as best I can. I can’t hide it, but maybe I can disguise it. Make it look different—and worse—than it actually is. At least, I hope.
I get up again as the two switch places once more. My original opponent growls and swings the polearm again, but this time I’ve got more than enough of an opportunity to move. I pivot and grab the shaft as it passes. Twisting, I use the Fae’s own momentum to snap the weapon in half.
“Arrg!” A piece in each hand, my attacker charges, the two remnants poised and ready.
I drop to the ground as he nears and duck between his legs, punching up hard as he passes. The Fae howls and crumbles to the ground.
“Fuck! I felt that one, and he and I aren’t even linked.”
Focus!
The weaponless Fae is enraged upon seeing his brother fall. He charges me, and I’m not fast enough. His shoulder catches my midsection, and my feet leave the ground. For several seconds I’m weightless, hurtling through the air as everything rushes by in a dizzying blur. I brace for a jarring crash, but when I collide with something, it’s not nearly as bad as I expect.
“Ouch.”
I struggle to catch my breath as Valen wriggles beneath me.
Is—is that your hand on my ass?
“Technically, no. My hand is on my own ass. You pinned my arm when you fell on me.”
I stumble to my feet, and when I extend a hand to help him up, he cringes as he untwists himself. I feel each pull as his muscles strain, and I bite back a gasp as a sharp pain shoots up my leg.
We have to—
The Fae still standing barrels forward, knocking us apart. I go down hard, my teeth coming down on the tip of my tongue. A coppery taste fills my mouth. Valen manages to stay upright, but several drops of blood ooze from his lips.
He looks from me to the warrior, spits out a mouthful of blood, then says, “Okay. I think we’ve put on enough of a show, don’t you?”
The warrior yells something incoherent and charges yet again. Valen, unfazed, simply holds up his hand as if to say stop. And stop he does. A thick wall of ice emerges from the ground. The Fae, unable to slow in time, crashes into it and, like his brother, crumbles to the ground.
“I have no desire to kill your people,” Valen shouts. “Perhaps we’ve earned the right to speak now?”
The crowd goes wild, and Wren lifts her hand. “That’s it. I’ve seen enough.”
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Valen
Wren is oblivious to Gensted’s ire and Daroose’s scowl. And, somehow, she doesn’t seem to pick up on the fact that Tania wants nothing more than to skin her alive. The guards brought us to the main house and gave us bandages and clean water. We cleaned up as best we could, doing our best to hide anything that might catch anyone’s attention. Tania even added extra bandages to her arms and left leg to make it look like she’d gotten the brunt of it.
Being a frail human and all.
“Remember, anything you experience is very temporary,” I say to Wren.
She’s focused on the small stone in my hand. Her drive for power is unnerving, but it’s also the thing that will get her to agree to help us. We survived the Pit, and the Spring Fae seem placated. All that’s left are the final details.
“I understand.” Her eyes sparkle. She’s shuffling from foot to foot, eager. Gods. She’s all but drooling. “Please. Show me.”
I hold it out to her. “Wrap this stone in your fist and squeeze while thinking of your court, of all the things that once made it great.”
She does as I ask, closing her eyes. I hadn’t needed to do it with Gensted, and I’m glad. The draw on my magic is sudden and sharp, and it steals the air from my lungs. While not nearly as painful as the panashere sessions Liani forced me through, this takes me by surprise.
Tania watches me, eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?”
I grab the small table to my left and force my breathing to even out. Yeah. I just—I feel her channeling my magic through the stone. It’s…strange.
Several moments tick by before the ground rumbles for a second, then goes silent. Several of the weeds poking through the foundation in the corner of the room surge, growing larger and brighter before receding back into the stone.
Wren opens her eyes and laughs. “Gods, it’s true!”
“And temporary,” I repeat carefully. “I can make it permanent only if you return with us to the Winter estate.”
She hands the stone back but doesn’t say a word. There’s a faraway look in her eyes, and she’s staring down at her hands, moving her fingers one by one.
“The relationship we all have with Winter is…rocky,” Gensted says. “But I believe Valen is unlike the previous rulers. He surrounds himself with honorable companions, and if he has their loyalty, then I give him mine—as should you.”
“And why should I take your word for it?” She fixes Gensted with a steely glare. “Autumn and Spring have as rocky a history as Spring and Winter. What makes you different from your predecessors?”
“All our predecessors made grave mistakes,” he says. “They fostered hostile relations and closed borders. I believe, as Valen does, that it’s time for things to change.”
The answer seems to placate her. “And if I agree to come with you, you’ll help me regain Spring magic?”
“As long as you agree to use it to fight beside us, yes.”
Wren might put on a show for the Spring Fae, but she’s clearly hungry for power. I believe she’ll use it to better her people, but a small part of me is concerned. How can I force her—or any of them—to stand with us once they’ve gotten what they came for? I’m not as worried about Gensted. His word is his bond. But Wren? I can’t be one hundred percent sure she’ll honor any deal we make.
“There’s also one additional thing we need to discuss.” Tania glances at Daroose.
Wren frowns. “And that is?”
Tania hesitates, then points to the bridle around Wren’s neck. “The bridle belonging to the kelpie who protects your borders.”
Wren jabs a finger at Tania’s neck. “A bit of a hypocritical request, don’t you think, druid?”
“I realize it may seem that way, but I was actually given this bridle by its owner to save its life.”
“A kelpie would never willingly part with its bridle.” She clutches the strand of jewels. “I fought hard for this. It’s what earned me the nomination as leader.”
Daroose lets out a growl. “You fought for it? And how many of your disgusting little Fae did it take to pry it off that poor kelpie’s neck?”
“I took the beast down on my own. I outwitted the foolish thing.” Wren puffs out her chest, pride gleaming in her eyes. “What do you care?”
The kelpie draws himself up and leans in close. I was raised to fear these creatures. To mistrust and loathe them. While I haven’t completely changed my mind, Daroose has proven to be slightly less vile than the stories had me believe. He’s pompous with an overinflated ego and, in my opinion, an overblown sense of self-worth. But he’s never truly scared me.
Until now.
“If you do not return the bridle,” he says in a low, dangerous tone, “I will tear your heart out and eat it as the light fades from your eyes.”
Tania rests a hand on Daroose’s shoulder and gently tugs him back. She absently fingers her own necklace. “I don’t use the bridle to command the kelpie. And you shouldn’t, either.”
Wren stares at her. “Kelpies are vicious monsters. They’re little more than savages.”
Tania shakes her head. “Again, that’s not true.”
“In this case, it’s true.” Daroose licks his lips. “I’m more than happy to demonstrate. Do you think they have any cream sauce around here?”
Tania flashes Daroose a stern glare.
“While it pains me more than you know, I have to agree,” I say. Daroose is a pain in my ass, but he’s grown on me—like bad fungus. “Daroose is mostly civilized.”
Wren’s eyes widen and she snaps her attention from me to Daroose. “You—you’re—”
“The kelpie in question?” He smiles. “Yes. Would you like to remove your heart, or shall I do it for you?”
Tania steps in front of him. “What will it take for you to part with the bridle?”
“There’s nothing you can offer to replace it. I need the kelpie. That thing is the only reason we’ve stayed hidden all these years. The path over the mountain collapsed during the war. The lake you saw was little more than a puddle back then, but during a hunt outside our borders for food, we discovered the kelpie. I stole its bridle and relocated it here. Now, even the depleted can’t touch us.”
“Obviously it’s not foolproof,” Gensted says. “After all, we got through.”
Wren considers this. “A fluke, I’m sure. I’d need something to replace it. Another means of protecting my people—especially if I’m to leave with you.”
“The lake isn’t enough?” Tania rolls her eyes. “The only reason we found you is because the kelpie pulled us under. Otherwise, we never would have known you were here.”
“It’s too big a risk,” Wren says. “I’ve worked too hard—sacrificed too much of myself to make things as they are. I won’t risk losing it.”
I have an idea…but I’m not sure you can do it.
“At the risk of sounding like you, I can do anything.”
I resist a laugh. What if you created a barrier made of bramble?
“A plant wall?”
Something like that. Trees, thick vines. Thorns. Something impassable. Think you could do it?
“Probably. It will take a lot of power. There are risks. There’s always a chance Aphelian might feel it if we pull on that much druid magic.”
That’s possible?
“I’m honestly not sure. Remember, she has more magic than the rest of us. There’s no telling how strong she truly is. She might know where we are, what we’re doing…”
It’s not ideal, but we don’t seem to have another choice. Wren won’t leave without knowing her home is safe, and I won’t double-cross Emian. I think it’s a chance we need to take. Besides, I’m not sure it even matters. We might not know exactly what Aphelian is up to, but we do know it’s far more insidious than revenge. She’s not going to jeopardize her plans at this point.
“But how would they get in and out? I assume they need to leave the village from time to time…”
So we dig a tunnel. Kind of like they’re using in the Autumn Court.
“First of all, I don’t see you getting your hands dirty—not to mention we really don’t have the time.”
We don’t, I agree. Which is why we get the animals to help.
“That’s kind of brilliant.”
Of course it is. It was my idea. Aren’t you lucky I’m smart and sexy?
“Don’t push it.”
Tania crosses to one of the cracks in the wall and plucks a piece of the vine poking through. Several seconds tick by before it starts to twitch and twist, a small offshoot growing from the main vine. A blue flower blooms, petals yawning open and elongating into what looks like a thick rope. “I think we might have a solution…”
…
Wren begrudgingly gives Emian her bridle back and makes arrangements to take a leave of absence from the Spring Court. She tells her people that it’s all a ruse so she can steal my magic, then assures them she will return powerful and ready to lead them into a bright future. She assures me that, like most other things she does, it’s for show, but I’m not sure I completely believe her. For now, though, we have no choice but to go with it—while keeping a close eye on her.
It takes both Tania and me to create the wall on the other side of the lake on our way out. An assortment of forest critters gathered to dig the new tunnel, and even though Wren was hesitant to leave before it was finished, the lure of magic was too enticing.
By nightfall the next day, we’ve made it several miles outside the Spring Lands and decide to stop and set up camp.
“I assume we’re heading to the Summer Court now?” Wren warms her hands by the fire. Tania hadn’t wanted to light one, but the Spring monarch insisted it was safe. Knowing Tania, she won’t sleep a wink tonight.
“Ugh.” Daroose stretches and leans back, crossing his legs at the ankle. “Summer Fae were the worst. If I recall correctly, all they did was crow about their wealth and their looks. The Stormwarder line was among the vainest Fae I’ve ever met—and that’s saying something.”
“Hopefully there are some of them still out there,” I say, uncurling my legs.
“You say hopefully.” Daroose shrugs. “I say hopefully not. Though, surprisingly, their flesh was among the sweetest. I remember an aftertaste like fresh berries—”
Tania groans. She’s on the other side of the fire, watching the tree line.
Seems like you’re back to your old self. Stoic and ready for trouble.
She doesn’t look at me. “As opposed to?”
Well, earlier you were acting like, well…
“You?”
You’re cute and all, but it would be impossible for you to be as charming as I am. Not to mention sexy.
Amusement filters down the link. “Good to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”
I sigh. If we find the Summer Court and manage to convince them to help us, we’ll be heading home. The thought of returning home is almost painful. It’s been nice having our freedom out here. Going back to the way things were will be even harder than before.
“That’s a good thing.” The smallest whisper of sadness flickers between us, but it’s there and gone too fast for me to be sure. “We’ve been gone almost two weeks. By the time we get back, that will give us less than two months to do the transfer—and hope it works—then train everyone.”
Her concern is like a blade to my chest, but I don’t answer. I know how she feels. But it will be enough time.
It has to be.
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It takes us just over a week to get from the Spring Lands to where Delkin’s map marks the location of the old Summer Court. Of course, when we get there, there’s nothing more than ruins. Back before the Great Drain, the Summer Lands were said to be lush with bountiful flowers and fruits, as well as a host of wildlife found only in this part of Derriga. Now, the land is gray. There are scattered patches of grass, but their color is muted, the tip of each blade shriveled.
“Looks like there’s nothing here.” Gensted leans against the remains of a crumbling building, pulling an apple from the folds of his tunic. After taking a bite, he grins and offers it to Wren.
She scrunches up her face and turns away. “Ew.”
“How are you going to ever kiss me if you won’t bite the same apple?” he teases.
“I’ll kiss you,” Daroose says, his mood brightening. He’s been complaining for days about the lack of variety in his diet. “It’s okay if I use my teeth, right?”
She glares at both of them, then moves to stand beside Tania, as if somehow that might protect her from Gensted’s admiring stare. Truthfully, she’d be safer with Gensted than Tania.
“Let’s not give up just yet,” I say.
At first glance, it looks like we’ve run out of luck. Most of the structures are little more than rubble, and the vegetation that grows—lion’s nettle and bruse root—are the only things thriving due to their ability to flourish without much water or sunlight. The trees in the area are either fallen or dying, destroyed by fungus and disease, and I haven’t even seen any bugs.
“Stay together…”
We move through the old Summer village. According to the map, this was once Flame Helm, the gleaming capital of the Summer Court. The main estate was said to have sat on the hill above it—not unlike the Winter estate—but all that’s visible now is overgrowth and a low cluster of fog.
As we make our way through the overgrown streets, the only hint that anyone has ever been here—aside from the dilapidated buildings—is an assortment of yellowing bones scattered around the buildings. Some are animal—but some are definitely Fae.
Daroose bends to pick up one of the bones. Waving it around, he says, “Bleak and deserted.”
Wren slows, then stops to pick something up. It’s a rotting piece of what looks like a child’s doll. She swipes her eyes, then tosses the thing across the path. “It appears the Summer Fae did not survive.”
“We happened upon Gensted and you wholly by accident,” I remind them. “We shouldn’t dismiss this just yet.”
“This doesn’t look good, Valen.”
Who’s to say that Summer isn’t hiding in plain sight?
“Everything here is…dead.”
“Agreed.” Gensted moves to stand beside Wren. “Splitting into pairs is the safest bet. I’ll go with Wren.”
She groans. “Must we?”
“He’s right,” Tania says, though her tone is unenthusiastic. “If we split up, we can cover more ground. Daroose, are you okay alone?”
“I’d much rather stay by your side.” He grabs my arm and drops it, cringing. “I mean, who will help you protect the scrawny little Winter Lord?”
Tania fixes him with a look I’m sure is meant to be stern. Instead, there’s a glimmer of affection. “Daroose…”
He sighs, then leans in and plants an exaggerated kiss on her forehead. “Oh, fine. Anything for you, my love!”
Gensted watches him go, then steps aside and bows, gesturing to the path. Wren snorts and stomps off, and he follows, gleefully bouncing like a child.
I wait until they disappear from view. “And you say I’m immature.”
“Yeah. Well, the two of you will undoubtedly be fast friends.” Tania points in the other direction. “Let’s get moving.”
This place reminds me of Ventin—only worse. There was wildlife in Ventin. Here, all there is to see, to smell, is death. The main drag is dirt now, but every once in a while there’s an intact cobblestone. We pass what’s left of a rotting carriage, random bits of wood, and more bones. Maybe Tania is right. All that’s left of the Summer Fae is the decaying carcass of a violent past.
“Maybe it’s not entirely a bad thing we didn’t find them.” Summer is the court I’ve been dreading the most. It was the most volatile of the four, not really getting along with any of the others. They kept to themselves, and outsiders were dealt with harshly.
“Because the Spring Fae were absolutely charming and civilized.” Tania pulls at a low-hanging branch as we walk. It’s brittle and snaps, scattering dried leaves and splinters across the path. She brushes several pieces from her shoulder, cringing. “What do you think of them? Gensted and Wren, I mean.”
“Gensted is irritating and cocky—”
“Which is why you two should get along.”
I glare at her. “And Wren…I don’t trust her. Not yet. She strikes me as a bit power hungry.”
“So…” She punches me lightly in the arm. “Typical Fae?”
I clutch my chest in mock insult. “How dare you? I’m nothing like them.”
“You’re right. They don’t seem as enamored with wine as you do.”
“To be fair, I haven’t had—or mentioned—wine this entire trip.”
“Aww.” She takes my hand and squeezes. “That must be so traumatic for you.”
“Not as traumatic as seeing you strip down and jump in that lake knowing I couldn’t do anything about it.”
She slows but doesn’t stop. A flush of heat rushes the link, and her cheeks turn pink. “We need to keep looking… This is important.” A wicked grin spreads across her face. “But there’s nothing stopping us from passing the time while we do. Maybe you should tell me exactly what you wanted to do to me.”
My heart hammers, and I blow out slowly, trying to collect my racing thoughts. “I, um, we should—”
“Have I just rendered the Winter Lord speechless?” She bumps her hip against mine and flashes me a genuine smile. “I didn’t think that was possible.”
“Trust me, it is.”
“The only time I’ve ever seen you silent is when I’m kissing you.” She steps ahead of me, walking backward on the path so that we’re face to face. “In fact, you’re giving me a headache. Maybe I should shut you up.”
“I’m not sure I like this new you.” I pull her back to my side and drape my arm over her shoulder, twirling a lock of her hair around my finger. Seeing her playful side is a fun shift, but she’s gravely overestimating my self-control. “You’re going out of your way to make it hard for me to concentrate.”
“Now you know how I feel most of the time.”
I chuckle. “Touché.”
We continue searching, and by the time we make it back around to our starting point, we’ve found nothing. “What now?” Tania leans back against a large rock.
“We wait for the others, I guess.” I hate standing idle, but the extra time to rest won’t hurt. “Maybe they had better luck?”
Tania tilts her head to the sky and shakes her head slowly. The smallest whisper of concern blooms between us. “It’s starting to get dark. They should have been back by now. Hasn’t it been an hour?”
She’s right, but it’s still too soon to worry. Maybe they found something. Or maybe Gensted convinced Wren to fraternize. Daroose could have found something small and tasty… Either way, I say, “We agreed to meet them here, so waiting is our best bet.”
“This place reminds me of Ventin,” Tania says softly.
“I was thinking the same thing.” I take her hand and squeeze. “That’s behind us, though.”
“Is it?” Her expression morphs into the one I know too well. No nonsense, logical and duty-bound. “Because this whole mess is because of what happened there.”
“But we’re trying to fix it.” The direction Gensted and Wren went is quiet, and despite the fact that they could return at any moment, I pull Tania close and wrap my arms around her. “We’ve gathered allies. We’re going to make a stand.”
“Against what, though? It’s clear at this point there’s more going on than revenge—but we have no idea what that is.”
“I made sure it was being looked into. I bet they’ve found something while we’ve been gone.”
“And if they haven’t? We can’t fight what we don’t know.”
“Then we’ll deal with it. We can do anything together.” I sigh, inexplicably irritated all of a sudden. “It’d be a lot easier if you’d get over your fear and just keep the link open when we get back.”
She twists out of my grip and levels her gaze at me. “What does that mean?”
The fog on the hill is settling over the remains of the town, making it hard to see much more than five or so feet in front of us. Tania’s face isn’t really clear anymore, but a spike of anger filters through the link. It takes me by surprise.
“You don’t think I understand why you’ve been working so hard to mute the link?” My anger intensifies, and it should be alarming how quickly things have turned—from flirting to murderous isn’t really Tania’s style—or mine. It’s overriding reason. “You’re terrified.”
Her mouth hangs open. “Of what?”
“Of us. Of me! Of what it might mean to let me in after you were burned so badly.” This is a sore subject, and it’s clear she’s still hurting from Levina’s—Aphelian’s—betrayal. Even if the truth is harsh, it’s far better than an illusion, right? “Don’t you think I understand how you feel? Liani was like a mother to me. She was all I had for the longest time.”
The fog has settled down from the treetops and is thicker now. The vegetation on the edge of the square is nothing more than shapeless brownish blobs. There’s a prickle of warning in the back of my mind, but all I can focus on is Tania and her refusal to embrace the link.
“You’re one to point fingers.” She pokes me in the chest. “You can’t face reality unless I’m holding your hand. I’m scared? You’re so afraid of failing that you don’t even want to try! It took a life-or-death situation for you to step up.”
“Does that make it easier?” I raise my hands into the air. “Pointing your finger at me?”
“Would you rather I point my finger at the Winter Fae?” She grabs a handful of my tunic and drags me close. The look in her eyes is murderous, and her lips are pulled back, her teeth bared. This isn’t normal. This isn’t us. “After everything I’ve done to prove myself, the Winter Fae will never put aside their hatred to accept me.” Her voice grows louder as she speaks, her posture more combative.
“They probably won’t! Maybe if you’d just fall in line—” I yell back, then slam my hand over my mouth. Why did I say that to her? “Fuck…”
We freeze, breathing hard and staring at each other in pure horror.
“You’re a fucking hypocrite,” she says, voice low. “You say that we’re equals, that you don’t view yourself—or the Fae—as better than me or the druids, but you stand there—”
“Tania—” Something is very wrong. Tania has no problem voicing her opinions, but this is something else entirely. This is vicious and unhinged.
“I’m not your damn pet, Valen.” In an instant, the rage in Tania’s eyes is all-encompassing. “I’m not one of your subjects and I’m not—”
And just like that, she’s gone. The fog is all that’s left.
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Keltania
Everything is hazy and muddled. It’s not clear where I am because I have the worst headache of my life. The ground spins and dips, and I swallow back the bile creeping up my throat.
“You okay?”
As soon as the room stops churning, Valen comes into view. He’s chained to the wall across from me. Next to him, a few feet away, are Gensted and Wren. To their left, is Daroose. He’s wide awake and tapping his foot in a fit of what can only be described as utter boredom. Thank the Goddess. We all appear to be in one piece. More or less.
Ask me again later. I tug on my restraints. They’re solid and definitely not going to break with brute force.
“This is becoming an annoying trend.” Daroose sighs. “See if I ever travel with you two again…”
“Anyone know what just happened?” Gensted shifts to get a better view of the room. His lip is bleeding, and there’s a bruise blooming beneath his right eye.
Daroose lets out a whistle. “What happened to you?”
Gensted grins. “Wren attacked me.”
Valen glances at me, then quickly looks away. There’s a whisper of guilt humming through the link. “I’m sure it was just that weird fog.”
Wren shifts uncomfortably as her cheeks flush.
“I certainly hope she meant it.” He smiles at her.
She, in turn, groans. “Ugh…”
“Good. You’re awake.” A large, green-haired Fae warrior steps into the torchlight. His leathers are clean, and the sword on his hip glints like it’s never seen combat. Behind him, several others stand, their weapons drawn. “Most living things exposed to the mist tear themselves—or each other—apart.”
“Aren’t we lucky,” I mumble. Though I don’t feel lucky.
“You only survived because you had help.” He comes to stand in front of us. Motioning for one of the others to come forward, he says, “My name is Flux. I’m going to bring you to Suveo now.”
Our chains are unfastened from the wall—but not removed. They gather us up and march us into the bright sunshine. Night was just starting to fall when the fog rolled in.
“How long have we been here?”
“The cador mist knocked you out. You’ve been here about twelve hours now. Some don’t wake up at all.”
When my eyes adjust to the brightness, we’ve stepped into another world. Blooming vegetation and hundreds of crudely constructed buildings litter a massive clearing. To the west, there’s a large mountain range that serves as a barrier to the elements. To the east, a looming section of forest. “You’re Summer Fae, aren’t you?”
“And you’re not—which means you’re trespassing,” Flux says. He keeps his eyes on the path in front of him, but the other guards continue looking back.
“You seem to have done well for yourselves,” Valen says. Either he doesn’t pick up on Flux’s irritation, or, more likely, he doesn’t care. “All things considered.”
Flux doesn’t answer. Instead, he steers us toward the tallest building, a brick construction with tall doors and roughly carved stone flowers. “Inside.”
“I’m not getting a welcoming vibe here, but I don’t feel we’re in danger,” Valen’s voice pings inside my head.
The chains don’t concern you?
“I mean, they’re not as fun as ropes…”
The humor is forced, and I can’t bring myself to respond.
We climb a rough set of spiral stairs that empty out into a cavernous room that doesn’t look like it belongs. The walls are gold and glint in the sunshine filtering through a massive window that goes from floor to ceiling. The furniture is opulent—gold and yellow and different shades of purple—and looks untouched by the rot and decay outside these walls. And, on the floor, a lush green carpet cushions our every step.
At the front of the room, a hulking Fae with spiky, bright-blue hair and razor-sharp features sits on a throne of foliage and stone. His gaze is cold and wary, and it zeros in on Valen. “Why are you here?”
“My name is Valen, and I’m the monarch of the Winter Lands.” He stands a bit straighter. “This is Gensted of the Autum Court, Wren of the Spring Court, and my advisor, Keltania.”
“And I’m Daroose,” the kelpie says, glaring at Valen. “The most important one of the bunch.”
Valen rolls his eyes. “We’ve come with an offer of alliance.”
The blue-haired Fae throws his head back and laughs.
“As well as a warning,” I add.
The Summer monarch loses his grin. He stands and crosses to where I am, leaning close. “Is that a threat, human? Do you intend to harm my beloved people?”
“It’s apparent that you care deeply for your people,” Gensted says with a growl. He spreads his arms as far as the chains allow. “They might be starving and cold, but you’re taking such excellent care of their leader.”
The Summer Fae doesn’t seem to care about being shamed, because he laughs. “You should be more concerned about yourself than the care of my people. Disrespect me again and you’ll be sorry.”
“He means no disrespect.” Valen glares at Gensted. “We have a common enemy—one that poses a great threat to the life you’ve built here.”
“The only threat I see to my home is you,” he says, taking a step back. Two guards come up on either side of us.
“I promise you, we’re not the threat you should be concerned with.” Valen stands a bit straighter. He gestures to Gensted and Wren. “We are here to request your aid. We—”
He laughs again, this time doubling over. “Our aid? Where was the Winter Court when we needed aid after the war?”
“We’re not asking for free,” I say. We’re losing him, and if we don’t act now, we might not get another chance to plead our case.
“What could you possibly have to offer that would make me overlook your court’s past…transgressions?”
“Magic,” I say. “The Winter Fae can offer you magic.”
…
Suveo—the current ruler of the Summer Fae—is skeptical, but he hears us out. When Valen finished his pitch, I really thought we’d gotten through to him. He listened, smiled, and then when we were finished, he locked us back up.
“That didn’t go the way I’d hoped,” Valen’s voice whispers inside my head. He’s leaning against the far wall, next to Gensted. Wren is asleep with her head tilted toward him, her hair brushing the corner of his shoulder. He looks positively ecstatic, while Daroose is sullen, still complaining about the lack of food.
We still don’t know how it went. He might agree…
The guards brought salve for our wounds and some rags and water for us to clean up. We might be locked away, but they aren’t treating us as criminals. It gives me hope. Maybe it shouldn’t, considering Suveo’s attitude toward us, but it does.
Even if we didn’t convince the Summer Fae to help us, we still managed to gain Gensted and Wren. That puts us in a better position than when this all started.
The door creaks open, and Flux appears. “You. Human. Follow me.”
Valen jumps to his feet and steps in front of me. “I go where she goes.” Gensted joins him, glaring at the guard.
Flux snarls. “She’s coming with me—and you’re all staying here.” There’s no room for argument in his voice, and the last thing we need is to make a scene.
“It’s fine, Valen. I’ll be okay.”
“Yes, little Fae.” Daroose yawns. “She’s far more capable of taking care of herself than you are.”
Valen backs down and nods once. “If anything happens to her…” He stares at me. “If anything happens—”
I’ll be fine.
The warrior guides me from the room.
We take another set of steps, following a twisting hall that slopes gently downward. This section of the house isn’t as nice as the room we were in before, but it’s still not nearly as decrepit as everything outside.
After a few minutes, we arrive at a wooden door. Flux knocks once, then turns and leaves without a word.
“Enter,” a voice says from behind the door. I turn the knob and step through into the room beyond.
It’s a cavernous bedroom decorated with every kind of flower imaginable carved into colorful rock. Like the other room, the walls are golden, and sunlight streams through a massive window, creating a deceptively cheerful space. Suveo is leaning against the far wall with a drink in his hand.
“Lovely. They brought me the human first?” he says, the venom in his voice unmistakable. He jabs a finger at me. “Stay by the door. Don’t touch anything. I don’t want your filth all over the room.”
“You really know how to treat a guest,” I say.
“You’re not a guest. You are vermin. A pest that somehow managed to scurry into my home.”
There’s no point in arguing. “I assume there’s a reason I’m here?”
“Cutting right to business.” His lips twist into a scowl. “How typical of your kind.”
The showpiece of the room is a massive bed covered in plush bedding and an assortment of large pillows. I’m tempted to sit on it—just to see what he’ll do—but I refrain.
He walks to the middle of the room, looking me up and down. “Since you’re here, you might as well be useful. Tell me about the little Winter Lord.”
“His offer is real, if that’s what you’re asking. He’s an honorable Fae.”
Honorable…and pissed. Goddess. We said such horrible things to each other. There’s a rawness in the link, like a throbbing wound in need of healing. We’re going to have to talk about it soon or it will fester.
“I would be happy to answer any questions you might have about his offer,” I say.
“You’re permitted to speak for him? A human?”
“I am.”
“I can’t trust any Fae who holds your kind in such high regard.”
I bite back an acidic retort and keep my expression neutral. “Don’t like humans? Fine. But the threat he told you about is very real. Aphelian is ruthless and power hungry. I have no doubt she’ll come for the other Fae when she’s finished with the Winter Lands. If you ally yourself with us, Valen will share his magic.”
Suveo retreats to a chair and settles in, then calmly picks at some lint on his tunic. “So, let me get this straight. You, a human, are here to warn me about Aphelian—another human. Do you think me a fool?”
“Valen,” I say tightly, “who is Fae—is here to warn you about a legitimate threat.”
“And he offers magic in exchange for my aid.”
“Correct.”
He folds his hands. “I assume this is a druid ritual? That’s why you’re here?”
“No. It’s an old Fae ritual. We have someone who served under Lord Delkin Frostreaver. She knows how to—”
“Frostreaver.” Suveo tilts his head. He leans forward, watching me with caution. “I’ve heard of him. He was extremely powerful in his day.”
“He still is—even without his magic.”
Suveo’s eyes widen slightly, but he quickly relaxes his expression and leans back in the chair. “He still lives?”
“He does. Valen is his son. A direct heir to the Winter crown.”
“So Servis’s line has been defeated, eh?” His tone is casual, but I don’t miss the undertone of satisfaction. “And how did you come to serve the son of Delkin Frostreaver?”
“Valen is my friend. I don’t serve him. I’m willingly helping the Fae.”
“So naive.” His smile is nothing short of predatory. “Fae can never be friends with humans. That would be the equal of a God befriending a slug. The likes of you will never belong with the Fae.”
My hackles rise. His words are meant to belittle me, to tear me down. That’s how I want to see them. As nothing more than empty chatter from an overblown ass.
The problem is, deep down, I believe he’s right.
But I won’t let my personal issues get in the way of our objective.
“You’re entitled to your opinions,” I say again. “But your opinions are getting old. If we aren’t going to discuss an arrangement between you and Valen, then this is a waste of my time.”
I turn toward the door.
“You will not leave until I say you can, human.”
Gotcha. I turn back around, resisting the urge to smile in victory.
His face has reddened, his eyebrows drawn downward. “I haven’t rejected the idea just yet… I’ll hear you out. I have nothing better to do at the moment, after all. Tell me about this…arrangement.”
…
Suveo and I talked for hours. Well, he talked and I was forced to listen. The love he has for his own voice rivals Valen’s love of wine. And then he did the same with Valen, Gensted, Daroose, and Wren—though not for nearly as long. When we’re finished, we’re escorted to the cave’s entrance, our chains finally removed, and asked to never return.
There’s nothing more we can do to sway Suveo. We head back to the Winter Lands.
“I really thought he’d agree.” Gensted bites into one of the last apples in our stash and leans his head back against the tree he’s settled under. We’re three days out from the Summer Court and have been making decent time, so we decide to stop for the night. “He seemed so reasonable.”
Valen chokes back a laugh. “He was a pompous asshole. He refused to touch the stone Zana gave me. He said he was uncomfortable with my choices—whatever that means—and kicked me out.”
“He was extremely rude, if you ask me.” Daroose leans against a large tree. “I politely asked if he’d let me take a small nibble from his finger—his pinkie finger. Who needs that anyway? He called me all sorts of dirty things and kicked me out!”
“It doesn’t matter what he was,” I say. “It’s over, and he’s obviously not interested in an alliance. We’ve warned him about the threat, and that’s the best we can do. We should focus on getting back to the estate. We’ve been gone a month already.”
Wren tucks her legs beneath her, nibbling on a piece of bread. It’s the last of the food she packed and must be stale by now, but she doesn’t complain. Goddess only knows what Suveo would say. “I know Servis technically betrayed Aphelian, but we would all have been much better off if he’d killed her when he stole the magic.”
I stop, a fig halfway to my mouth. “What?”
Daroose whistles and scooches far from the Spring Fae.
“Tania—”
“Well, think about it,” Wren says, completely oblivious. “The best thing Servis could have done for his people would have been to steal her power—and take her out.” She tosses the nose of the bread into the woods. It bounces off several trees before coming to a stop in a patch of clover. Almost immediately, a mangy-looking squirrel dashes up to grab it. “Not that what he did was right… I just mean, if he was going to steal from her, best to remove the possibility of revenge. We’re in this mess because he was so shortsighted. It was strategically a bad move.”
“Wow…” I’ve been lied to—used and abused just as much as the rest of them—but I seem to be the only one who hasn’t forgotten that Aphelian wasn’t solely to blame for all this. This is why they will never accept me. Because of Fae like this. “Don’t hold back on my account…”
Wren blushes, then smiles. She actually smiles. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I simply meant—”
“We’re in this mess—and by we I mean you—because Servis broke Aphelian. She wasn’t evil. He made her into what she is today. She gave everything she had to help the Fae, and it destroyed her.”
“Tania, calm down.” Valen’s voice is nothing more than a whisper beneath the simmering rage.
“She sacrificed her own people and their future. Does that sound like someone who deserves to die?”
Wren opens her mouth—then snaps it shut, eyes wide. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“If she’d never fallen in love with a Fae—if she’d never given him her heart and her trust—we’d all be better off.” I stand and glare at Valen. It’s not his fault, but I’m furious. At Wren. At Servis and Aphelian. At me…
There’s an uncomfortable level of similarity between her and me, and I hate myself for even thinking it. “I need some air. Don’t follow me.”
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Valen
Tania returns long after the others have drifted off to sleep, but not me. I’m awake, waiting.
We need to talk.
She doesn’t answer. Instead, she unrolls her blanket and settles in—as far away from me and the others as she possibly can—and closes her eyes. She’s been keeping the link dulled since what happened outside the Summer Court, and it’s killing me.
Our time out here—free from the prying eyes of the estate—is limited. I’m desperate for every moment. She doesn’t realize this, but I understand how she feels. Cut off. Adrift. Untethered. She’s trying too hard to hide it from me, so she doesn’t see I feel exactly the same way without her. But while she’s still searching, desperate for a place to belong, I’ve already found my peace—in her.
If only she’d allow me to have it.
Suveo said the mist doesn’t cause problems. It only brings to light deeper issues that are being repressed.
“So Wren really did want to jump Gen. Good to know.”
This cannot be allowed to fester between us. Not now. We’re on our way back to the estate. The moment we arrive, things will be complicated again, and adding to that would only make things harder. It’s bad enough that she’s shutting me out, but I don’t want this thing to poison us. It can’t.
I do not now, nor have I ever, viewed you as my pet.
“I know. I didn’t mean that.”
You did. At least on some level, she did. Somewhere along the way, during one of the many shitstorms we’ve survived together, I did something to make her feel that way.
“Look, I’m not sure what to say here—”
Tell me you love me. It sounds so desperate, which turns my stomach, but I can’t help myself. The distance between us in this moment feels like an entire ocean, and I’m drowning in it.
“You know that I do.” She rolls over so that she’s facing me. Underneath her exasperated expression is longing. A kind of pain I understand all too well. She dips her head for a moment, and when she lifts her gaze back to mine, it’s softer. More vulnerable. “But things are different now. They’re going to be even more different when we get back. I know you rely on the link, but maybe…”
Maybe what?
“Maybe we’re just too different.”
I don’t believe that. We knew this would be complicated. Since when do you give up when things get hard?
“It shouldn’t be this hard, Valen.”
A small amount of sadness bleeds through. Anything that’s worth it is hard.
“I will always be a druid. The Fae will always see me as an enemy. I will never have a place among them.”
I don’t believe that.
“Deep down, a part of you does, though.”
She’s right, but I can’t bring myself to say it. Not again.
“You said it yourself. The mist only brings out problems that were already there.”
After we win against Aphelian—and we will win—we’ll figure this out. We’ll figure this out and we’ll find a way to be together.
“How can you be so sure?”
Because the one thing in my life that I’m sure of is us. You. Me. Together. Like I said, we can do anything.
Something akin to contentment trickles down the link. “You’re lucky you’re nice to look at.”
Hmm. Stare all you like. I could take my shirt off. Would that give you peaceful dreams?
“Nightmares, maybe. And not just me.” Her gaze flickers to Gensted and Wren, sleeping soundly on the other side of the fire. Daroose went off hours ago to find dinner. “I thought we were trying to win their trust—not terrorize them.”
Goodnight, Fungus.
“Night, Valen.”
…
In the morning, we begin the last leg of our journey. We’ve decided to take a shortcut through Rotting Ledge. It was barren land in the days before the Great Drain, uninhabitable by even the simplest creatures, so it should be safe enough—and it’ll shave almost a week from our travels. I don’t trust Wren, and sleeping with one eye open is starting to take its toll. I just pray we make it through the forest without any more surprises…
We reach Rotting Ledge just before nightfall the following day. The air is stale, and the sky is stormy, and every so often there’s a booming clap of thunder. We hike across the rocky mountain range and find an alcove nestled into the side of the cliffs that should afford us enough shelter from the blustering wind for the night.
“This place is depressing,” Gensted says. He leans back and pops a piece of old fruit into his mouth.
“It’s not that bad.” Daroose plucks something small from the rocks. An exceptionally fat slug. He licks his lips and takes a bite, green ooze dripping down his chin. “The food is certainly better.”
Wren pales and swallows, then turns away, gagging.
“What’s the plan?” Gensted stretches out on the threadbare blanket he packed. “When we get back to your land.”
“Yes,” Wren says, leaning forward. She’s settled on a large rock and is rubbing her feet. “How soon will we receive our magic?”
“I don’t know much about the transfer itself,” I say. “But we’ll need to do it soon after arriving.”
“And how long do you estimate that to be?” Gensted stretches, then sneaks a quick peek at Wren.
“I say we’re about two weeks out.” That will leave us roughly a month and a half until Aphelian’s deadline. “Maybe less if we push ourselves and avoid trouble.”
Gensted laughs. “I haven’t known you long, but I feel like trouble finds you—no matter how hard you try to avoid it.”
He has a point.
“Let’s get some sleep. We’ll head out at dawn.”
There’s a murmur of agreement as everyone settles in for the night. As I lay back on my bedroll, I hope Gensted hasn’t jinxed the rest of our journey.
…
The sun is barely up when we head out the next morning. Everyone is eager to leave Rotting Ledge behind, and I estimate we should be clear of it by the end of the day.
We travel in relative silence for several hours, the only noticeable sound being Daroose and his incessant humming. After a while, though, there’s something else…
I glance back at Tania. We’ve been walking single file through a narrow, rocky trail for the last hour. I’m at the front, with Wren and Daroose behind me. She and Gensted are bringing up the rear. Do you hear that?
“Hear what?”
Every once in a while, there’s a scraping sound. Not footsteps, exactly. It’s much lighter than that. And faster, too. I think there’s something back there. Do you think—
“Shh. I’m listening.” She hesitates. “I hear it…”
An animal? It seems unlikely. There’s nothing much living out here.
“I’m not sure.”
We continue moving, and I keep my eyes on the path ahead, not wanting to alert whatever is out there that we’re onto them.
“It’s getting closer.”
Should we say anything to the others?
“I don’t want to start a panic. Besides…it sounds small.”
The plant creatures were small. And venomous.
“That’s a fair point. Maybe we—”
Something darts across the trail in front of me—a small, bright blur of white and brown—and scampers up the rocks to my left.
“What was that?” Gensted pushes his way to the front, stopping beside me. He spins, wildly scanning the area. The blur streaks in front of us again—this time, though, the sound of a young girl’s laughter rings out.
Daroose joins us at the front. “Is that—”
Tania shoulders past him. She moves to the front of the line, spreads her feet, and listens. “Quiet. Everyone.”
Something scrapes against the dirt. Behind us. To our left. Our right. There’s more laughter, then another white blur.
Tania pivots and twists, reaching forward as the thing passes. There’s a surprised yelp and several colorful curses, and suddenly she’s holding the arm of a young girl.
“If you don’t let go of me—”
Tania turns her to face the group. “You’ll…?”
She has white-blond hair and a heart-shaped face, there’s a large bruise covering her right cheek, and her lips are dry and cracked. She lets out a feral scream and thrashes, but Tania maintains her grip.
Wren approaches from the back, smiling. She bends down and offers her a canteen of water. “What are you doing out here all alone?”
“Why should I tell you?” she replies, sticking her pinkie finger up—an extremely rude Fae gesture. With her free hand, she lashes out, sending the canteen flying sideways. The Spring Fae gasps and staggers back.
There’s another, louder clap of thunder, and the heavens open, rain pouring down. Daroose curses, and Gensted sighs. Within seconds, we’re all soaked.
Wren, Gensted, and Daroose scramble to a section of rocks a few feet to our left. There’s a tiny outcropping that sort of shields them from some of the spray. But Tania stays where she is with the girl, her hair flattened and water dripping down her face. The girl snarls and glares at her. She’s stopped trying to pull free, drawing herself up and meeting her gaze with challenge. The rain falls even harder, and the girl smiles. She tilts her head to the sky, stretching out her free hand. As each chaotic droplet touches it, they’re instantly turned to sleet, bouncing in every direction.
“What the—”
Our eyes meet, and the girl smiles even wider. Chaotic, brazen—and completely wicked. She holds out her small, dirty hand, and in the center of her palm, a tiny, hovering snowflake appears. It dances around for a moment before dissolving in the rain.
Is that…
“She’s—”
Just like me…?
“You…” I walk toward her. I’ve always thought I was the only one… Bending down so I can look her in the eye, I say, “How is this possible? You’re… You have magic.”
She says nothing, staring like I just told her she has some contagious disease.
“Um, sorry. I’m just really surprised.” I take several steps back from the girl. The others have ventured out from under the outcropping, watching in stunned silence. “I thought I was the only one with magic.”
“Not as special as you thought, huh?” The girl folds her arms and snickers. “That has to be a blow to your unbelievably large ego.”
Oh, she’s a real joy…
Tania lets go of the girl’s arm. I half expect her to run, but she stays where she is. “What’s your name?”
The girl scowls at her for a moment, then seems to deflate some. “Suria.”
“What are you doing out here, all alone, Suria?” I ask.
Her expression falls, and she drops her gaze to the ground. After a moment, she lifts her head and shakes it. Just once. “I don’t know.”
“Well, how long have you been out here?” I ask.
“I don’t know that, either.”
That’s a little weird…
Tania ignores me and stays focused on Suria. “What about your parents? Do you know where they are?”
“They’re dead,” she says with absolute confidence. There’s a glimmer of something wet in the corner of her eye, but she lifts her chin and turns away so we don’t see.
So, she doesn’t know how she got here—or how long she’s been here—but she knows her parents are gone.
“We can’t leave her here.”
I know. She has magic. We need her.
“We can’t ask a child to fight for us.”
No, but there are other ways she could help. Besides, we need to know more about where she came from. History said Fae magic would eventually return. First me…now this girl? Maybe there are more. Maybe we’ve already turned the corner. Tania…this could change everything.
She nods once, then turns away, a whisper of sympathy fluttering between us.
“We can’t leave you out here all alone,” I say to the girl. “You have to come with us.”
“Oh yeah?” She turns back to face me, then leans forward and narrows her eyes. “I’d like to see you make me.”
I stare at Suria. “Make you—you can’t possibly want to stay out here, all alone. Starving…”
The girl’s eyes widen, and she licks her lips. How long has it been since she’s eaten? Drank? “You have food?”
Tania reaches into her pack and pulls out the last, small bit of stale bread she has and hands it to me.
I take it, then cautiously hold it out to the girl. “We do. And we’ll share it with you—if you agree to come with us.”
She eyes the bread but doesn’t take it. “Come with you where?”
“Back to the Winter Lands,” I say.
“Does everyone have Winter magic, like us?”
“Nope,” I say, straightening. “You and me? We’re special.”
She looks me up and down, then folds her arms. “I am, maybe. But you?”
I sighs.
“Listen, kid…”
“Suria,” she says, still glaring. “Stop referring to me as kid.”
Oh…this is going to be fun.
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Keltania
Instead of the estimated two weeks, it takes us close to three to make it back to the Winter estate. Our slower pace is mostly due to bad weather, but the bickering between Wren and Gensted doesn’t help much, either. Nor does the fact that Valen won’t take his eyes off her for a second. He doesn’t trust the Spring monarch, and I can’t say he’s wrong. But time will tell. Suria slows us down, too. She’s young and tires easily—not to mention complains about everything. It’s a wonder we make it back in one piece.
Despite it all, there’s a new surge of hope in the group since Suria joined us. If the transfer works and we have access to another Winter magic wielder…then maybe we have a real shot at surviving this mess. I’m not thrilled to arrive back at the estate, but at least our outlook has significantly improved.
The council must see us approaching, because they’re
waiting as we make our way up the hilpberry tree–lined path. The moment we walk through the gate, Valen is bombarded by questions from Kopic, Celpin, and the rest of the council—even Delkin doesn’t seem to understand that Valen needs rest after the journey.
Everyone is pulled in different directions. Suria is taken to Zana immediately, who is excited to see what she can do, and the monarchs are shown to comfortable rooms. There’s a small bit of disappointment when they realize we’re missing representation from the Summer Court, but it’s quickly overshadowed by the possibility Suria presents. Valen has the pleasure of debriefing the council, and I decide to sit it out in order to refresh the wards. With Suria here, we can’t be too careful.
No one seems to mind my absence. Being treated as though I’m invisible should be a blessing, considering the harsh words and stares of suspicion I’m used to getting. But it’s not. All it does is reinforce the fact that I’m alone.
That I don’t belong.
I busy myself renewing the wards on the perimeter, as well as the silence wards around Valen and Zana’s rooms, and by the time I start back to my room to get ready for dinner, I’m about to drop. When Aphelian manipulated the link between Valen and me, it became easier to tap into the druid magic Valen had access to after living on top of the tear for most of his life. Unfortunately, doing all those wards still knocks me on my ass.
“Keltania.” Gensted stops a few feet from me as I’m crossing the courtyard and bows. “Happy to be home?”
“There are worse places to be.” The druid ink used for my sigils, given to me when I left Lunal, is once again safely tucked into my belt. “Please, my friends call me Tania.”
“Only if you call me Gen.” Gensted smiles, then glances around the courtyard. “I’m not sure what I think of all this—of Valen—but I will say this. He’s bold for doing what he’s done.” He starts walking, and I fall into step beside him. “I heard stories about Aphelian.”
Being Avastad’s son, I wonder what version of history he’s heard. Stories about a war between Servis and Avastad over Aphelian have, apparently, been circulating Winter Fae communities for centuries. But, given that what we once knew as fact turned out to be fiction, how can anyone be sure? Even Delkin, who was around back then, didn’t know the whole truth.
“There are many stories about Aphelian,” I say. “Though most of them appear to be false.”
“From what I understand, my father was quite taken with her. It created quite the scandal. Humans and Fae were taboo. They were never equals in the Winter Court, but they were far more accepted than they were in ours. My father didn’t care, though. He was enthralled by her.”
“So there’s some truth to the rumors? Your father’s interest in Aphelian fueled the conflict with Servis?”
He laughs. It’s a boisterous sound that echoes through the courtyard. “I’m sure it irritated Servis, but I don’t think it fueled the conflict, no. From what I’ve been told, my father would have cut off his hand to have her, but she hated him.”
“Really?”
“She came to the Autumn Lands after Servis stole the druid tear from her, begging for asylum. My father was taken by her beauty and allowed her harbor.”
“I’m surprised the stories about Avastad’s and Servis’s feud aren’t true. If your father cared about her…”
“Cared about her? No. I said he was infatuated. There’s a big difference between the two. He wanted her body—not her heart.” He frowns. “All I can tell you are stories. The only one who truly knows the whole of it all is my father—and he’s been gone a very long time.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. We never met. Not directly, anyway. And if I’m being honest, I don’t think I would have liked him very much. He had some traits I find…undesirable. I was raised by my uncle.” Gensted squares his shoulders. “When we started to rebuild and I took over, I promised to be a better man than he was. I intend to keep that promise. That’s why I agreed to come with you. I believe Valen wants to do what’s best for all Fae…”
“You and Valen have a lot in common.”
“Oh?”
“He took over as monarch after his uncle.” It’s not entirely true, since his aunt, Liani, was technically playing puppet master, but it’s the simplest explanation without going into all the details. “But his uncle wasn’t concerned with the welfare of the people. Valen intends to do better.”
“And you? Where do you fit in here?” He studies me. “I have to say, I’m surprised to see a druid working with the Winter Fae after what happened with Servis and your people.”
“There’s no hope for the future if someone doesn’t take the first steps. We had a rocky start, but things are improving.”
Gensted nods, watching me closely. “Interesting.”
“It’s not that interesting.”
“You’re probably right.” He leans a little closer. “After all, how riveting can a human’s life be?”
I smile. It’s all I can manage. “You’d be surprised.”
Backing away, he tilts his head, studying me. No one, aside from Valen, has ever looked at me with such intense scrutiny. His brows draw together, and he shakes his head.
“What?”
He takes another step away and folds his arms, eyes narrowing. “You’ve never been to the Autumn Court, right?”
“Until I came here, I’d never been outside Lunal.” It almost feels like if I stand too close, all that he is will swallow me whole. It’s unsettling, and the way he’s looking at me makes my pulse race. “Anyway, I should get going.”
He offers me a stiff bow and heads into the house. I wait for him to be out of sight before doing the same. There’s a welcome dinner to get ready for, and I’ve run out of excuses to put off facing everyone again.
Every surface of my room is covered in gowns. Green ones made of silk, ice-blue ones with lace—there’s even a black one made from leather and sheer mesh. That one goes right into the trash.
In the end, I settle for a simple silver gown with a trail of crystals that resemble icicles down the center of the bodice. It’s pretty, but more importantly, it’s comfortable and not nearly as restricting as some of the other things Valen sent over.
I step into the hall and find Delkin waiting for me. “You look lovely,” he says, offering his arm. “Shall we?”
“Valen sent you to make sure I actually came?” I slip my arm around Delkin’s and laugh. The truth, more likely, is that Delkin knows how out of place I feel. He’s done his best to make me feel at home here, but it’s never going to erase the mistrust his people have for me. “I hope someone is doing the same for him. I’m not the one who’s known to avoid these things.”
“How bad would it be if I said I simply didn’t want to walk in by myself?”
“Very bad, because I know better.”
The halls are quiet as we make our way to the banquet room. Delkin sighs. “I just wanted to see how you are doing. We haven’t had a chance to talk since you got back.”
“We’ve only been back a few hours.”
Delkin and I have grown close since we all came back together over a month ago. Sure, he and Valen share a fiery temper, but there’s a stillness about him, a calm that puts everyone around him at ease. In those early days, when I was trying to figure out how to deal with all the changes, Delkin was there for me much like Levina had been. Like a parent. A constant source of advice and wisdom—or simply a listening ear when I needed it.
“I am dying to know, though,” I say. “How was it dealing with Celpin while we were gone?”
“He’s…a lot.” Delkin laughs. “That’s all I’m willing to say on the matter. I imagine you had just as interesting a journey with Daroose in attendance.”
“He’s a lot,” I mimic him, then laugh, too.
We round the last corner, approaching the double doors of the banquet hall. They’re wide open with a Winter Guard standing on either side. The one on the left, Marcil, smiles as we pass. His partner, however, glares.
“So glad you finally decided to join us.” Zana sighs as we enter. She gestures to a couple of seats at the other end of the table.
I move around to the back of her chair and lean forward. “How is our new guest?” I whisper.
Zana sighs. “That child is…a handful. She’s getting a much-needed cleaning and some new clothes. I made sure a guard is with her at all times.”
“Good idea.” I pat her shoulder, then move to take my seat.
Valen sits at the head, with Wren on one side and Celpin right across from her. At the other end, Gensted smiles and waves. Daroose is nowhere to be seen, which is surprising. The kelpie usually does his best to insert himself into everything. Now, with the revelation that he essentially represents the entire race, as their king, I wonder if it will be best to include him going forward. As an ambassador. I’ll have to talk to Valen. Daroose should have an official title.
“Evening, Tania.” Wren lifts her half-full glass. There’s hesitance in her smile.
All I can muster is a curt nod as I settle into my seat. I apologized for snapping at her before, but the feelings she stirred are still raw.
Everyone gets settled, and it takes all of three seconds for chatter to start.
Zana takes a sip from her cup. “So please, tell us, Gensted—how did the Autumn Court survive all this time?”
“What was it like, living in hiding?” Celpin adds.
“Wren, how hard has it been as one of history’s few female monarchs?” Guria leans forward, eager for her response.
“Are you spoken for, Gensted?” one of the servers asks with a blush.
“Give them a bit of breathing room, would you?” Valen says good-naturedly, but I know he’s annoyed. “At the very least, give them the chance to drink a glass of wine or three.”
The room collectively laughs.
Gensted clears his throat. “I understand their curiosity. I promise you all, we have just as many questions as you do. It’s been centuries—as far as I know—since members of more than one court have been in the same room together. Now, three monarchs sit here, ready to mend bridges. Not only is this overdue, but it is historic as well. Honestly, I never thought it could happen.”
“Me either,” Wren says. She dabs the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “But, to be fair, had I known sooner that the other courts were still around, this meeting might have gone a bit differently.”
“Oh?” I ask.
All eyes turn to her, and she shifts in her seat. Her discomfort only lasts a moment, though, before she squares her shoulders and plasters on a grin. “The circumstances would have been more joyful, I imagine.”
“And by joyful, I assume you mean bloody?” Gensted says tightly. “Because it sounded more like you were insinuating your meager forces could have invaded us…”
“I’m offended you would think such a thing.” She sips her wine, then sets the glass down with a clank. “But, to be fair, it wouldn’t have been out of the realm of possibility.”
Gensted laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “I wouldn’t be so sure. You didn’t see the Autumn Court. Maybe we have twice your forces.”
She flashes him a pitying glare. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be here, would you? If you were so powerful, you would have taken the Winter Lands already.”
“Wow,” Valen says, then downs the rest of his wine in a single gulp. “That escalated quickly.”
“Sorry to disappoint you, Spring,” Gensted says, “but not all of us are power-hungry maniacs. Some of us believe in honor and—”
Wren glares. “And what, exactly, will honor do for your people? Will it feed and house them? Protect them from predators?” She flicks a finger at him. “Honor is overrated, if you ask me.”
“If I recall, it was honor that won us the battle of the Hilburg.”
“Valen and I passed through there on our way to Ventin,” I say, hoping to defuse the fight. “The forest still bears the mark.”
“Honor?” Wren continues as if I haven’t spoken. “The way I heard it, that was pure luck.”
“Well, it was a nice try.”
You should do something.
“I am doing something. I’m enjoying some light dinner entertainment.”
Valen…
He clears his throat loudly, and everyone looks up. “Tensions are high. But fighting each other isn’t why we’re here.”
“Valen is right.” Zana leans forward, looking from Gensted to Wren with a furrowed brow. “Do you feel that you’ll be able to move forward peacefully?”
“That depends.” Wren folds her arms, still glaring at Gensted. “When I get my magic—”
“You’ll what? You realize Autumn magic is fire, right? I’m fairly certain that trumps whatever you’ve got, Spring.” He leans in closer. “You’ve seen what fire does to leaves, right?”
“Should we—should we hose them down? Separate them?”
I doubt it would help…
“This parlay was meant to bring our people together—not tear the rift further apart,” Delkin says. He stands, staring down both Wren and Gensted. “Is that not possible?”
Gensted raises his glass of wine. “Moving forward, all I want is peace—”
“Lord Valen!” A guard rushes into the dining hall. “I’ve just come from the southern outpost. Riders are approaching.”
Everyone looks to Valen.
“Okay…” He sets down his glass. “Send out several guards and escort them onto the estate.”
“You don’t understand.” The guard huffs, still trying to catch his breath. “They’re not alone.”
Another guard comes barreling into the room. He’s huffing, his face red, and he manages to croak out, “Trees! They’re being chased by trees!”
Valen turns to me, his eyes wide, and in an instant, we’re both on our feet. The rest of the table follows. As I pass Gensted, he says, “I suppose peace is off tonight’s menu?”
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Valen
There’s shouting and banging doors as the estate scatters.
“Hurry. Over here!” Tania tries to usher Wren and Gensted through the door on the opposite side of the room with Zana, but neither of them move.
Gensted glowers at her. “If there’s trouble, then I have no intention of hiding like a coward.”
“Agreed,” Wren says. “We came to fight, so let’s fight.”
Gensted rounds on me. “I thought you said we had time. A little over a month.”
Delkin starts for the door. “She’s playing with us.” He snorts. “This is her way of showing us she’s still in control.”
“Someone could still get hurt.” I extend my hand and concentrate on my power, picture what I want in my mind. A second later, the ice begins to form. The shape elongates and sharpens, turning translucent and wickedly pointed at the tip.
“Magnificent,” Gensted says, bending to get a better look at the weapon.
“Careful.” Tania comes up beside me and rolls her eyes. “Too much flattery goes to his head. Trust me, you don’t want that.” She’s produced a dagger from Gods know where and has torn a daringly high slit in her silver dress. A line of creamy skin is showing, and despite the situation, it’s hard to look away.
“We don’t know who’s approaching, but let’s move our asses and help them—”
Tania runs for the front of the estate before I’ve even finished, with Gensted, Wren, Delkin, and me following behind. Gods. The woman is a force of nature. Fearless and fierce and always ready to take on the world. She’s kicked off her shoes, and my own feet tingle with the cold as she races through the snow. The link between us floods again, making me just a bit dizzy. Anger, adrenaline—and exhilaration. Tania may tell the others she’s happy with peace, with life at court and being bored, but it’s not true. She’s most alive in the fight. When there’s chaos and mayhem and blades flying, she’s in her element. This is the perfect place for her. Danger at every turn. Anywhere else and she’d be bored.
We make it to the front of the estate as another Winter Guard from the outpost races through the gates. The on-duty guards scramble to open them.
“Move!” the one at the front yells as his horse’s back hoof catches the edge of the fencing. “I lost track of the riders, but we’ve got company.”
Something sails between Tania and me, then crashes against the side of the building, embedding firmly into the mortar with a powerful thwap. A pinecone? Only instead of harmless, bark-like scales, these are razor-sharp blades.
“Down!” Tania tackles me to the ground as another projectile sails over us.
“What are we supposed to do against trees?” one of the guards screams as she closes the gate.
In the distance, several thick vines convulse and start creeping toward the estate. The closest reaches the gate, winding through the iron, and starts tugging. At first, it’s nothing more than a slight shake. But as each second passes, the vine grows stronger, its pull on the metal increasing until the gate groans and bends at the hinges.
“It won’t hold,” the guard who busted into the dining hall says. “They’ve been following me for several miles. I barely outran them here to warn you.”
One good swipe and my sword cleaves through the vine that’s wound itself into the gate. Instantly, three more shoot forward to replace it. “Cutting them back isn’t going to work. We need to think smarter.”
I drop to the ground and send my magic out. Beneath the gate, past the field, and down the hilpberry-lined path. The encroaching vines begin to slow, freezing on their way to us.
“Go,” I shout as they manage to wrestle the gate open. “Shatter the vines before they break free.”
With a gleam of excitement in his eyes, Gensted charges forward. He swings one of the guards’ blades, shattering vine after vine. In fact, he’s having such a good time decimating them with elite precision that by the time the rest of us catch up, he’s taken them all down.
As we head back to the gate, Gensted swings the sword over his shoulder and smiles. “I didn’t think it was possible, but you might be changing my mind about magic.”
“You’re the one who ended them,” I say, laughing. “You’re a beast with a blade.”
Gensted grins and hands the weapon back to the guard as we reach the gate. “I better be. I’ve been training since I was—”
The ground rumbles again, this time louder. Harder.
A sick pit forms in my gut, and my pulse spikes. Gods. It’s not over.
“No…” Tania stumbles to my side and shakes her head.
A new swath of vines bursts from the woods. They swarm, barreling back toward the estate—then stop. Fifty yards from where we stand, they hover, motionless.
“What are they doing?” Wren comes up alongside Tania. The Spring monarch is armed with a knife she must have grabbed on the way out of the dining hall, and her expression is nothing shy of murderous. Her dress is torn, and there are several smears of dirt across her cheeks.
“Maybe you should freeze them,” Gensted says. “Whatever it is they’re doing, it can’t be good.”
He’s right. I drop to the ground and send my magic out. The instant it hits them, the vines turn frosty, but they don’t freeze. Not solid like the others.
Wren grabs the gate. “Why isn’t it working?”
I concentrate harder, willing the cold to penetrate the vines, commanding it to freeze. The most it does is form large ice crystals along the vines. Ice they easily shake off. “I…I don’t understand.”
“Maybe you’ve just expended too much…” Tania glances at me, then turns back to the vines. “Or maybe there’s something different about these. Aphelian could be adapting. Changing something.”
I try again with the same result. “Fuck!”
“They’re just—” The vines convulse, then shrink back. Gensted tilts his head to the side, leaning just a bit closer to the gate. “They’re leaving?”
The vines twitch, then creep farther away from the estate. But they’re not heading for the woods.
They’re changing direction.
Down the hill and to the left. They pick up speed as they go.
The bottom drops out from my stomach.
“They’re heading to the village!” In my haste to move, my feet slip in the snow. I manage to catch myself as I go down, recovering quickly and finding purchase. There are others behind me. Tania, too. If the vines reach the village…
I breathe in deep and shift, slipping effortlessly into my wolf. Increased speed, heightened senses, and a powerful jaw. The magic I have while in Fae form is strong, but my wolf is a force to be reckoned with.
Despite my speed, the vines still make it to the village before I do.
The border is in chaos. It’s dark now, and most have moved off the streets and into their homes for supper. No one saw this coming. The vines crash through buildings and rip Fae from their homes. The screams that fill the air are horrific, but they’re also fuel. They spur me harder. I dive for the nearest vine, ripping into it with my powerful teeth. In seconds, it’s shredded, and I move to the next.
Tania flies past me, a whirlwind of destruction. She slices through a vine that’s trapped a small child, freeing the girl and swinging her around into the open arms of the nearest Winter Guard who’s just arrived to rush her from the fray.
To my right, the vines have devastated a small storefront. No one’s inside, but there are Fae on the street, confused and running scared. The building rumbles and shakes, and I see it seconds before it happens. The whole front is about to collapse.
Sprinting, I throw myself into an older Fae who’s stopped to catch his breath. He’s bleeding and bruised, and when he hits the ground, my canine ears hear the definite crack of bone, but he’s clear of the debris that would have crushed him. I grab a mouthful of his shirt and drag him to the tree line, where a small group of survivors has gathered.
“Valen!” Tania is across the square, hacking at a knot of vines that have bottlenecked between two of the larger buildings in the village.
I race to her side and let go of my wolf, shifting back into my Fae form.
“It’s replicating too fast. We don’t have any hope of holding it back this way.”
She’s right. They just keep coming, and we’re losing ground. If we don’t do something soon, they’re going to take the entire village and everyone in it. Since I can’t rely on my magic to freeze the vines, I have to try something else. I have to keep them from coming into the village. I rush to the center of the town.
Fae are crying, bleeding, screaming… There are so many dead. So many could still die. These Fae are my responsibility. I might not have confidence in my ability to lead them, but I can protect them…
“Everyone to me,” I roar.
“What are you doing?” There’s a subtle note of panic in the link.
Saving the town…
Tania and the guards gather everyone they can, and when the bulk of the crowd is gathered in the square, I drop to the ground.
I just pray I can pull this off.
Brace yourself. This might get uncomfortable…
I dig deep and pull on every last bit of winter inside me. Every single shiver, every chill… Cold gathers at my core. A churning storm of ice unlike anything I’ve ever summoned. I call to it, welcome it, and just when I think it will turn my blood to ice, I release it.
As the power explodes, a scream tears from my throat. It rips its way free, like a thousand blades twisting their way out of my body. In my periphery, something translucent forms. An ice wall that spears the encroaching vines and climbs higher and higher until it’s encased the entire town. There’s an otherworldly scream, and footsteps pound the earth.
“There!” someone shouts. “Cut that one.”
“Over here. There’s another piece. Hand me a blade!” another voice yells.
I shudder, then collapse as more footsteps shake the ground.
“He—he created a dome around the whole town…” Gensted’s awed voice sounds like it’s a million miles away.
“The main plant is trapped outside the village,” Tania says. Her voice is lower than it should be. Weaker. I hope no one notices. “The villagers are dealing with the pieces trapped with us inside the dome, but they seem mostly unresponsive.”
“Probably died when that dome sliced them off the main plant,” Gensted says, snickering.
“That’s the kind of power I need. With that, I can keep the Spring Fae in line!” Wren says. The excited tremor in her voice should worry me, but I can hardly think right now.
Two sets of hands haul me upright. Celpin and Kopic. “My friend…” Kopic says. I have no idea when he arrived, but I’m grateful. “You are—”
“Foolish?” Celpin supplies. He’s clearly irritated at what I’ve done, but at the same time, there’s pride in his eyes.
“He’s an idiot,” Tania says softly. She’s standing behind me, but more than that, I feel her again. Her concern, her exhaustion, and her pride. She’s completely spent by the power I used, but she’s doing her best to keep it from showing. “You were magnificent, Valen.”
Magnificent, eh? Does it earn me a—
“Quit while you’re ahead…”
While the dome isn’t completely transparent, I can still see through to the outside. The larger parts of the vine bang against the ice several times, letting out muted screams of frustration. After several moments, they seem to give up and fade from view.
“I’m okay,” I say to everyone. “I think we’re all okay.” What’s left of the town is gathered, staring at me, while above our heads, the ice dome begins to dissolve. The horizon beyond the town is clear. We’re safe.
For now.
Everyone in the square cheers.
I bend forward, bracing myself against my knees. The sounds of their joyful cries hit me hard. I did it. I saved them. I pulled on everything I had and came through for them. The feeling is… I’m not sure. Unparalleled. The Fae who believed he’d never amount to anything—never do anything of worth—saved hundreds of lives today. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”
I never imagined such a high…
We make our way back up the hill to the estate, and by the time we reach the gate, it’s not clear who’s supporting who, me or Tania. The battle left us both weak, but there’s a sense of victory.
There are five riders waiting, the two in the back carrying torn flags that whip violently in the icy wind.
“Those are the riders the outpost was talking about?” Celpin and a handful of Winter Guards come lumbering up behind me. “Who the hell are they?”
The bright blues and greens and pinks, the flashy adornments on the horses… The glaring display of bright Summer colors is nauseating.
“Sonofabitch,” I huff, stopping to catch my breath.
“Suveo,” Tania says. “It’s Suveo.”
“The Summer monarch?” Celpin snorts.
I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. “Looks like he had a change of heart.”



25
Keltania
After the medical staff treat my wounds, I return to my room and collapse onto my bed. What Valen did in the village was nothing short of amazing, but it sapped every ounce of strength I had. It drained him, too, because he sleeps for an hour before he joins me. I’m still half asleep when he walks in.
“I know we lost some Fae, but we saved a lot, too, right?” I ask, sitting up and trying to cover a yawn.
“We did, yes.” He sighs. “The estate is a bit more crowded now.” He moves to the far wall and leans against the closet door. His shoulders are slumped and his hair a mess, but his color is better. His breathing is more even.
“Why?”
“Well, now that Suveo is here, his ego takes up a fair amount of room.” Valen rolls his eyes. “Do you know that he demanded a royal suite?”
“Sounds about right…”
“Also…the village…” He runs a hand through his long black hair. It’s usually tied back, but he lost the band during the fight, and after sleeping on it, it’s wild. He hasn’t bothered to retie it, and I’m glad. I like it like this. It fits him. “The village was almost completely destroyed, and the majority of people had no place to go. Even those who didn’t lose their homes were afraid to stay, so…I had the guards bring them all here.”
“You…brought the entire village to the estate?”
He shrugs. “The council isn’t thrilled. Security concerns. Blah, blah, blah.” His expression sags a bit. “But what else could I do? They’re my responsibility.”
“That’s very…noble of you,” I say with a smile.
He shrugs again. “Anyone else would have done the same.”
How can he not see how wrong he is? I can’t see Suveo—or Wren, for that matter—sacrificing their home and comfort for their people. Gensted, maybe. But I won’t push Valen on this. He needs to see for himself that he is the perfect one to rule.
“I’ll gladly offer my room if we need the space,” I say.
“I already tried that. Celpin had a meltdown. He said no civilians were allowed into the main wing. Kopic even agreed with him. Can you imagine?” He laughs, but it’s forced, missing his usual lightness. “I did convince him to relocate the council members here, as well as most of the guard. The villagers can use the barracks, along with any other public space in the estate.”
I swing my legs over the edge of the bed. The room spins and dips a bit, but the dizziness passes. More people means more caution.
He grabs my arm to steady me. “We’re meeting now to discuss the final details for the transfer. Everyone’s here, and we can’t put it off.” He stands and takes several steps toward the door. “I know you purposely avoided the council when we got back… You’ve been through a lot today. No one would find it strange if you stayed in to rest.”
“No,” I say. This is one meeting I can’t miss. “I’m coming with you.”
Everyone else is already waiting in the throne room when we arrive. Zana huffs an annoyed sigh and moves to the center of the room, a burlap sack in her hands. “The plan is to do the transfer midday tomorrow.”
“Why wait?” Suveo stalks back and forth, pointing to Valen. “We’re here. He has magic. Let’s do it now.”
“There are last-minute preparations to be made,” Zana says. “The soonest we can be ready is tomorrow.”
The Summer monarch snorts. “I thought this was a life-or-death situation? If attack is imminent, the landscape dire, why are you not ready now?”
Zana shoves the burlap sack in Suveo’s face. “Because these things take time. Preparation. Valen needs to rest after expending all his energy to save this place just hours ago.” She clears her throat and collects herself. “This isn’t going to be easy. Everyone should get as much rest as they can. Take these.” She reaches into the small sack and pulls out a handful of stones. Handing one to each of the four court leaders, she adds, “Keep these on you until the ritual. It will help me focus Valen’s energy into each of you during the transfer.”
There’s a rumble of agreement, and everyone starts to filter from the room. Valen hangs back and motions for me to do the same. Once we’re alone, Zana shakes her head. “Tania can’t be with us when we do the transfer tomorrow.”
Valen stiffens. “Why not?”
Zana doesn’t answer.
But she doesn’t have to. “It will give us away,” I say.
Valen looks from Zana to me, then back again. He’s trying—and failing—to hide his irritation. “What does that mean?”
“It means that what I’m attempting to do is complicated and…taxing. There are risks.”
“You said it was safe.” There’s a twinge of uncertainty in his voice.
“All my research tells me that it’s safe. For you.” Zana frowns. “But there’s nothing in the texts about a human druid who happens to be linked to the Fae in question. If Tania is with us and she has even the slightest reaction, then the truth will come out.”
“That can’t happen,” he says slowly. “But if there’s a chance that something will happen to her—”
“The risk is low,” Zana says. “But I imagine there will be some amount of discomfort.”
“It’ll be fine,” I assure him. “I’ll stay in my room until it’s over.” It’s the best chance we have. He cannot afford to waver.
“We’ll proceed at noon tomorrow,” Zana says. “In this room. Do not be late, Valen.”
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Kopic finds me on the way back to my room, not long after Tania went to check on Suria.
“Has there been anything new on the Omen prophecy?” I ask. I already know the answer, though. If they’d found something, I would have been told.
He frowns.
“Fuck. What am I missing?”
“Is it possible she said what she said just to throw you off?” Kopic asks. “Possibly to make you doubt yourself?”
I don’t need Aphelian’s help for that. “No. She was giving us something—probably because she thought we’d never figure it out.” Which, so far, she’s been right about.
He stiffens his spine, the perfect soldier, and clasps his hands behind his back. “What do you want to do?”
“Someone, somewhere, has to know something. Finding out what it is could mean the difference between winning and losing. Canvass the newcomers. Vet everyone in the village and send riders to the other towns. Even the smallest bit of information could be vital.”
“Spoken like a true leader.”
“Spoken like someone who has no other choice,” I correct.
He stops walking and grabs my arm. “There’s always another choice, Valen. Liani had a choice. She chose to do the things she did. She chose to hurt and manipulate people. You are choosing to help them.”
He’s right, but the praise just doesn’t sit well right now. Not with everything going on. The situation in the Winter Lands is my fault. I’m the one who offered my court up on a platter to Aphelian. I don’t regret my decision. It saved Tania’s life. But that still doesn’t exonerate me.
I’m not a savior. I’m a villain. If I were the hero he’s trying to make me out to be, I would have sacrificed Tania for the good of my people. Even now, I would still choose to freeze the world for her over anyone—everyone—else. If we fail at what we’re attempting to do, countless lives will be lost… Oceans of blood will stain my hands.
And I hate myself because I have no regrets.
I’ve really missed Kopic. Sound advice and unparalleled loyalty. “It’s really good to have you back, old friend.”
“Let’s see if you still feel that way the first time I call you on your bullshit.”
I throw an arm around his shoulder. “I’m counting on it.”
…
The next day at noon, we all gather again—except Tania. This time, the mood is different. Everyone is nervous, but there’s an odd kind of excitement in the air. Hope…
“This is history in the making.” Gensted smiles. “Despite my stance on magic, I’m honored to be here.”
“It’s a historic occasion,” Delkin agrees. “Unfortunately, it’s also a solemn one.”
“Aphelian almost took our heads off. I commend you for offering your people protection here, Valen.” Wren squares her shoulders. There’s a gleam of respect in her eyes.
“It wasn’t a hard decision to make,” I say. “I can ensure their safety here. I can’t out there.”
“It was foolish, if you ask me.” Suveo yawns. “All these extra Fae milling about. Everywhere you turn, someone is underfoot.”
No one responds—which I think pisses him off. I doubt Suveo is used to being ignored. The Summer monarch mumbles something else, too low to hear, then turns away from the group.
Zana moves to the center of the room, and everyone quiets. “I’ll start by saying that I could only find one occasion in recorded history when this has been done. Several decades before the Great Drain, a Winter Fae royal was born without magic, which was rare back then. The process worked, but it was…messy. It took almost a week for her magic to manifest.”
“That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement,” Gensted says with a snort.
“It’s not meant to be.” Zana smiles, but it’s more tooth than lip. She holds his gaze for a moment before turning to address the rest of the room. “Consider it more…an advisory. I believe I can perform the same transfer ritual to grant you magic, but I can’t assure you there won’t be risks.”
“What kind of risks?” Wren leans forward, elbows on the table.
“The girl’s father, the one who supplied the power, was weakened horribly for quite a while.” She glances at me, then back to the others. “And with only one trial on record, it’s not enough to guarantee none of you will have adverse side effects.”
“That’s not ideal,” I say. With Aphelian looming at our door, I can’t afford to be hampered for more than a day. “But I’m still in.”
Gensted shakes his head slowly. “I’m still not convinced it’s worth the risk… But I owe you. You’ve proven yourself a friend to me, and I stand by my friends. Count me in.”
Zana nods and turns to Wren. Her gaze flickers to me. “Wren, you are an entirely different issue.”
“I am?”
“When Valen came to find you and presented the offer, I didn’t think about the possibility of him finding a ruler with a different family line. The offer was made in good faith, but—”
“But I’m not of royal blood.” Wren’s face falls as Zana’s meaning sinks in.
It makes sense. Magic in the Fae royal lines is different. More potent. It’s rumored that this was how the original monarchs claimed their power. She’s telling Wren we have no way of knowing if magic from a royal line would take root in someone outside of it. It never occurred to me…
“It won’t work for me?” Wren asks, her voice softer now.
“I don’t know that for sure,” Zana says. “It could manifest and not be as powerful—or it might not manifest at all. There’s no way to know until we try. But I can’t, in good conscience, let you continue here without being honest.”
“The Spring court isn’t in shambles, but things are not easy,” Wren says. “You don’t know the half of what I had to do to keep them from becoming monsters. With magic, I believe the Spring Fae can be saved—but nothing short of a miracle will do.” She straightens, and her gaze hardens, determined. “I believe they are worth saving. I need that power.”
That’s two out of three still with us. “Suveo?” I ask. “Are you—”
“If I was no longer in agreement, I would have left already,” he says dismissively.
Zana nods. “Then let’s begin. Please, if you’d all take out the stones I gave you yesterday…”
Everyone pulls out their stones, and Zana ushers them to the center of the room.
“You said it took a week to manifest in the girl.” Gensted quirks a brow as Zana positions him next to Suveo, the others standing in a half circle with me in the center. “Is there any way to speed it up?”
“I don’t think so, no.” Zana sighs. She steps back to address all of us. “As I said, there’s a lot of unknown here. Is there a chance it could happen faster than a week? Yes. But my best guess is, if it happens at all, it will take between twenty-four hours and two weeks.”
“Is that going to be enough time for us to learn control before we have to face Aphelian?” Gensted asks. “We have scarcely over a month.”
“Let’s hope so.” Zana comes to stand behind me. “Now, let’s begin. Place the stone in your right hand, gripped tightly between your thumb and pointer finger. Valen? Hand me yours.”
The moment it leaves my hand, I’m emptier. It’s like the stone stole something from me. Something vital. How could something so small make such an impact?
“Now, if you wouldn’t mind kneeling?”
I do as she asks and don’t miss the way Suveo rolls his eyes. No doubt he feels a monarch should kneel to no one.
Zana places her hands on my shoulders and begins to chant. I don’t understand her words, but considering this is something done back in the days before the Great Drain, I assume it’s Old Fae.
At first, nothing happens. At least that’s how it feels. I keep my eyes closed for several moments, but when I open them, Gensted, Wren, and Suveo are also on the floor. Not kneeling like me, but hunched over, twisted and writhing.
Zana’s grip on my shoulder tightens. “Ashem dedorai Arduea!”
“What—” It’s like someone is reaching inside me, trying to pull out my heart. My soul. “Gods!”
“Shh.” Zana continues to chant, and the intensity, the pressure, grows worse.
I struggle to breathe, falling forward and inadvertently clawing at the ground. My back spasms, and every muscle in my body aches. Air is impossible. There’s something blocking my throat. I try to swallow it back, but it won’t budge, so I try forcing it out, wrenching and heaving so that maybe—just maybe—I can get a single gulp of lifesaving air.
The room is watery, but I can make out my father’s expression. Stricken and pained. His entire body is tense, coiled and fighting hard to remain where he is, on the sidelines. I should have insisted he wait outside. It’s not fair for him to see this. Not after knowing the anguish he felt when he discovered I’d been subjected to panashere.
Panashere… It was a nightmare. Enduring that pain over and over, having it feel like my very soul was being sucked out—I thought it was the worst pain I’d ever feel.
I was wrong. So very wrong.
Something snaps. A series of sickening cracks and crunches, followed by another round of heaving. This time, whatever is lodged in my throat breaks free. I expel the blockage, and it’s… “I— Fuck!”
Thick blue…mist? No. It’s far too thick for that. Sludge? I have no idea what it is, but it pours from my mouth, my nose. It swirls around, then breaks away, creeping toward the others. Gensted, Wren, Suveo—they scream in unison as the sludge forces its way into their mouths, their noses…their eyes and ears.
My muscles, my bones—it’s like they’ve been sucked out right along with everything else. I collapse, unable to hold my own weight. I manage to tilt my head up, though, to see the others. Gensted’s eyes are wide, his mouth open. He’s clawing at his throat with a look of terror in his eyes I sympathize with. The fear is so out of place on him. A warrior in the truest sense—a Fae like him is most alive when they’re fighting. But this foe? This is his nightmare come to life. A poison he hoped to never touch.
Wren’s expression is the opposite. Her arms are spread and welcoming, her eyes glittering with pure, unadulterated greed. She welcomes the sludge. She’s ravenous for it. Where Gensted’s transfer is violent and painful, hers is smooth and almost…pleasurable. It flows into her, even and quick, and she swallows it down like a starving animal, desperate for as much of it as she can get.
Suveo’s head is tilted back, his mouth open. He’s not fearful like Gensted, but neither is he welcoming like Wren. His entire body is stiff, one arm clutching his chest while the other holds him upright. The blue muck invades his mouth, but the transfer is jerky and stuttered, in some ways more violent than Gensted’s. It starts and stops, advancing and receding until he’s gagging.
Slowly, the blue fades. There’s a series of violent coughs, some gasping, and then quiet chatter. I can draw air again, taking in a long, deep breath and letting it wash over me like a comforting snow. Someone calls my name—I think it’s Delkin? But I’m hollow. I don’t answer. I’m no longer Valen. No longer Fae.
No longer cold…
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The transfer is underway now. I don’t need anyone to tell me—I can feel it. Slight waves of vertigo come and go. Every once in a while, a spike of nauseous and painful pressure builds in my chest and at the base of my neck, but other than that? There’s nothing that resembles what happened when Valen was given panashere. That nearly killed me, so shouldn’t this be just as bad—if not worse? Other than a whisper of uncertainty, there’s…nothing.
An hour later, there’s a knock on the door, and Delkin pokes his head inside. “Everything okay in here?”
I sag back against the wall. Aside from being a bit tired, I’m fine. “Is it over?”
Delkin studies me for a moment before nodding. “You seem…all right.”
I am—which makes me wonder if it even worked. “Is Valen okay?”
I haven’t felt anything from him. There was a brief whisper of uncertainty, of fear, then…nothing. Zana warned me it was a possibility we’d lose our ability to communicate, too, and that it should be temporary.
“Zana walked him back to his room,” Delkin says. “He’s waiting for you.”
I nod and head to the window.
But he grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”
“I can’t let someone see me walk into his room.” I gesture to the open window. “This is what I always do.”
Delkin shakes his head. “No one will think twice about one of the Winter Lord’s most trusted friends looking in on him.”
“Won’t they?” I sigh. The weight of it is crushing all of a sudden. The mistrust, the hushed accusations—the hate. “Remember—to them, I’m the enemy. Most of them still believe I’m part of this whole mess. For all I know, they’ll believe I’m sneaking in to kill him.”
I should appreciate the look of sympathy in his eyes, but all it does is make me feel worse. He claps a hand on my shoulder. “The important people know the truth.”
I don’t correct him. They’re Winter Fae. Valen’s people. They’re all important.
And they all still want me gone.
Carefully, I pad down the hall to Valen’s room. When I push through the door, he’s on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands.
“You okay?” I close the door behind me.
He looks up. “Are you?”
“I’m fine.” I settle next to him. He’s paler than normal, and his posture is stiff. I still can’t feel him through the link, but it’s obvious he’s in some amount of pain.
He nods. At least that’s what I think it is. It’s more a circular motion, a weird shake of his head. “Zana says we won’t know right away if it worked.” He snorts. “In fact, she said it could take days—or weeks.”
“Weeks? Is she sure?”
He shrugs. “There’s only one recorded instance of anyone doing this, Tania. And the information is patchy.”
“How—how did it feel?”
“Like Zana was ripping out my very soul.” He drops his head down and shudders. “It was like she pulled the chill from my body.” He laughs, but it’s a broken sound. One that makes the acid bubble in my gut. “It was…it was so much worse than when Liani took donations.”
I stand and smooth a stray lock of hair from his eyes. He’s sweating. That never happens. “You should rest. Do you need anything before I go?”
He scooches back to the middle of the bed and draws his knees in close. “I need you,” he says softly. “To stay here with me.”
“Valen, no—”
“Please.” When he lifts his head and our eyes meet, something tears straight through me. “The transfer hollowed me out. It sucked out the thing that makes me…me.” He stretches toward me, takes my hand. “I need you close. Just for a little while. Because she might have pulled out part of the thing that makes me who I am, but the other part? That’s you.”
I let him tug me onto the bed, then snuggle in close as he wraps his arm tight around my waist. A single tear slips down my cheek, and the link inadvertently opens, letting everything rush into him. All the longing, all the love. Fear that we’ll never again have what we do in this single, stolen moment.
He shudders at the sudden onslaught of emotion, then takes a shaky breath. “I need to make sure you understand something, Tania.” His voice is strained, sleep pulling him under. “I need to make sure you know that no matter what happens, you are my heart and my soul. Everything good that I am—that I might one day become? It is all because of you.”
I cover his hand with mine, biting down hard to keep from replying. If I speak, there’s no coming back. Lying here with him feels right in a way I never thought anything could. It’s heaven, and it’s home, and it’s not something I want to give up. This is making it harder for both of us in the long run, yet I can’t make myself stand and leave the room.
His exhaustion hits me, and my eyes drift closed. He’s whispering. Soft, mumbled words I can’t quite make out. I don’t need to, though. Just the sound of his voice is enough to lull me to sleep.
…
When I wake, I slip quietly from Valen’s bed, creeping from his room as he sleeps peacefully. I’m edgy, so I head to the courtyard for some fresh air and discover I’m not the only one who had the idea.
“Tania.” Gensted straightens and sheathes his sword. “I found it odd you weren’t at Valen’s side during the transfer.”
“I had to redo some of the wards on the estate.” I hold up my hand to show him the glittering white druid sigil in the center of my palm. “How are you feeling after the whole thing? Any different?”
“No.” He settles on the larger stone bench near the pond.
“It might take some time.” I sit next to him. “Do you know anything about your ancestors’ power?”
“Aside from not wanting anything to do with it? I’ve heard stories—tales of destruction and chaos. But nothing is written. All of the recorded history from my court was lost in the war.”
“We lost a lot, too.” Lunal still has records, but all the things outside of our village are long gone. “We looked at it as a clean slate, though. A chance to start over. Fix our mistakes.”
“And did you?”
“Remains to be seen. Things are definitely different now.”
“Indeed.” He studies me for a moment before resting his hands in his lap. “Might I speak freely?”
A chill skitters up my spine. “Of course.”
“If I regain my court’s magic, it will be fire.”
“I know.”
“That doesn’t…concern you?”
“Should it?”
“Didn’t Aphelian mention your Omen of Ice embracing fire?” He frowns. “What if by embracing fire, it means what we’ve done here today? Aren’t you worried I’ll turn on you?”
Like Valen, I’m worried about Wren. And Suveo…that’s another issue. But Gensted? Since the night we fought together in his village, I’ve had zero doubts about him or his motives. Maybe I shouldn’t, but… “I trust you.”
The declaration doesn’t seem to faze him. “As I trust you. But what if it’s unintentional? What if something I do causes…”
“There’s a lot we still don’t know.” Is it a possibility? Yes. But, if something were to happen, I don’t believe Gensted would be at fault. “We’re still trying to figure things out.”
“If there’s anything I can do to help…” Gen tilts his head to the side, and the scrutiny makes me shift uncomfortably.
“I appreciate it.” I stand and gesture for him to follow me, then start down the path toward the main gate. I tug on a low-hanging branch to grab a handful of hilpberries and send a puff of featherlight snow scattering into the air.
The rare trees line the path coming up to the estate. Most of the Fae here take them for granted, but when I first arrived, they’d made one hell of an impression on me. I offer one to Gensted. “Try this. It’s delicious—”
When we reach the gate, it’s swarming with Winter Guards.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
“We’re collecting the debris left by the enemy,” one of the guards says. She’s young, and I’ve never seen her before.
Flarion, Celpin’s former second-in-command, is behind her. He slaps a hand against the fence and snarls. The sound reverberates down the path. “You don’t owe her an explanation, Fawn! She’s beneath you.”
Gensted stiffens beside me. “Excuse me?”
“She’s Lord Valen’s advisor,” Fawn says. Her gaze bounces between Flarion and Gensted, and she takes a step back. “She’s just—”
“Just what?” Flarion stares at me. The level of hate in his eyes is almost enough to make me back away. “Just coming to inspect the chaos she helped create?”
Fawn gasps. “Flarion! Bite your tongue.”
“It’s fine.” I turn to leave, dropping my head down in hopes that Gensted won’t see the flush of embarrassment in my face. I should be used to this by now, but it stings every time. “Gen, let’s go.”
Gensted doesn’t move. “How dare you?” he says, seething. He’s staring Flarion down like a hunter eyeing a tasty meal.
“They’re entitled to their opinions,” I tell him.
“I doubt their monarch would extend that entitlement to disrespecting one of his court,” he says, but Gensted is new here. He doesn’t know the chilly treatment I’ve gotten used to. “This woman risked her life to fight back the forces that threatened this estate, and you dare disrespect her? She nearly killed herself trying to save that village!”
“She’s an Aphelian,” Flarion says, then spits on the ground. “Just because she has Lord Valen brainwashed—”
Gensted snarls and grabs Flarion around the neck. “I am a guest here, so excuse me if this goes against your social norms, but in the Autumn Lands, disrespect of a hero comes with harsh punishment.”
The other guards drop what they’re doing and rush to Flarion’s side, but none of them dare get between the two. This has the potential to get way out of hand. But Gensted is hypnotizing. Fierce and uncompromising and heated. He reminds me a lot of the druids in Lunal. Not to mention it’s amusing to see someone put the cocky guard in his place.
But as much as I’d like to see exactly what the Autumn Fae plans to do with Flarion, I can’t let this continue. “I appreciate the gesture, Gensted, but Fae like Flarion aren’t worth your time or anger.” I wedge myself between the two.
He stares at the guard for a moment longer before letting go and stepping away. He spits on the ground. “Feel lucky you aren’t one of my men.”
Gensted storms past the gate, and I hurry to catch up.
“I appreciate that, but it wasn’t that big a deal,” I say. “I—”
A rush of cold barrels through me, and I stumble away from him. My legs go numb, and I drop to the ground, vaguely aware of Gensted’s confused cries.
“Tania! Tania, what’s wrong?”
The chill gathers at my core, spreading out and collecting at the tips of my fingers. The pain that comes with it is greater than anything I’ve ever felt. Breathing becomes difficult. “Valen,” I manage to croak out. “I need to get to—”
He doesn’t ask questions. Gensted gathers me into his arms and rushes for the house.
The trip from the courtyard to the main wing is a blur. The halls pass in a haze. Faceless forms are everywhere, staring, but we breeze past them as if they aren’t there. I’m vaguely aware of Gensted cursing, stumbling and readjusting, then crashing through a door.
“What the— Tania?”
“We were in the courtyard,” Gensted says. “She started to…freeze. She’s cold as ice.”
In an instant, Valen hovers over me. A moment later, Gensted’s face appears across from him. The pain is fading, and my fingers are starting to regain their feeling again.
“This is a delayed reaction to the transfer, isn’t it?” Gensted sinks onto the bed across from Valen as I pull myself up into a sitting position. I bite down to keep my teeth from chattering, but there’s nothing I can do to hide the whole-body tremor that goes through me. Wrapping my arms around myself does nothing, so I grab the corner of Valen’s blanket and pull it over my shoulders.
“That would be my guess.” He looks from Gensted to me, then nods slowly. “Did you tell him?”
Thank the Goddess, I can hear him again. No, I didn’t tell him.
Gensted folds his arms, his expression unreadable. “The two of you are bound somehow, aren’t you? I suspected as much back in my village. Then, at the Spring Court when you created that wall…”
“How—” Valen starts.
This is the last thing we need right now! What are we going to do?
“Gensted is all about honor, right? Loyalty? You saved his life. Make sure he remembers that.”
That’s your plan?
“It’s all we’ve got…”
“You hide it well,” Gensted says, gaze bouncing between us. “Not nearly as well as you hide the feelings you have for each other, though.”
Valen stares at him, wide-eyed. “I don’t know what you—”
“Oh, please. Give me a bit more credit. The moment she said she was spoken for, I saw the look in your eyes. You’ve been wonderful here, at the estate. But out there? It was impossible to miss.”
“You have to understand the risk this puts us in. The danger. You saw how the Winter Fae hate me—Valen’s connection to me jeopardizes his position as monarch and puts the entire court at risk of collapse.” I narrow my eyes. “I saved your life, and now it’s your turn to repay the favor. You cannot tell a soul.”
Gensted doesn’t say anything, and my stomach drops. I thought we had a stronger connection between us than with the others. Was it all in my head?
“This is a secret I’m willing to kill to keep,” Valen says, helping me to stand. While Gensted is intimidating, Valen, in this moment, is more so. “We need you for the fight, but I’m prepared to—”
“I will tell no one what I know.” He shifts his gaze to me. “Keltania, you have my friendship, my loyalty…” He bows. “And you have my support.”
The way he says it makes my stomach flutter, and as he holds my gaze, something sparks between us. It’s not romantic. There’s no physical attraction. No. This is something that runs deeper. Older. It’s warmth, and it’s filling, and on the surface, it’s comfortable. But beneath that? Beneath that, it scares me…
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Valen
The estate remains mostly quiet for the rest of the day. The transfer was taxing for everyone involved, and though Wren and Suveo are pushing for action, the rest of us need to take a moment. Gensted is on edge, having retreated to his room, and I still feel hollow. While not as tired as I’d been this morning, I’m not right yet—but I’m going to have to push through.
The plan is to start training first thing in the morning. The hope is that we can coax the magic out. I’m skeptical, but it’s all we’ve got. In the meantime, Zana suggested a session with Suria. I reluctantly agreed. I’m waiting in one of the meeting rooms when she arrives with Tania and Suria.
Zana ushers the girl inside. “You remember Valen, right? He’s going to work on some control techniques with you today.”
“Lord Valen.” Her tone does nothing to disguise just how happy she is to be here.
“Someone sounds a little cranky. Maybe you should take a nap instead?”
The girl glares at me.
Hah! Look at that expression. She’s managing to convey more disgust in a single glare than I ever could. She might even have Kopic beat.
Zana laughs, a little nervous, and smiles. “Valen, Suria and I have been doing a bit of work together. I think she would benefit from exercising her magic with you.”
She folds her arms. “Why would I need to work with him?”
“Suria, did someone piss in your breakfast this morning?” They stare at me—which is fair. This is a small break in the monotony, and I’ll be damned if they make me feel guilty about it.
Tania nudges Suria forward. The girl goes but glances over her shoulder, giving her a look of pure venom.
“I hope you’ve been working on her personality, too.”
The girl’s glare wavers—just for a moment. “You’re a pompous ass.”
“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me today.” I jab a finger at her. “How did you get to be so charming?”
“Goddess, don’t I have enough to deal with babysitting you? A mini Valen is the last thing I need right now.”
“She’s very strong.” Zana looks to Tania and says, “The girl needs to be protected, obviously. And trained.”
“Agreed,” she says. She bends down and smiles at her. “You have nothing to worry about here. You’re safe.”
Suria glares at her. “I was safe where I was.”
“You were living alone in Rotting Ledge,” I say. “Eating Gods know what and wearing a ripped flour sack.”
“Because what you’re wearing is any better?”
“I— You— Wow.”
“Speechless? Really? I wish we’d found her sooner…”
Hey…
Suria glances around the room, giving it a once-over. The long table and accompanying chairs have all been pushed to the outer edge, leaving a large middle section free for us to work.
“I’m supposed to believe you brought me here to fight your battles—but you want to keep me safe?”
Zana balks. “How did you—”
“I’ve been here more than an hour. You don’t think everyone around this place is talking? The Druid Queen is days away from wiping you all out. None of you are fit to protect me.” She looks around the room, gaze lingering on Tania. “Except maybe her.”
“Okay, yeah. She’s really great.”
Suria sighs. She bends down to unlace her new boots, pulls them off, then straightens and squares her shoulders. “I suppose you all want to see what I can do?”
Zana smiles. “We’ve seen what you can do, dear. We’re here to work on your control.”
Her gaze lands on me, and the right corner of her lip curls upward. “You haven’t seen what I can do. Like how I can kick his royal ass.”
“Overconfidence is a dangerous thing,” I tell her. “Careful…”
“Or what?” she challenges. Her grin widens, and she drops her arms to her sides, shaking out her hands with a flourish.
“Or, um… I’ll send you to bed without dinner.”
“Very smooth.”
Suria spreads her feet and cracks her knuckles. “This is going to be fun.”
I wave a hand in front of my face, scrunching up my nose. “Must you do it without footwear?”
Suria smiles. It’s not a friendly grin—it’s one of challenge. Of chaos. She holds her hands up for a moment, wiggling her fingers before bringing them both back and down with a flourish. The floor beneath her feet crackles and turns to ice.
Zana gasps and moves to the outside edge of the room. Tania follows, though she’s less surprised.
“Be careful, Valen.”
I’m not going to hurt her.
“I’m not worried about you hurting her.”
You’re supposed to be on my side.
“Sorry, I’m going with the winning side this time.”
Hey!
“Well?” Suria says. Her lip quirks, and she tilts her head to the left, a chunk of white-blond hair falling across her eyes. “Are you going to stand there and stare at me all day?”
I snap my fingers. A massive squall forms over Suria’s head, and the snow swirls so thick that I lose sight of Zana and Tania.
Time to teach this kid a lesson.
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Keltania
The sounds of cracking and clinking fill the space, and every once in a while, chunks of ice ricochet from the storm in the center of the room.
“Should—should we do something?” Zana clutches her chest and takes a wobbly step forward. “Gods. Maybe this was a mistake…”
“Are you kidding?” I rest a hand on her shoulder and tug her back a few inches. “If I have to guess, they’re both having the time of their lives. Leave them.”
Doing okay in there?
“I’m fine! Ow—ugh!”
You sure? You just did the transfer… I mean, if she’s too much for you…
“I’m fine. She’s just—AHH—this girl is a terror!”
The squall clears, and the ice coating the floor fades, and Valen and Suria are finally visible again. She’s on her knees, and he has the tip of his icy sword hovering in front of her face.
“Valen!” Zana shakes her head, covering her forehead with her hand.
“Wow!” Suria says, climbing to her feet. Valen’s sword evaporates, leaving a small pool of water at his feet. She’s looking at him like he hung the moon. “You have to teach me how to make my own weapon! That was amazing!”
“I don’t know how to be anything but amazing, kid.” Valen smiles at her, then turns to me. “Could you show our charming guest back to her chambers?”
“I think that’s a good idea.” I motion for Suria to follow me from the room. If this continues, they’ll bring the roof down on our heads.
As we make our way through the estate, she watches everything with eagle eyes, mouth agape and gaze focused. “This place is huge. Valen must be compensating for something, huh?”
“I—”
She shrugs. “What? Tell me I’m wrong!”
She’s going to be a handful. “You don’t know it yet, but you and him? You’re going to get along great.”
“Ew.” She rolls her eyes, then looks away, but I catch the smallest flicker of amusement. Her shoulders sag—just for a moment—and she glares up at me. “Am—am I a prisoner here?”
I stop walking and turn. “Of course not. Why would you think that?”
“I might not remember much about my life before I got to the Rotting Ledge, but I did okay.” She dips her chin and shakes her head. “I was fine on my own.”
“No one is fine on their own, Suria. Trust me…”
She mumbles something under her breath as we pass through the courtyard.
“The druid that’s coming for us? She’s dangerous. If we’d left you out there and she found you…”
She takes several steps back. “Well, aren’t you a druid?” Her eyes narrow, and the small bit of vulnerability she let bleed through fades. “Shouldn’t I be wary of you, too?”
“I’m a good druid. It’s my job to protect the Winter Fae—and that includes you.”
She seems to relax a bit.
We leave the courtyard and head to the main wing of the estate. When we reach her room, I bow. “You’ll be safe here. Someone will get you for dinner, but if you need anything…” I pivot and point to the door across the hall. “I’m right in there. You can come and get me for any reason, okay?”
“Fine.” She steps into the room and flicks a finger toward my door. “But I won’t need anything.” After hesitating briefly, she adds, “You know… With me and Valen—and, I bet, you—we’re going to make that Aphelian bitch wish she was never born.”
She closes the door, and I sag back against the wall. If the others manifest their magic, then Suria might just be right. We could win…
…
As promised, the monarchs gather in the courtyard first thing the next morning.
“You’re quick.” Gensted dodges as Valen swings, pivoting and ducking under his next attack. He grunts and swings again, catching the corner of Gen’s shoulder. He wobbles but manages to keep his balance. “I suppose that’s a good thing, considering your…size.”
“Huh.” Valen spins and drops to the ground as Gensted delivers a high kick that sails harmlessly over his head. When it passes, he launches himself forward and grabs the Autumn Fae’s ankle. Using the momentum, he yanks and topples him to the ground. “I was about to say the same thing.”
“Keltania taught you those moves, I assume.” Gensted winks at me. I shouldn’t be here, but I couldn’t let go of my curiosity. Seeing them all in action together—even without the magic—is far too tempting.
Plus, I need to make sure no one tries to kill Suveo.
Maybe.
“Seems like they need a bit of work.” Gensted stretches, hesitating for a moment before pulling off his tunic.
“What—” Valen stares. “What the hell are you doing?”
Gensted looks from Valen to the shirt in his hand. “Feeling a bit inadequate?”
“There’s a foot of snow on the ground,” Valen remarks. “How are you not cold?”
Gensted shrugs. “I guess some of us—”
“Ahhh!” Wren charges from Gensted’s left. His back is to her, and if it’d been anyone else, she might have had a fair chance. But Gensted is a warrior. A beast. He bends just a hair, and as she reaches him, he pivots so that he lifts her off the ground and hauls her over his shoulder. “Nice try, Spring.”
She snarls and kicks and grabs a handful of Gensted’s hair, yanking hard enough to make me cringe. He howls and drops her. As she’s sliding off, she drags her fingernails down his bare back. “Hah!” she says, climbing to her feet. “Didn’t see that coming, did you?”
He glares at her. “Hair-pulling and scratching? Really?”
“You’re bigger than me,” she says, dusting bits of snow and ice from her leathers. “A better fighter, too. I’ve learned the hard way to make do with what I can use—and sometimes, that means getting creative.”
“You have potential. I could show you some techniques.”
“Techniques.” Suveo snorts. He’s standing off to the side, waving his hand at the closest tree and scowling. He whirls on Valen. “It’s been hours now and I’ve seen not a glimmer of power. How do I know this hasn’t been one big distraction? That you haven’t sent your Winter Guards to capture the Summer Lands?”
Wren frowns. “Valen brought us here to unite us, Suveo. From everything I’ve seen since arriving, he wouldn’t need to lure you out if he wanted to overtake you. He’d simply have to do it. Of all of us, he has the most intact court and the most resources.”
Suveo’s face pales.
“Well done, Spring,” Gensted says with a snort. He winks at me. “Now he knows about the attack. Care to tell him all Lord Valen’s secrets?”
“Will you shut up?” Valen glares at him. “Stop trying to cause trouble. There’s no damn attack.”
Wren turns an interesting shade of red. “I’m trying to say that Valen did what no other has done. He shared his magic! The transfer Zana performed was experimental. We need to be patient.”
Valen sighs and tilts his head to the sky. Everyone is antsy, and I can’t blame them, but this is starting to wear thin. “We were told a day to two weeks. It’s been less than twenty-four hours.”
Wren frowns. “But Aphelian—”
“Yes. Let’s talk about the druids.” Suveo shakes his head and jabs a finger at me. “Speaking of druids—why does everyone trust Valen’s little pet? She could easily be spying for Aphelian. Didn’t you say that she knows the woman personally? I’ve heard Fae talking. They all think—”
“Tania is on our side,” Wren says. She flashes me an encouraging smile.
“And you think that why? Because she told you so?”
Gensted glares at Suveo for a moment before Wren steps in and leads the Autumn Lord to the far corner of the courtyard. “How about showing me those techniques,” she says to him as they walk away.
Suveo grunts and goes back to trying to assault the tree. Valen watches him, then smiles.
Please don’t do anything stupid…
“Define stupid.”
He taps his foot against the ground several times—doing his best to act innocent, no doubt. Then, with a quick glance in either direction, he bends and lays his hand flat against the earth.
The shift in temperature is subtle. I doubt anyone else even notices. But when the ground shakes a bit and Suveo screams, everyone turns. Four walls of thick ice break from the grass, encasing the Summer monarch in a frozen cage.
“How dare you?” he roars.
“Huh. We can still hear him.” Valen saunters up to the prison and presses his finger against the ice. “I can fix that, though.” An icy dome forms atop the cage, drowning out Suveo’s furious screams.
“That’s not nice, Valen,” Wren says. She takes several steps toward the cage but stops when Suveo begins to hammer relentlessly against the ice. “Pissing him off isn’t going to help things.”
She’s right, you know.
“I’m just trying to help,” Valen says, snickering. He taps the ice several times. “I thought maybe a fight-or-flight situation might help him manifest his magic.”
“Well, if it works, I’m betting you’re the first one he takes out.” Gensted crosses his arms and leans back against a large percher tree. After fidgeting for a few seconds, he frowns, looking down at his pants, then at his hands. “Is it warm out here?”
Wren studies him, then rises onto her toes to press her hand to his forehead. “I think you have a fever, Gensted. Maybe you should get some rest?”
“I feel fine. I’m just warm. I—” Smoke billows from beneath his boots, thick, dark curls wafting up to wrap around his legs.
Wren gasps and stumbles away. She coughs, waving her hand wildly to disperse some of the smoke. “What’s happening?”
Gensted takes several steps back, hands out and fingers splayed as flames erupt from the tips of each digit. His expression is a mask of terror, mouth gaping. “Fuck!”
I start forward, but Valen tugs me back. A flood of sympathy rushes between us. “Don’t. He needs to deal with this on his own. Accept it.”
This is what we’d hoped for, but for Gensted, it’s his biggest nightmare.
The flame spreads, engulfing his arms, then creeping across his torso and down each leg. He stumbles sideways, stopping only when he collides with Suveo’s icy prison. The thing melts instantly, leaving Suveo scurrying on all fours to escape the mounting flame.
“Breathe, Gensted. Try to relax,” Valen says. His voice is calm. “It’s terrifying, I know, but the harder you fight, the worse it will be. Trust me. Just let it in, welcome it.”
Several moments pass, and the flames begin to dim. When the smoke finally clears, Gensted is standing in a section of grass, the snow melted—and he’s naked.
“Oh, my…Gods.” Wren blushes but doesn’t turn away. If anything, she moves in to get a better look.
“Really?” Valen says, sighing.
“Seems like you’ll be needing a new wardrobe for the time being. At least until you learn some control,” someone says. I turn to find Delkin rushing toward us across the courtyard. “I think I know a dragon that might be willing to donate some scales…” He shrugs out of his cloak and wraps it around Gensted, who’s staring, somewhat dazed, and ushers him into the house.
“This is a good sign, right?” Wren stares after Delkin and Gensted. I swear, she even licks her lips. “Do you think I could be next?”
“Could be,” Valen says, smiling.
Wren lets out a squeal. “This is so exciting!”
I might not like Wren, but her enthusiasm is infectious. So much of our plans hinged on the others manifesting their magic. Now that it’s becoming a reality, the ember of hope I felt with Suria has fanned into flame.
Wren laughs. “Aren’t you excited, Suveo?”
“Is there a reason I should be?” Suveo laughs. It’s dark and angry and sends a chill up my spine. Turning to Valen, he says, “If you’ve wasted my time—if my magic fails to manifest—Aphelian’s threats will look like child’s play compared to what I’ll do.”
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Valen
The training session breaks up just after three a.m., and despite my order for everyone to stay within the estate grounds, I shift into my wolf form and sneak out into the woods. Tania always says I believe the rules don’t apply to me. There’s no need to change now. I need distance. Time to decompress.
The best way I know how is to run.
It’s been a while since I’ve been out this way. The last time was before we left for Ventin. It’s hard to imagine life being simpler then…
I lope to the edge of the estate lines, then race across the field that separates our land and Hiffen. Ahead, a pair of fawn twins plays in the snow. I bark and skid to a stop, sending a spray of snow in every direction. The smaller of the two hops back, then lunges forward, bouncing around. I throw myself onto the ground and roll in the snow. The cold feels amazing, and the light flakes falling from the sky are like heaven.
When I get up, the mother has crept into the clearing. She’s not as trusting of me as her babies, and I huff a goodbye, then continue on my way.
Already I feel better, head clearer. Suppressing this part of me for so long was torture—I just hadn’t realized how agonizing it’d been. I run up the hill behind the estate and through the woods to the edge of Hiffen and stop between a cluster of trees. I lower my nose to the ground and sniff. Something smells wrong. The forest has grown way more than it should have.
“Good evening, Your Majesty,” a woman’s voice says from the trees.
My change is instant, and I ready myself. I would know that voice anywhere. “Aphelian. Show yourself.”
The trees shift, their branches lowering, twisting. After several moments, a visage of Aphelian appears before me, her form, her face, made entirely of branches and leaves from the surrounding trees. “Better?”
“What are you doing here?”
“I might ask you the same thing. Out with no guard? That seems…unwise, considering the current state of things.” Her voice is accompanied by an odd sound, like leaves being crushed beneath a boot.
“If you recall, you gave me your word that we had three months—something you’ve already gone back on.”
The foliage version of Aphelian offers a mock gasp. “I’ve done nothing of the sort.”
“The vines at the estate? At the town? Do you have any idea how many people you hurt?”
Her form shrugs. Several of the outer leaves fall off and drift to the ground. “Simply my way of keeping tabs on you. You know, to ensure you’re not doing anything dishonorable behind my back.” The leaves shudder, and the form leans forward a bit. “You know…like gathering the other courts to stand against me?”
So, she does know. I suppose it makes sense that she’s been watching us somehow.
Aphelian’s form spreads its viny arms. “You don’t seem surprised.”
“And you don’t seem concerned,” I say tightly.
“I have no reason to be concerned.” Her tone is confident, like she’s already beaten us. “If I did, you never would have gotten this far.”
“That sure of yourself, huh?”
“What I’m doing has been foretold for over a thousand years. But you know that already, too.”
The time has come for the Omen of Ice to embrace its fire…
“There are still a few holes,” I say. “Care to fill them in?”
“Soon enough, little lord.” Aphelian is quiet for a moment. The leaves on her face flutter in the breeze as she moves her head from one side to the other, seemingly searching for something. I focus on the sounds of the forest. Nothing appears out of place. We’re completely alone. Finally, she says, “I will make you a deal. I’ll let you save half the Fae in the Winter Lands if you do one simple thing. Give me the girl.”
She can’t possibly believe I’ll agree to this. “I made this deal with you to save Tania’s life. If you think I’d just hand her over after everything—”
“Not Tania. The other one.”
The other one?
Suria…
The kid is strong. Undisciplined, sure, but powerful. What kind of chaos could Aphelian cause if she got her hands on Winter Fae magic that potent? What would she do to Suria?
I do my best to keep my expression neutral as I say, “It’s tempting. She’s a pain in the ass. But I think I’ll pass. Why would you even want her—”
“Does it really matter?”
“She’s under my protection, so yes. It matters. Every Fae matters.”
“I’m offering you something that will help your Fae. Half of them for one single little girl.”
“Why would I give her up to save half my people when I can try saving all of them?”
“Because you can’t save all of them.” The leafy form shudders, more of the branches coming loose. Whatever magic is keeping it together is starting to fade. She might be stronger than us, than the other druids, but she’s still not at the top of her game. She has her limits. “When I said I wanted the Winter Lands, I meant all of it—that includes all the souls that dwell inside.”
“Why would you want all the Winter Fae dead,” I snap. “What could you possibly have to gain from that?”
“Maybe you’ll figure it out. Maybe you won’t. In the end, it does not matter.” The vestige sighs. “Now, you have my terms. Half or none. Decide.”
“No deal.” I meant it when I told Suria we’d keep her safe.
“You won’t sacrifice one life for half of your people?” The form laughs. It’s more like a strangled cry, but the sentiment is unmistakable. One of the branches making up a large portion of her arm falls to the ground. “It’s a good thing I plan to take your lands, Winter Lord. You’re unfit to rule.”
The remaining branches shudder once, then shrivel and fall into the snow.
I’m not giving Suria to the enemy. I stood my ground—but it’s not really a win. Whatever Aphelian is planning is huge, and despite everything we’ve already accomplished, I’m not sure we’ll ever be ready.
…
Despite the increased security and the stalwart eyes of the Winter Guard, I manage to get back into the estate without notice. Then again, I’ve been sneaking on and off the estate for years. There are multiple ways in and out that no one knows about but me.
When I get back to my room, Tania’s door across the hall is closed. I feel her inside and hesitate, wanting to tell her first about the interaction with Aphelian in the woods. In the end, though, I decide against it. I do need to tell her—and everyone. But first, I need to think, so I go to the one place on the estate where I’ve always felt safest. The catacombs.
At the bottom of the stairs, I walk down the main hall, trailing my fingers across the wall. My experiences down here have taken on new meaning since finding out that what I thought was simply a bespelled building was really an ancient Fae spirit. Her name is Bojan. And I haven’t come down here alone to talk to her since Delkin told me her story right after we got back from Ventin.
“Bojan?” I call out. I’m not sure what I expect, but it’s not the appearance of a beautiful Fae with deep-blue hair and thick, curled horns.
“Valen,” she says, smiling. “I was wondering when I’d see you again.”
“I wasn’t aware that I could see you.” I step to the left, circling her slowly. She’s not quite solid, yet definitely not transparent. Reaching out, I try to touch her arm—but my hand goes right through.
“Of course. You simply had to say my name.”
“I’m sorry I never…”
“You had no way of knowing.” Her smile grows wider. “It was very nice to see your father. I missed him. Your mother, too.”
“I didn’t know you knew my mother.”
“She used to come down here as a child. Of course, that was long after your father roamed these halls.” She snickers. “The two of them… That was something no one saw coming.”
I walk farther into the tunnels. Bojan follows. “I want to thank you,” I say.
“For what?”
“For everything you did for me when I was a child. Orbik—Liani—locked me down here as a punishment. I didn’t know it at the time, but you made sure I was never scared.” The hall in front of me shifts and twists, turning into a series of right-hand turns.
“In a way, I feel like I raised you.” She pauses as we take the first turn, then smiles. “I’m proud of who you’ve become, Valen. And the druid? I like her very much. She has fire. It’s a good match.”
Bojan has been around a very long time. She’s a wealth of information. If there’s a chance she can help us… “I wonder if I might ask you about the Omen of Ice prophecy. You’re familiar with it, right?”
“I am, yes.”
“Do you recall any mention of embracing fire?”
“There’s no mention of fire in that prophecy that I can recall.” She hesitates. “But not all prophecies are delivered whole.”
“So there could be more to it than we know.”
“There most assuredly is,” she says. “I’m sorry I can’t be more help.”
It was worth a try. “What about Aphelian? I know she was born long after you died, but she spent time here, at the estate, with Servis, right? After he overthrew my father?”
“She did. I never liked that woman. However…history got many things wrong about Aphelian. For example, her daughter, Lily Rose, didn’t die in the Harabin ambush.”
“What? Why lie about that?”
“The lesser-known stories say that Lily was killed by the Autumn Fae. Aphelian claimed she died as an infant to cover something up. Something that spanned both the Winter and Autumn Courts. Whatever it was remains a mystery, as only Aphelian knows the truth.”
Something that spanned both courts?
The time has come for the Omen of Ice to embrace its fire.
That would link her motivations to both the Winter and Autumn Courts—but I still have no clue what they are. “We were concerned it might have something to do with Gensted—he’s the current monarch of the Autumn Fae. Maybe we need to look closer at that theory…”
Bojan smiles. “You’ll figure it out. You always do. Just like you always do the right thing. I’m proud of you for returning the druid tear.”
“It wasn’t ours,” I say.
“That didn’t stop Servis from taking it.” She hesitates, then rests her hand on my shoulder. “I’m proud of you,” she says, disappearing.
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Keltania
I wake up early the next morning and head to the kitchen. My hope is that I’m early enough to avoid everyone. Unfortunately, I’m not the only one with the thought.
I round the corner and nearly crash into Wren.
“Tania!” She backs away and forces a smile. Things between us are still a bit off, but to the Spring Fae’s credit, she’s been trying hard to move past it. “Up early.”
“Couldn’t sleep,” I say. “You?”
She sighs. “I haven’t been to sleep yet, actually.”
I quirk a brow.
“I suppose I’m feeling a bit nervous. Twitchy.”
“Worried about manifesting?”
“Since I’m not of royal blood…”
Right. She told us she and her brothers had to do some horrible things to take control of the Spring Fae after their monarchy died out. “Do you regret coming?”
“When Zana told me I might not get the magic, truthfully, I did.” She frowns. “It’s no secret that I put my people and their needs above everyone else. I know how that must look, that you don’t trust me, but my people—”
“It’s okay, I get it. And now?”
“Now… Now I just hope I’m able to help somehow. With or without magic—”
“Druid.” Three of Suveo’s guards march into the kitchen. “Our Lord would like to speak with you.”
I nod to Wren. “Good luck with your training today.”
She looks from me to the door, nodding hesitantly, and I follow Suveo’s guards. They lead me around the back path and to his quarters. The one at the front opens the door and steps aside with a sweeping gesture. “This way.”
I walk into the room and glance around. The only one here is the fourth guard. Not good. “Where’s Suveo?”
The other guards come inside and close the door. One positions himself in front of it while the other three flank me. “Did I say that Suveo wanted to speak with you?” the tallest says. He flashes me a wicked grin and bares his teeth.
“You did.”
“I meant to say that we would like to have a chat.”
Something isn’t right. I keep my stance relaxed and my voice even, but I stay on guard. “Did you want a tour of the estate?”
The one on my left leans closer. He stops just short of skimming his nose across my cheek. “You’re pretty friendly with that Autumn Court bastard. And you have a history with this Aphelian bitch. We think you and Autumn are working with her to bring down the other courts.”
“You realize that makes no sense, right? Why would I—”
The tallest gestures to my sword, and the guard on my right pulls it from the sheath. “Mighty fancy,” he says with feigned awe. “How sharp do you suppose it is?”
The one on my left takes the sword from his cohort and swings it around in an elaborate fashion. “Maybe we should test it out?” Pivoting, he brings his elbow up, jams it under my chin, then shoves me back against the wall. “Would you like to change your answer?”
“No.”
The wall I’ve built to keep Valen out slips, letting the link flood between us. His spike of concern is instant and so potent it makes me dizzy. I don’t technically need help, but the choices I have—the tools I’ve got to work with—are limited.
There are four of them, and they’ve got my weapon. There’s a dagger hidden in my boot and one at my belt, but I have no way to get to them. There’s magic—but unless I plan on killing them, tapping into Valen’s power isn’t an option. While I’ve learned better control over the link, honing in specifically on druid or Fae power is still spotty when Valen isn’t near. The magic manifests at random times, and it’s not worth the risk of exposing us.
The leader positions the tip of my blade at the hollow of my throat. “Confess your allegiance with Aphelian, and I’ll make it quick and painless.”
“And if I have nothing to confess?”
He shrugs and pushes the blade into my neck, and my heart hammers. A drop of moisture leaks down as the point punctures my skin. “Then I suppose I’ll just have to gut you for being a filthy human. Your kind has no place here—especially in a Fae court.”
“Not really your place to say, is it?” The drop of blood trickles down, seeping into the linen shirt beneath my leather cuirass. I stay as still as I can, willing my breathing to stay even. “I mean, you’re just a lowly soldier.”
He growls and pushes the blade in just a bit farther. I bite down on the inside of my cheek.
Suveo’s room, I send to Valen. He must have already been close, though, because seconds later, the door bursts open.
Valen stands in the doorway, with Wren a few feet behind him in the hall, looking murderous. His presence is all that I need to use Fae magic without giving us away. I concentrate on my blade—on the hand holding it. The Summer guard gasps and curses—but it’s not because I’ve frozen his arm. The entire room starts to shake.
“How dare you?” Wren says, pushing past Valen and entering the room. There’s a potted plant in the corner, on the windowsill. It’s tripled in size, sending a thorny shoot through the room to wrap around the guard’s arm.
The vine squeezes tighter, and the guard cries out.
“Tania, what are you doing?” Valen’s voice inside my head is low and dangerous. The link is heavy, clouded by fury.
It’s not me, Valen. I—I think it’s Wren!
“But the plants—”
Spring Fae have dominion over the earth. Druids, nature. They’re similar, but I promise you, this isn’t my doing. She’s manifesting!
“You are a guest here,” Wren seethes. “A representative of your Lord.”
The guards arm turns red—then purple. The sound of snapping fills the air as his fingers contort and twist.
“Bitch!” The guard who’d been standing by the door lunges at me—he thinks I’m the one controlling the plant. I pivot and lift my sword, bringing the hilt down across the side of his head as I move from his path. He grunts and stumbles to the floor.
“What is going on in here?” Suveo pushes his way in from the hall. He gasps. “Have you—”
Wren whirls on him, and the vine, previously wrapped around the guard’s withered arm, winds itself around Suveo’s neck. Her gaze is distant and her mouth slack. I’m not even sure she knows what she’s doing.
“How dare—” Suveo coughs, desperate for air, as he violently claws at the vine. Shaking, he lifts his hand toward Wren, and a sudden gust of wind hurls her backward. She crashes into several guards as they try to enter the room, cascading the small group into the hallway.
The vine around Suveo’s neck shrivels and falls away, and he doubles over, gasping for air.
“I don’t suppose you know anything about this, do you, Suveo?” Valen’s voice is eerily calm, his posture rigid. “Because I would hate to think you tried to kill one of my advisors. And my closest friend.”
“There’s just been an attempt on my life, Winter Lord. How dare you insinuate—”
Kopic and Celpin burst into the room. They take in the mess—Suveo, still trying to catch his breath while glaring at Valen—and Wren, on the floor in the hall, out cold. They peer through the doorway, then shoulder Suveo aside and draw their weapons.
“Wren and Suveo both just manifested their magic,” I say. “It got…messy.”
“Get them out of here,” Valen says quietly. I don’t like the stillness in the link. It’s not like him. “All of them.”
Celpin nods and rounds up the guards, ushering them all from the room. Suveo follows, continuing to scold his men. Whether he knew what they were up to or not remains to be seen—and does it even matter? He and Wren manifested. The only thing we should worry about at this point is getting them ready to fight.
“Are you all right?” Kopic pokes his head around Valen to look at me. “When you left with them, Wren came to find me, then went to look for Valen. I was concerned—”
Valen moves to the left, blocking Kopic from coming any farther into the room. “Leave,” he says quietly. “Please.”
“Valen, I—”
Without taking his eyes from me, he says, “You need to leave, Kopic. Now.”
“Of course.” Kopic bows at Valen and, with a fleeting glance at me, steps out.
Valen closes the door behind him.
“That wasn’t nice,” I say. The way he’s looking at me, his rigid stance and odd expression—it makes my heart thunder for some reason. “They saved my life.”
“No they didn’t.” He takes a step forward. “We both know that you could have destroyed those guards in a heartbeat.”
“Not without giving us away.”
“If you’re unwilling to use the magic at your disposal, then why would you go with them?” His tone mellows a bit, and his shoulders sag. “What the fuck were you planning to do if I hadn’t come?”
“But you did come.” Obviously, I would have killed them if I had to. If forced to choose between their lives and mine, the answer would have been easy. It also would have been messy. One dead Summer guard is bad—but four? It would have upended any chance we had for unity. Things with Suveo are tenuous as it is.
“Look at it this way.” I lean back against the dresser. “If you hadn’t come, if they’d killed me, then you’d have one less complication to worry about.” I mean it to be a joke. To lighten his mood.
It has the opposite effect.
“I understand that you’re human, Tania. That while we are very similar, there are key differences between us.” He takes another step toward me. “I know how you feel about me, but you seem to be confused.”
I groan. “We can’t keep having this conversation, Valen. It’s not going to change—”
“Do you have any idea what it would have meant if something had happened to you?”
“You’d get over it eventually.”
“It would destroy me!” He’s breathing hard as he takes another step toward me. There’s an odd look in his eyes. Not quite unhinged, but not exactly grounded, either. It’s mesmerizing. “You destroy me—”
In an instant, we’re tangled together and he’s grabbing my face, crushing his lips to mine. Desire, trust, longing, and love—more love than I thought it was possible to feel for someone—all bear down on me. It’s suffocating and it’s freeing, and if I die in this single moment, then every second of my life will have been worthwhile.
Our hands are everywhere. Lips, teeth, breath… By the time our clothes are in a pile on the floor, my mind is numb. I’m drunk on him, and the consequences of what we’re doing?
They’re far, far away…
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Valen
After we’ve finished, I tell Tania about my walk in the woods and the visit with Tree-Aphelian. How she offered to spare half the Winter Fae in exchange for Suria. How she confirmed what we’d suspected.
She listens, and as I finish getting dressed, she says, “We’ll figure it all out. Together.”
I reach over and wind my arms around her waist and throw us both back onto the bed. We hit the mattress, and the whole thing shakes. The situation outside this room is dire. But in here…in here we have a small, frozen space where I’m content to pretend everything is okay. It won’t last, but I want to hold on to it for as long as I can.
“I have something for you,” I say.
“Now?”
“Yeah. I found it in my mother’s things when we got back from Ventin. I thought you might like it.” My fingers dip into the pocket of my tunic, and I pull out a small silver ring. There are three green stones set in the band, flanked by rose-gold leaves.
I hold it out to her. She stares at it for a minute. “Valen, I—”
Shit. Humans have that ring custom. But that’s not how I mean it—is it?
“Don’t panic!” I take her hand and place the delicate ring in the center of her palm. “There are no strings attached to this. No expectations. It’s simply a gift for—for someone I love.”
She watches me, fingers slowly closing around the band. With a smile, she whispers, “Thank you.”
I move in closer to kiss her—but she stiffens and pulls away.
“Oh, eww…”
“Eww?” I unwind myself from her and sit up. “Way to shatter my ego.”
She rolls her eyes and gestures to the bed. “This is Suveo’s room! His bed…”
“Oh. Yeah, eww. I suppose we should leave, huh?” I roll away and slide to the edge of the bed as she stands. “We have to deal with Wren and Suveo, anyway.”
“If you thought he was a pain in the ass before…” She shakes her head.
“We’ll deal with it.” I grab her around the waist again. “I’m happy. In this moment, here with you, I’m happy.”
She rolls her eyes. “It doesn’t take much, does it? One good brash—”
I lean forward and rest my forehead against hers. “We will make this work. You believe me, right?”
There’s some hesitation, but more than that, I feel her determination. “I suppose we’ll have to, or you’ll never leave me alone…”
“That’s true.”
“But, Valen, it’s going to be complicated. It might not work out the exact way you’re hoping.”
“Meaning?”
“What just happened between us? It doesn’t mean anything has changed. We’re still at war, and the Fae still hate me. The danger of someone finding out that we’re linked is still as deadly as it was yesterday.”
…
“Do it again!” Wren says, clapping her hands. She’s bouncing up and down like a child. I can’t blame her. We’ve all gathered in the throne room—the other Fae monarchs and the council.
Gensted snaps his fingers with a flourish. An ember blazes to life, expanding and taking the form of a fiery, double-sided glaive. It blazes several times before evaporating. “Guess it’s going to take practice.”
Delkin asked Benj to shift and donate some of his scales. The estate tailor used them to craft a special set of leathers—fireproof—so the Autumn Lord won’t incinerate his clothing while he’s learning to gain control. Much to Wren’s dismay…
I glare at Suveo. The Summer Fae is in the far corner of the room, using his newly manifested magic to blow things around. Summer magic—sway over the weather—is rumored to be the most chaotic of the court powers. In the hands of someone like Suveo… He should be in chains.
“We have no real proof he knew what was happening. It’s entirely possible the guards acted on their own.”
You don’t believe that.
“No. I don’t… Still, we need him.”
I haven’t taken my eyes off Suveo since the Summer Lord came in. Word filtered through the estate about what happened with his guards. They’re currently in the catacombs, but everyone knows he had a hand in it. There’s just no way to prove it yet.
Do you think they’ll have enough time to learn control?
“A month? I don’t know…”
I updated everyone on the new information about Aphelian—not that it was much help. We’re still no closer to discovering the fire aspect of the prophecy.
“Do you really want me to answer that?” A rush of regret spills down the link. “Gensted seems to be doing better. And Wren is motivated.”
Wren is always motivated. Suveo?
“Suveo might learn fast so the others don’t make him look like a fool…”
She makes a good point.
Suveo says something to Wren. Whatever it is, it has the Spring monarch fuming. Instead of using her magic, she grabs one of the potted plants we brought in for her to practice with and hurls it at his head. He manages to deflect the projectile and sends a gust of wind in her direction. But his aim is horrible. It hits Gensted, knocking him to the ground.
“Ass!” Gensted climbs to his feet and lifts his hands. Tendrils of smoke curl upward, but instead of Suveo catching fire, a nearby table bursts into flame.
I sigh. Or they could just kill one another…
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Keltania
Kopic left a message for me that the council and other Fae leaders are meeting this morning to discuss everyone’s magic progression. I’m a little early, but that’s how I like it. Being the first to arrive allows me to survey the room—just in case.
Suria is sitting in the far corner, reading a book. There are two Winter Guards on the other side of the room, watching her like a hawk. She gives them a withering glare before smiling at me. “Morning! Are you here for my training?”
“Sadly, no. I’m here for a meeting.”
She closes her book and sticks her tongue out at the closest guard. He’s moved a few inches nearer. “Oh. Well, do you mind if I stay?”
What harm could it do? Suria already knows what’s going on, and we’re really only gathering to discuss everyone’s progress. “Um, I suppose it would be okay.”
Kopic walks in with Celpin and Guria. Wren and Suveo are right on their heels, with Gensted bringing up the rear.
“Where is everyone?” Suveo demands.
“It’s still early,” Kopic says. “I just spoke with Delkin. He’s on his way.”
Over the next few minutes, the rest of the council members arrive, Valen coming in last.
“The vines around the estate are getting thicker,” Valen says. “Aphelian’s beasts have been gathering on our borders. Magic or not, we’re almost out of time. How is everyone doing with their control?”
“What about the druids?” Wren glances from Valen to me. “You still have the power Servis stole, correct?”
“We won’t take their magic again,” Valen snaps. “That’s what started all this mess to begin with.”
Her mouth falls open, but she recovers quickly. “No. Of course not. I only meant that maybe Tania could use it. Release the magic so that it gets back to her people. Maybe—maybe they would help?”
“Too risky,” I say. “If I uncork the tear and return the magic, then Aphelian will be at full power.” The thought of that terrifies me. She’s so much stronger than the rest of us now. How bad would things get if she were to receive more of a boost?
“But what if you drank it?” Suria clasps her hands in front of her. She hesitates like she’s waiting for someone to scold her for speaking out, but no one does, so she continues. “You could take all the power into yourself, then, when the battle is over, give it back to your people.”
Drink it myself? I never considered that. I haven’t broken the tear because I don’t want Aphelian to grow stronger, but Suria has a point. If I drank it myself…
Zana studies her, then nods slowly. “While there’s no way to know for sure, that’s probably accurate.”
“And Aphelian?” Celpin asks. He eyes Suria with caution but also with awe.
Zana shrugs. “If Tania takes it in, then the magic is contained within her until she channels it back into the tear… No other druid will be able to access it.”
“That’s an immense amount of magic,” Valen says. “How do we know it’s safe?”
“It is druid magic. And Tania is a druid…” Zana says. Though she doesn’t seem one hundred percent sure, either. “There are obviously risks.”
That much power in one individual has the potential to do real damage… I shouldn’t even consider it unless we know it’s safe. But the advantage it could give us is monumental. Too significant to dismiss…
If it’s our only option, it might be worth the risk—no matter what the consequences are.
“The tear is volatile,” Valen grinds out. “This isn’t an option we can afford to entertain.”
Delkin rests a hand on his shoulder. A look passes between the two, and Valen deflates some.
“Personally, I think it’s a fine idea.” Suveo smiles. “Send one animal off to deal with the other. If they wipe each other out, then problem solved.”
Wren sighs. “Suveo, you’re not helping.”
“I’m capable of fighting.” He looks Wren and Gensted up and down, then scowls. “You two, on the other hand…”
Gensted advances on the Summer Lord. “I wonder how helpful you’ll be in a fight as a lump of charred flesh.”
Suveo draws himself up and puffs out his chest. “Are you threatening me?”
Gensted holds out his palm. A small flame bursts to life. “If you have to ask, then I’m not doing it right.”
“Your people live in mud huts. I’d wager you don’t do much right,” the Summer monarch says with a laugh.
Delkin gets between them, bracing a hand on either of their shoulders. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. Might I suggest everyone go to a separate corner of the estate and just work on their control.”
Everyone filters from the room except Delkin, Valen, and me. Suria stays, too, and I consider making her leave, but she’s the one who made the suggestion. I sigh and sag back against the wall. “That went well.”
“Forget Aphelian,” Valen says. “They’re going to kill each other long before she ever gets the chance.”
“Some bumps are to be expected.” Delkin clasps his hands behind his back and starts to pace. “It’s been a very long time since we all worked together. If it had gone smoothly, I would have been concerned.”
Valen snorts but says nothing.
“Let’s stay focused.” Delkin fixes his gaze on me. “What Suria suggested…”
“I was just trying to be helpful,” she says. Her posture is defensive, and she thrusts her chin out. “It’s more than the rest of them did.”
“And we appreciate that,” Delkin replies. “But I have to ask—what made you suggest that?”
Suria fixes him with an irritated glare. “Are you kidding? I’m a kid. Shouldn’t you be asking why you didn’t think of it first?”
Delkin’s eyes widen, and his mouth hangs open. After a moment, he chuckles. “I suppose she makes a point. Though I’m not convinced it’s the safest option.”
“Safe or not,” I say, “if it gives us an edge, then we should consider it.”
Valen shakes his head. “I don’t like it.”
I understand his hesitance. I feel the same. But at this point, it’s too dangerous not to take it under consideration. “It could give us the edge we need.”
Valen folds his arms and falls back against the wall. With a twist of his lips, he says, “There’s a ‘but’ in there…”
“It’s been dormant for centuries,” Delkin replies for me. “There’s no telling how the magic will react when it’s finally freed again.” He stops pacing and sinks into the nearest chair. “Druid magic is a different animal than Fae. Sadly, other than Aphelian, there’s no one alive who’s wielded that kind of power.”
“Then that’s our answer.” Valen pushes off the wall and claps his hands together, then gestures toward the door. “Decision made.”
“Except it’s not your decision to make,” Delkin says softly. He turns to me with a sympathetic gleam in his eyes. “This is Tania’s choice and hers alone. The greatest risk falls on her shoulders.”
“Bullshit. It falls on my shoulders, too. If it did anything to hurt you—”
Relax, Valen. Right now, it’s an option we’re entertaining. Nothing more.
He holds my gaze a few moments longer before turning toward Suria. “I believe Suria and I have a bit of training to do.”
Delkin nods and slips from the room in silence, while I linger, catching Valen’s gaze. Neither of us says a word, but there’s a heaviness in the link. A foreboding. I have a horrible feeling that the tear is going to be our last—our only—option. And I’m terrified of what it will do.
To him.
To us.
To me…
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Valen
“Finally going to work with me on my magic?” Suria asks once Tania and Delkin are gone. “About time.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been a little preoccupied…”
The stiffness of her shoulders eases just a bit, and the irritated twist of her lip settles. “I guess.”
I work with Suria for about an hour, trying to show her the methods I’ve adopted for control. She scoffs at each and every one—not that I can blame her. At her age, I felt the same way about someone telling me what to do.
“This is stupid!” she says with a huff.
“Maybe. But it will help. Trust me. If I’d had someone to show me this stuff when I was your age, my life would have been much easier.”
“You didn’t have anyone to help you?”
“I kept my magic hidden until, well, just recently. I was completely on my own.”
Her expression softens. “I was on my own, too. Back in Rotting Ledge, anyway. Before that—”
I rest a hand on her shoulder. She reminds me so much of myself. Where my mask was one of frivolity and laziness, Suria hides behind vitriol and aloofness. We’re cut from the same cloth—not that I intend to tell her that. She’d hate it.
“You really don’t remember anything before that?” I ask.
“No. Other than my parents—” She shakes her head, squares her shoulders. “But, whatever. I’m here now, and I’m going to master my magic.”
“Here. Try this…” I step back, then pause. There’s a noise in the distance. A faint rumbling that causes the floor to vibrate. “Do you hear that?”
“What do you—” Suria comes up beside me and tilts her head to the left. “Now I hear it. What do you think it is?” She moves to the window and gasps. “Oh my Gods!”
I rush to her side and peer across the courtyard. On the fringes of the estate grounds, a cloud of what looks like dust gathers. It churns and rotates and seems to be getting closer.
“What is that?”
Suria leans a bit closer to the window. There’s a soft breeze that ruffles her hair, and she smooths it back. “It doesn’t look good…”
Something shoots out from the cloud. A massive, undulating form. It lumbers forward, a substance that looks a lot like mud dripping from every limb.
“Move!” I grab her arm and drag her away from the window as the thing crashes through the glass. “Go! Go!” We sprint from the room.
In the distance, more glass shatters, and screams begin to echo through the estate. I skid to a stop, rounding the corner of the main house. There are Fae running everywhere. Parents grabbing their children, guards shouting and trying to corral the scared villagers—all while thorned branches with tips like bony fingers deliver more hulking monsters through the walls of the estate. One lands several feet from us. It tilts its misshapen head up and lets out a gurgling roar, black ooze spewing from its open maw.
“Valen!” Kopic charges across the foyer. “Thank Gods you’re okay.”
“Where is everyone? My father? Benj and Ander?” Tania…
“Ander and Daroose are helping the guards round up the villagers. Benj and your father were in the courtyard last I saw, trying to beat the beasts back.”
“The rest of the council?”
“They’re—”
A massive branch busts through the window and shoots between us. Kopic shoves Suria and me away and stumbles back, drawing his sword. A large black bulb drops to the floor, and a few seconds later, it twitches, growing huge and tearing open right before our eyes. Standing in its place is another snarling, living mass of mud. Kopic growls at the beast. A single swipe of his blade, and the thing is cleaved in two.
“—fine,” he says. “Safe. Everyone is safe. Suveo and Wren are with them. Gensted insisted on helping.”
“Tania?” It’s normal for me to ask about her. She’s a council member. A trusted advisor. A friend…
Kopic ducks as another creature charges. It makes a sloppy swipe for him, and he swings, taking off its arm first, then its head. The pieces fall to the floor with an audible plop. “I haven’t seen her.”
I nudge Suria in his direction. “Take her. See that she’s—”
“No!” Suria steps away, dodging an older Fae that barrels between us. “I can help!”
“Absolutely not. You’re too young to—”
She folds her arms and glares at me. “If you don’t let me come with you, I’ll just sneak away and try taking on the monsters myself. Then, if something happens to me, it’ll be your fault and you’ll have to die with the guilt of my death weighing on you.”
I stare at her. “Wh—what?”
Kopic shrugs. “Looks like she’s going with you, Valen.” With another swipe of his sword, he’s cut through another monster, and then he’s off and running in the other direction.
“Fine. Stay close!” I create an icy blade, and we move through the estate. There are injured Fae everywhere. Some are on the floor, sobbing, while others call out for loved ones.
I brought everyone here to keep them safe. The villagers—they’re my responsibility. All I’ve done is gather them together to make us easier to slaughter. This is a blatant breach of our deal. Aphelian isn’t playing by the rules anymore. She’s crossed the literal line of the estate gates. What is she playing at?
“Lord Valen! Please! Help us.” We race over to a woman clutching her small child. “Those…those things took my husband!”
“And my son,” another man cries. He stomps up beside us and shakes his fist. “Do something! Get them—” Another creature swings in through the broken window and wraps its dripping arms around him. “No!”
I drop my blade and grab him, desperate to keep the thing from dragging him away. “Stab it, Suria!”
She goes to work on the creature with a small knife one of the villagers left behind, blindly jabbing, but it’s no use. The thing shakes us both free and drags the man away, screaming.
“Gods…” Suria stumbles back. “He’s just gone.”
“Get away from the windows!” I sprint forward and drag Fae away from the walls to the center of the room. Suria does the same, though far gentler. Several Winter Guards come running, and I point to the small crowd still left. “Get them to safety. Somewhere on the lower levels of the estate, below ground, where there are no windows. Go!”
We set off again. If I know Tania, then she’s gone to the source. I start running, and Suria keeps up.
The closer we get to the courtyard, the bigger the chaos. I know that I’m on the right track when I see a trail of hacked branches and pools of viscous black fluid.
“Ugh.” Suria bends to inspect a bubbling puddle of mud. The momentary pause is just enough time for one of the beasts to come up behind her. It grabs her around the waist, letting out a bloodcurdling cry. She screams. “Valen!”
I grab for her, but the thing is already dragging her toward the woods. I run. But even as fast as I am, the monsters are faster. With each passing second, I’m losing ground. I push myself, breathing in deep, letting the cold overtake me. My shift is seamless, and in seconds, instead of racing along the snow on two legs, I’m sprinting gracefully on four. Covered in thick fur.
Suria fights like hell. The harder she struggles, the tighter the beast holds. She’s strong, but she’s inexperienced. She needs to channel her power through her arms. With them bound by the vines, she’s helpless.
By the time she’s been pulled almost to the property line, she’s stopped thrashing. She’s limply dangling in the beast’s arms. I fear the worst. Several additional monsters emerge, flanking the first. A growl builds in my throat, and I leap for the nearest one, landing on its back and ripping into it. Foul, viscous fluid fills my mouth, but I tear and shred, using my teeth to eviscerate the thing. A horrible sound fills the air—an unholy wail that’s followed by a growing pool of the monster’s thick black blood. I spit out a mouthful and run after Suria.
I take aim at the next one, leaping onto its back. Except this time, it anticipates my move and turns, opening its massive jaw. I try to jerk out of the way, but I’m too slow. Or the thing is too fast. Either way, a set of razor-sharp teeth clamps down on my neck.
Yelping, I thrash and free myself, dropping to the ground. A wave of dizziness overcomes me, and the beast lunges, but I recover enough of my senses to narrowly dance out of reach. Rebounding, I spring forward and tear into the thing. A leg. An arm. Its torso. Soon, it’s nothing more than a heap of viscous black sludge.
Shouts in the distance, toward the estate, tell me that the attack there hasn’t ceased. From my periphery, I catch glimpses of other creatures, other Fae, being dragged into the woods. If I don’t reach Suria before she gets to the property line, then I’m not sure I ever will.
I pick up the pace, pushing myself harder. The wound on my neck is bleeding. A lot. My vision swims, but I manage to maintain focus, speeding across the field. Less than a quarter mile from the tree line, I catch up to my prey. I jump, shifting in midair and recreating my icy sword. As I land, I plunge the blade down into the back of the closest monster. I drag it down, cleaving the thing in half, then move to the last. The one holding Suria.
I swing hard, lopping off one of its arms. For an instant, I’m worried that I nicked Suria, but there’s only black blood flowing down the creature’s torso.
“Valen…” Suria’s voice is weak, and her eyes flutter once before drifting closed again.
I swing the sword again—and miss. As I move in for another go, a vine darts from the monster’s back and winds itself around my ankle.
“Shit!”
It yanks my feet out from under me and hauls me into the air. The motion catches me off guard, and I fumble, letting go of my sword. It hits the ground, and the ice shatters. It’s a struggle, but I manage to reach up and grip the vine, willing out the cold. Nothing happens.
What the—
The beast roars, swinging me hard from left to right.
“I’m coming…”
“Tania!”
A shadow passes to my left. There’s a whisper of movement, a glint of steel. Seconds later, I crash to the ground, the monster’s hold on me broken and the wind knocked from my lungs.
“Why didn’t you freeze it?”
I tried. I’m tapped out. I think—I think I lost too much blood. Are you—
“On your feet,” Tania commands, cutting me off. “Go around to the right side. I’ll go left. We strike at the same time.”
I stumble upright and reform my sword. It takes far longer than it should and doesn’t seem nearly as sharp as usual. Tania’s already moving, weapon drawn. She’s covered in an even mixture of black fluid and blood. Her own, I realize. The more I concentrate, the more of her pain I feel. Broken ribs, countless bruises, and a significant knock to the head. Plus her entire neck is covered in blood from my wound.
Be careful.
“We both strike.” Her voice echoes inside my head. “Leave your blade in and position yourself to catch Suria. Run the instant you have her.”
The last remaining creature, the one clutching Suria, snarls and swipes at us with its free hand. We move as one, stalking to our respective sides, then pouncing the same instant. I plunge my sword into the left side while Tania stabs the right. I let go of my weapon and drop to the ground, positioning myself directly beneath Suria. As Tania predicted, the thing lets go, and Suria falls into my arms.
“Go!” Tania shouts. “Run!”
I readjust my hold on an unconscious Suria, exhausted muscles tense, and I look up one final time to find…
The creature has doubled in size.
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“Don’t just stare at the thing,” I shout at Valen. “Get moving!”
The creatures—golems—haven’t been seen in Derriga since the loss of druid magic. The fact that Aphelian can construct so many—and apparently so easily—makes me second guess our chances, even with the tear. Even with Suria…
The thing roars, thrashing wildly. My sword protrudes from the golem’s side, so I pull the dagger from my left boot. It’s not going to do much damage, but it’s better than nothing at all.
Valen turns and backs up a few steps but still doesn’t flee. “We both go. Together.”
He’s stubborn and won’t move until I do. I growl out my frustration and rush to where he stands, grabbing a handful of the back of his shirt and hauling him into motion. We might have stunned the beast, but it will recover. Quickly.
Move!
We race toward the estate. We’re almost there when my eyes start to water. My pace slows, and it becomes harder and harder to take a deep breath. I push myself as hard as I can, but it’s no use. My legs buckle.
“Tania, what’s wrong?” Valen’s face appears in front of me, the lines of it going in and out of focus. He sets Suria down—I think—and kneels in front of me. “Talk to me!”
It’s a struggle to suck in a mouthful of air. “I’m not sure.”
He tugs aside his tunic to reveal a nasty wound. “One of those things bit me. What are—”
“Golems,” I manage. “They’re not normally venomous, but we’re not playing by any set of rules anymore.”
“Maybe that’s why I can’t use my magic.”
It makes sense. It should pass quickly for him, but I’m human. The poison is going to hit me harder. “My belt. The ink…”
He fumbles for several seconds before cursing and yanking the belt clean off. Placing the pouch in my hand, he says, “Here.”
The small bag slips from my grasp, and when I try to pick it up, my fingers just won’t obey. “Healing sigil… I can’t hold it. You’ll have to—have to do it.”
“I’m not a druid. It won’t work for me.” His panic is like a white-hot bubble burning through my gut. I can’t shut it out, can’t concentrate.
“Valen, if I can use your magic, you can use mine.”
“But—”
“I—I know why you deny it.” The horizon dips violently, his face blurring. We’ve never spoken about it, but since the beginning, Valen has refused to use the druid power he has access to out of guilt. Guilt for not knowing it was there all those years, guilt for what Servis did—but he has nothing to feel guilty about. “And I—I appreciate the sentiment. But if any Fae deserves to use our magic—if anyone has earned the right—it’s you.”
“Tania—”
“Grab the ink…” It’s taking all my focus to stay conscious. “Tug my shirt to the side. Below my collarbone.” If he can’t do this, then I’m done for.
He tears open my pouch and dips two fingers into the ink. Pausing at my skin, he says, “Describe the sigil.”
He’s drifting in and out of focus, and my lips are starting to numb. “Semicircle… One long line through the center, another—another, smaller one in the center beneath it.”
He does as instructed. “What else?”
“Three dots…” I swallow, trying to push down an invisible lump in my throat. It’s getting hard to breathe.
“Three dots—Tania, where do they go? Stay with me.”
“Three dots. Single line below the—the bottom of the circle…”
His fingers clumsily jab my skin, and several moments later, the numbness begins to fade. I’m not one hundred percent—I’m still broken and bruised from my trip here—but it’s a definite improvement. I’m able to roll sideways and claw my way upright. “I think it’s working.”
“Good.” His whole body sags with relief. Then he grabs Suria and throws her over his shoulder. If the situation were less dire, he’d probably joke about being the big, sexy hero rescuing the damsel.
“Hurry,” he urges. “We need to get back to the estate.”
I nod to the golem. “That thing is going to recover. We need to get moving.”
He drops to the ground, laying his hand flat. There’s a flicker of frost at the golem’s feet but nothing more. Disappointed, he stands. “Definitely—because I’m useless right now.”
There was a time when he hated what he was. The power was nothing more than a hindrance. But he’s come to embrace it as a part of himself. The pain in his voice guts me.
I stand. “More fun for me,” I say as I yank my sword from the golem’s side and swing hard. Its head falls to the grass with a sickening thud. “Let’s get back to the estate.”
As we approach the house, it’s clear those who stayed behind had it just as bad. Thick, thorny vines twist and twitch, fighting to invade the estate through whatever opening they can find. Behind the main gate, Wren is on her knees, clutching one of the main plants. Several golems lay in pieces, a few feet away. Her eyes are closed, sweat beading at her brow, while Gensted stands nearby, burning the invaders back. He sees us coming and scorches a path, incinerating several remaining creatures and the vines they’ve created, allowing us to pass through.
There’s chaos everywhere, medical staff from the estate running in all directions. Many were lost. Dragged into the trees. There’s little hope Aphelian will hold them hostage when she’s made it clear there will be no mercy for the Winter Fae.
Suveo works with several of the guard to expel any remaining beasts while the rest evacuate anyone they can find, directing them to the caves behind the estate. It’s a temporary fix, but if it saves one life, then it’s worth it.
“That was too easy,” Valen says, sagging back against the wall.
“Easy?” Suveo snorts. Unlike the others, he refuses to wear leathers, insisting they’re beneath a monarch. His robes are shredded and covered in gore, and his left forearm is gashed. “Perhaps you need to reevaluate your definition of the word.”
“I just mean, what was the point?” Valen sags back against the wall. “We put up a valiant fight, but let’s face it—she could have easily wiped us out. She could have swooped in and been done with the whole thing.”
I bend and brace myself against my knees. The sigil Valen inked is still working, but it’s slower than normal. Maybe because he’s Fae or maybe because the injuries were severe—I don’t know. Either way, I’m still not at one hundred percent. Add that to the strength it’s been taking to shut him out, and I’m a mess. “She’s waiting for something. Whatever it is she’s really up to, she must not be ready yet.”
“What makes you say that?” Celpin comes up beside us and folds his arms. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me.
It’s not helping his opinion of me, but as I hobble away, I say, “That little display was her way of showing us she can get to us any time she wants. She told Valen outright she doesn’t care that we’ve gathered the other courts.”
If we don’t do something soon, despite the ground we’ve gained, she is going to win.
Between Wren and Gensted, all the vines on the house are destroyed and the last remaining golems felled, but more gather on the border. They don’t venture close, but stay there, waiting. Watching. The damage to the estate is devastating, and several wings have to be closed due to structural concerns, but still, it stands.
We still stand.
Back in my room, I clean up and change, pulling my old boots from the back of the closet. I lost one of the new ones. And that’s why I always wore the old ones. They were good luck.
I settle on the bed and relax, letting the healing sigil work. It helped the poison right away, but now it’s working on mending the rest of my injuries. I’m just starting to close my eyes and drift when there’s a knock at the door. “Come in.”
Valen slips inside. “Are you all right?” The end of the bed dips under his weight.
I immediately move to the chair across the room. The last time we were on a bed together, we lost ourselves.
“You’re okay, right?” I wave at him. The blacks and blues from the battle are already starting to fade. “That should answer your question.”
“Today could have been worse,” he says finally.
He reaches out to take my hand, but I jerk back and jump from the chair. “Don’t. No good can come from that.”
“From holding your hand?” He stands.
“From you touching me.” I shake off the haze that Valen’s presence inevitably evokes and square my shoulders.
He tilts his head to the left, to the broken window on the other side of the room. “I made my choice months ago, you know,” he says, his voice low and cool. Another step. “You can walk away. I know that it’s not the same for you. But from now until the day that I leave this world, you are mine.”
He freezes, eyes widening and mouth hanging agape.
I jump from the chair and stagger to the edge of the room. My heart has never hammered so fast. “Don’t fucking say that!”
“You are…mine,” he says again, this time more to himself than to me. “Fuck…”
He didn’t mean to say it out loud. It wouldn’t have mattered, though. Out loud. In his mind. Nothing would change the weight behind his words because he means them. He means them, and for a Fae, they’re a lifetime commitment.
“How—how the hell can you say that? Do you know what you’ve done?”
He blinks several times, like he’s still confused, still shocked that the words have slipped out.
“Take it back,” I say vehemently. It can’t be taken back, but I need the illusion right now. “Take it back now!”
“I…I can’t. You know that. I’m Fae, not human.” His sadness pierces me. “Humans can take things like this back. They do every day. But…but I cannot.”
I scream. It’s pained and angry, and tears roll down my cheeks. As I storm from the room, all I want is to hit something.
He’s right. I’m human. Unlike him, I have the ability to change my mind. I can walk away at any given moment.
And that’s what makes this whole thing cruel. It’s what makes the situation unfair. In the end, it will all rest on my shoulders.
Because I can turn away—and he cannot.
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During the battle, both Wren and Suveo gained a bit more control over their power. It’s a small win in the scheme of things, but it’s one we desperately need. While the cleanup and repairs begin, I head to the throne room to meet with the others. If Aphelian is waiting for something—if her plans aren’t quite ready to execute—then maybe the time to strike is now.
The rest of the council filters in, including Tania, who lingers by the door.
Her reaction to what I said was… Fuck.
I’ve claimed her. As far as my heart and soul is concerned, Tania is mine. Really, it happened months ago. Maybe even before we made it back from Ventin. I’m not sure why it surprised me to voice it out loud. Gods know it caught her off guard. Another Fae might have taken offense to her reaction, but I know her well enough to know why she was upset. This world doesn’t want us together.
Maybe it never will.
Gensted gestures to the shriveled pieces of vine and root that still litter the floor. “Since we’re clearly not working on a timeline anymore, what’s the next move?”
I’ve dragged them all here, and even though they’ve gotten something out of it, if they don’t live to bring it back to their courts, then what was the point?
Tania pushes off the wall and walks to the center of the room. “There’s only one option left. The tear. We fight druid magic with druid magic. If I drink the magic—”
“Then you become more powerful than Aphelian? I hardly think that’s any better.” Celpin jabs a finger at me. “Why not let Valen drink it? That’s what Servis did. It helped us win the war. It can help us win now. He can give it back when this is all over.”
Of all the things Celpin could have said, that’s the worst. Tania loathes what Aphelian has done, the thing that she’s become, but she’s made no secret of the fact that she also believes her former mentor was a victim when this all started. She might be a monster now, but she didn’t start that way. By suggesting I do the same thing Servis did…
Tania…
Her expression darkens. “You think that’s wise, considering that giving the tear to a Winter Fae is what got us all to this point to begin with?”
Several in the room gasp.
“Are you saying you don’t trust Lord Valen?” Celpin asks.
Guria makes a low tsking sound. “I’m sure that’s not what she means, Celpin.”
I don’t want the tear. Would never even think about suggesting it. But Celpin’s words sting because that’s almost how this feels.
Like she doesn’t trust me.
Tania blinks several times, then recovers. “I don’t trust what the tear would do to him. It could corrupt him. It could harm him.”
“It didn’t harm Servis,” Celpin supplies.
“And how do we know that? Maybe ingesting the power made him turn on her?” Tania looks at me for a moment before quickly turning away. “We can’t take that chance.”
“We can,” Celpin says. “I think it’s you who can’t.”
“Enough.” I step between them. “I want every available scout out there, looking for Aphelian. We need to know where she is. Now.”
“You know that I’m right. This is our best chance.”
We don’t know that.
“We do.” There’s a flicker of regret in the link, then a surge of determination. “I’m doing this, Valen. You can’t stop me.”
We’ve had to move Gensted to a new room four times due to him experimenting with his power. Curtains, rugs—the bed—he’s incinerated them all trying to practice on his own after hours. His determination is admirable, but if he doesn’t stop, he’s going to burn down what’s left of the estate.
There’s more room now. Most of the villagers have set up camp in the caves behind the estate. It’s more defensible, with one opening, and half the guard is stationed there. The other half is out looking for Aphelian. This leaves the monarchs and council as the only ones to defend the estate, but it’s the best I can do.
“I don’t think we’ll be completely useless in a fight.” Wren’s got a better grasp on her powers than Suveo and Gensted, but her control over the earth isn’t close to being at the offensive level we’d hoped. “But I don’t think we’ll be front-line material.”
Suria is beside me. “We still have Tania and the tear as a last resort. She can protect us.”
Gensted frowns while Wren casts her gaze downward. Suveo outwardly laughs. “Yes. Let’s trust one filthy druid to take down another druid. This Aphelian person raised her, right? I’m sure she’ll have no qualms about killing her.”
“Don’t talk about her like that,” Suria snaps. She glares at Suveo, even taking a step toward him. He only laughs harder.
I don’t bother telling them yet that Tania has already made up her mind. I hate it, and I’m fairly sure I don’t agree with her, but she’s right. The choice is hers. I just pray that choice doesn’t come with consequences we can’t bounce back from.
An hour later, Tania is in the garden. There’s a small rabbit at her feet and multiple birds perched all around her.
“What are they saying?”
“Same as always. The Fae smell.” She waves her hands and smiles, and the small animals scatter. Watching her with the animals makes me snicker, and I remember the first time it happened, on the way to Ventin. She once told me the druids were so connected with nature that they’d been able to transform into animals—something Aphelian could do. I wonder what Tania’s animal form would be?
I shake off the thought and clear my throat.
“I was hoping we could talk.” I pluck a single petal from the nearest rose. It’s ice blue with a silverish trim. Something that looks far too delicate for our harsh climate. Yet, it’s here, thriving. Kind of like us.
“About the tear.”
“I know you’ve made up your mind and there’s nothing I can say to stop you, but…” I grab her hand and tug her down onto the nearest bench. “Do you really believe that drinking it will contain the magic?”
“That’s the impression I’ve gotten. Obviously there’s no way to know for sure. It’s a gamble. But I’ve been poring through all the books you found. Judging by the way druid magic once worked, it stands to reason…”
“And when this is all done, you can set the magic free?”
She nods. “I’d have to. One druid wouldn’t be able to contain all that power for long. It would drive them mad.”
“How long?” This is what worries me. “I need to know this is safe for you.” What Bojan said about the tear is bouncing around in my mind. My father, too. If that magic is that wild, how can it be safe for her to take it all in?
“I wish I could answer that, Valen, but…”
“There’s no way to know.”
“We know Aphelian channeled the power from the land and put it into the tear, but I don’t imagine she held on to it that long. So…”
“I’m not comfortable with this.”
A small smile plays at the edges of her lips. “You’ve mentioned that…”
“But you’re strong. I trust you.” I don’t like it, but she needs to know I’m on her side. That I support her choice—despite not liking it.
“Thank you.”
“I don’t like asking you to do this.” It’s not the same thing as what Servis asked of Aphelian, but it feels…significant. Like it’s crossing a line there’s no coming back from.
“I’m offering, remember?” She stands. “I need to do this now. I was hoping you’d…”
“Stay with you?” I take her hand. The Fae think she’s controlling me, manipulating my actions. If someone were to see us, it would place more doubt on her credibility, jeopardize everything we’re trying to do. But she needs me, and I know she’s felt isolated lately. How can I not be there for her? Isn’t it worth the risk? “I would have insisted even if you hadn’t asked.”
“Of course you would.” She smiles. “Because you’re the pushiest bastard I’ve ever met.”
We walk into the estate, but instead of going toward our rooms, Tania heads down the stairs, into the catacombs.
We get to the bottom and each grab one of the burning torches on either side of the hall. As we go, the walls shift, doors disappearing as new corners emerge.
“Has it been down here the whole time?” I ask.
“I thought it would be the safest place.” She stops in front of a thick wooden door that’s appeared at the end of the hallway. There’s no handle and no lock. But after a moment, there’s a loud creak, and it opens with a subtle snap.
“Neat trick,” I say as she pushes it open and steps inside. I follow her in. Instead of a room, we’ve stepped into a lush forest. A few yards away, there’s a cluster of massive trees with hammocks hanging from their branches. Thick vines dotted with small white flowers wrap around every possible surface. “What the…”
“It’s Lunal.” She goes to one of the hammocks. Running her hand along the material, she says, “Well, a replica, anyway.”
I bend and pluck a handful of grass. The coolness of it, the texture between my fingers—it’s just like real grass. Smells like it, too. “How did it get here?”
Tania shrugs. “When I came down to bring the tear, it was just…here.”
“Bojan,” I say, smiling.
“I pulled it from the images Keltania had in her mind,” Bojan says, appearing behind us.
We both flinch and turn.
“Bojan…” I say. “I didn’t know you could do that.”
She shrugs, but her grin is mischievous. “You never asked.” Turning, she bows to Tania. “It’s an honor to finally meet you.”
Tania blinks. “Um…”
“Tania, this is Bojan, the spirit who—well, I guess she runs the catacombs.”
“I didn’t realize—”
Bojan laughs. “No one ever does.” She gestures to the hammock. “I kept it safe for you, child of nature.”
Tania reaches in and, a moment later, produces the tear. It’s a small, tear-shaped vial containing glimmering blue liquid. “I’d forgotten how beautiful it was,” she breathes.
“Are you setting the magic free, then?” Bojan beams.
“Not quite yet. We have to deal with Aphelian first,” Tania says.
“Tania is going to drink the tear,” I say.
She frowns. “That’s quite a bit of power for one being… Using it—and acting against Aphelian quickly—might be your only hope.”
“Can you think of a reason that she shouldn’t do it?” This is our last chance. There are thousands of souls on the line. We need to approach this with as many facts as we can.
“The magic inside that vial is extremely powerful. If I could offer a bit of advice… The druid tear contains concentrated magic.”
“Okay…”
“Taking in magic that concentrated, that potent, will have consequences. It’s been dormant for far too long, and druid magic has a life—a mind—of its own. Take care when it is released…”
“So there’s a chance it will harm her?” It takes all my willpower not to snatch the tear from Tania’s hands.
“Harm her? No.” Bojan quirks a brow and tilts her head, studying Tania. “It will recognize her as a druid. She’ll be safe. But it could change her.”
Tania glances down at the tear in her hand. She turns it over in her palm, running a thumb across the small, smooth surface. The liquid inside, as if sensing her, glows and churns. “What does that mean?”
“In the past, there have been connections between Fae and humans. All magical in nature, but none quite like yours. None that tethered two souls. That being said, there’s no way to know how the magic will react to that bond.” She frowns and looks away. “It may embrace it—or reject it. There’s a chance your link will be broken.”
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We bid Bojan goodbye and make our way back up to the main wing. There are guards posted, and they glare at me as we pass. Valen doesn’t notice this time. He’s too lost in his own mind. He’s worried. I am, too.
I slip into my room, and Valen follows, closing the door softly. “You know you don’t have to do this, right?” he asks as he sinks onto the edge of my bed. “We can find another way.”
“We already tried that,” I remind him. “I’m going to ask you just one question. Tell me the truth. Do you believe there’s a chance—a decent chance—that we’ll win if we go up against her as we are right now?”
Looking down, he shakes his head. Small tendrils of hair have escaped their bindings and flutter back and forth. “I…”
“Then I have to do this.” I don’t wait for him to answer. The truth is, if he tries to sway me, I might let him. I want to return the power to my people—but not like this. There are still too many unknowns. Too many variables. Too many things that could go horribly wrong.
Before I can second-guess myself, I pull the tear from my pocket, uncork it, and drain the vial dry. If this breaks our link, it’s worth it to save everyone.
“Tania!” Valen jumps from his seat and snatches the empty vial from my hand. “What did you just do?”
I swallow.
The liquid is cloyingly sweet and leaves an itching trail down my throat as it goes. Seconds later, it starts to burn. A series of violent coughs overtakes me, and I double over, gasping for air. My throat, my lungs—my entire chest—is on fire.
“Tania?” My head clouds, and Valen’s unfathomable panic floods me. “Tania, talk to me! What’s wrong?” Valen’s arms are around me, helping me to the edge of the bed. Everything swims for a moment, then evens out, the burning subsiding, leaving me oddly numb.
“I—I think I’m—I think I’m all right.” I flex my fingers, wiggling them one by one, then bend my arms, my legs… “Yeah. I’m fine.”
He kneels in front of me. “Are you sure?” He takes my hand, thumb resting over my pulse point. His hovering makes me dizzy. “Do you feel any different?”
Should I? I just swallowed half of all druid magic, yet I feel exactly as I did ten minutes ago. “I’m not sure how long it’s supposed to take.”
He frowns. “Let me find Zana.”
“She’s a Fae, Valen. She’s well versed in old-school Fae magic, but druid power? She probably knows what I do—which isn’t saying much.”
I close my eyes and concentrate on the small potted plant across the room. It’s a Dreadshade fungus. Valen gave it to me on our trip back from Ventin. I will the little plant to bloom. Several leaves grow a bit bigger, a tendril pokes out from the dirt, but other than that—which I’d been able to do before—there’s nothing.
“Is it possible the magic died in the tear?” A spike of worry filters down the link as he sags back against the wall. “What if it was contained too long?”
“I don’t think that’s possible. I think maybe I just need time.” Which, of course, we don’t have.
He doesn’t look convinced, but he stands. “I have to let the council know.”
“I figured.” I did this to protect the Winter Fae, after all. But in this moment, I’m keenly aware of the distrust most of them have for me. I can’t shake the way Celpin looked at me earlier. Or the way the guards glared as we passed. It’s all I can think about.
“You’ll be okay?” Valen asks.
“Sure. I’m heading out to check the warding.” I start toward the door, but Valen steps in front of me.
“Shouldn’t you stay here? Rest?”
“I’m not sick,” I say, laughing. I understand that he just wants what’s best for me and that he’s worried about weird side effects, but it’s annoying. “I’ll be fine.”
“We don’t know that. Maybe you should stay here. I can stay with you. We could—”
“Don’t you have to meet with Suria? You know, since the last session was interrupted? She’s going to bury the estate under an avalanche of snow if you don’t help her control her magic.”
“Good point. Just take it easy, okay?” He nods, and without another word, he heads off to find Suria.
I close the door behind him, sinking to the floor against it. There’s an odd sort of buzzing in my head. A constant hum radiating through each of my limbs. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. The buzzing changes, morphing into an indistinguishable whisper.
“Alike…power…calling…revenge.”
I force my eyes open and stare down at my hands. There’s a slightly green shimmer surrounding them. Like a halo of living energy enveloping each digit. It pulsates, then spreads to cover both hands. Over my wrists and up both arms.
Stumbling upright, I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands. The tear. The magic. This is just my body adjusting to it. My mind, my soul, remembering how the magic feels…
“Remembering…Destiny…love and betrayal…purpose…”
“Shit!” I focus, remembering the calming techniques they taught us in Lunal. It was one of the first lessons we learned. Each situation, every fight, requires a calm soul and a clear head. That’s all this is. Another fight, another situation. Stillness and calm are the only ways to get through.
After several moments, the feeling passes. My hands no longer hold the green hue, and my head is silent. I sit and unlace my boots, then crawl across the mattress, settling in the center of the bed and curling into a ball. As my eyes grow heavy and the room darkens, I think about Valen.
About the future he has before him.
About how I will never fit into it.
…
“Wake, Keltania.”
The voice is familiar. So is the scent. Jasmine and clover with the subtlest hint of sage. I open my eyes, and standing in front of me, at the edge of a rocky embankment, is Levina.
Aphelian.
I spread my legs and reach for my weapon—but find my sheath empty.
She laughs. It’s a sound I once found comforting. Now, though, it sends shivers of anger down my spine. It makes my heart thunder with rage and my fingers itch for vengeance.
“We cannot harm each other here,” she says.
“Here?” I look around. The landscape changes, morphing into a rocky platform with dark, stormy skies overhead. A burst of lightning illuminates the sky, followed by a thunderous boom. “Where is here?”
“The dream.” She circles me slowly. “The place between. Druids haven’t been able to access it in thousands of years. You, my dear, are the first. Well, aside from me, that is.”
“Did you bring me here?” I step back, ready for a fight. Just because she says we can’t harm each other here doesn’t mean I believe her. She’s lied to me my entire life. Nothing that comes out of her mouth is true.
“You brought yourself here,” she says. “Or, more specifically, the magic inside you brought you here. You drank the tear. I sense the power inside you.” She stops walking and tilts her head to the sky. There’s an odd sort of pitch in her voice. Sadness. “It’s not supposed to be like this…chaotic and unsettled. This place was once peaceful. Serene and beautiful. A paradise. Now look at it…”
“This is the tear’s fault?”
“There’s no fault, Keltania. Being here, on this plain, is as natural to a druid as breathing.”
“Fine.” I still don’t buy it, but I can play along. “Why did the magic bring me here?”
Her expression darkens. Gone is the cheerful, serene facade meant to put others at ease. “Because the magic knows it is destined for greater things.” She stomps her foot. Thorny black roots spring from the ground. They twist and pulsate, forming what resembles a throne. Aphelian sits. “Now that you’ve reclaimed our power, surely you must feel it? Surely you can empathize with my plight.”
My instinct is to deny it—we still don’t even know what she’s really up to—but…I can’t. I hate what she’s done. The lies and betrayal all in the name of some twisted plot. But I also know that she’s a product of Servis’s betrayal. Standing here with her, I can feel the love she had for him. It’s twisted inside her, turning into something dark and poisonous, but it’s there. I can taste the sting of his horrific actions. I sense the overwhelming guilt she felt for hundreds of years over losing her people’s magic to someone who had used her. These things have changed her. Darkened her mind and soul into the broken thing that stands before me.
Still, none of that excuses what she’s done.
What she still intends to do.
“Tell me what’s really going on.” I advance on her. “What are you planning?”
She smiles but says nothing.
“You’ve been playing this as revenge, but it’s not. Tell me what you’re really up to.”
“Your Fae asked me the same thing. And I’ll tell you what I told him—nothing.” She waves her hand, and a watery, semi-translucent image of Valen appears in the air between us. “Don’t you realize how much like Servis he is?”
I ball my fists, fingernails digging into my palms. “Valen is nothing like Servis.”
“Isn’t he?” She waves her hand again, and the image disappears. “Isn’t your situation similar to mine?”
I pity her. But I also pity myself because, deep down, I’ve been feeling it lately…the similarities. There are some—but it’s not the same. She feels justified in her anger. But she’s wrong.
“I’m sorry that Servis betrayed you, Aphelian. What happened to you—how he tricked you? I don’t blame you for being angry.”
She cocks her head to the side, eyes widening just a bit. “I’m angrier at myself than him. He was to be a means to an end—but I lost myself in him.”
“You—” She’d been trying to use Servis first?
“Despite how it started, my feelings for him were real. And he spat on them.”
I take a step toward her. “I get it. That would twist anyone into knots. But it’s over. It’s been over for thousands of years.”
“Over? This won’t be over until I’ve finished. And what happened with me and Servis is happening all over again with you.” She circles me, arms folded. “Open your eyes, child. Valen’s intentions might have started out noble. He might have even cared for you. But now? Now he sees you as Servis saw me. A tool to win his war. Except this is not a fight he can win.”
“You’re wrong.” I hate the unease that’s bubbling in my gut. The fact that she can make me doubt everything… “Servis looked at you and saw something to wield and control. He saw power to claim. Valen looks at me and sees an equal. A powerful ally.”
“Then why does he intend to use you and your newly rediscovered power to destroy me?”
“Taking the tear was my choice.”
“Was it?” She reaches out and traces the line of my chin, smiling sadly. “Was it really?”
“Please, Aphelian…Levina.” I take her hands. If she walks away now, then I can convince Valen to spare her life. I can keep our connection—at least in some small way. “I am asking you to let this go. If you ever loved me—if you ever cared for me at all—then stop whatever madness you have planned.”
“This was never something that could be stopped.” She weaves her fingers through mine. “Sweet child, I did care for you. I still do. And that is why I cannot stop what was put into motion so very long ago.”
What the hell does that mean?
Without another word, Aphelian fades, her form dissolving in a churning swirl of fog.
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Valen
“Focus, Suria.” The words come out sharper than I intend, but she’s so damn distracted.
“I’m trying,” she snaps, clenching her fists. A thin layer of frost coats her knuckles, and cold air wafts from her shoulders. “Maybe you’re just a shitty teacher.”
“Yeah?” I lean closer, my own hands icing over. “And maybe you’re just a shitty student.” Her hair is in her eyes. “Why don’t you put your hair up? It will be easier to see how badly you’re screwing up.”
“No.” Her eyes go wide, and I groan. “And you’re an ass!”
“Look, I’m sorry, okay?” I hold out my hand, and a small ball of snow forms. Curling my fingers around it, I hurl it at the side of the estate. It explodes in what’s usually a wholly satisfying thump, but I don’t find it as amusing right now. “I’m a little bit on edge.”
Suria deflates a little. “Because you’re fighting with your girlfriend?”
My head snaps up. “Huh?”
“Tania. You and she—”
I slap a hand over her mouth. “How the hell do you know that?”
She narrows her eyes, then pries my hand loose. “I’m young—not an idiot.”
“You can’t tell anyone.”
“Well, obviously.” She drops her gaze to her hands. “Is it because she’s human? Or are you ashamed?”
“Why would I be ashamed of her?”
“Not of her. Because of her.” She fixes me with a glance that somehow makes me feel so much smaller. “Let’s be honest. You’re a male. And the Winter Lord. It has to be a blow to your fragile ego that the person you’re with is stronger than you are.”
“I could never be ashamed—wait. You think Tania is stronger than me?”
Suria blinks several times, looking at me as though I’ve grown another head. “Isn’t she?”
“I—um—well—” I laugh. Nothing gets past this kid. Suddenly, I’m glad she’s here. Not because she might be a help during the battle—we still have reservations about involving her—but because I actually like having her around. She’s the younger sibling I always wanted. “Things between Tania and me are complicated.”
“Because everyone hates her?”
“They don’t trust her,” I correct.
“Isn’t that the same thing?” She stands and holds out her right hand. This time when she tries to create a weapon, she gets a bit farther than a simple stick. A longer piece of ice forms, curling into a half circle.
“I suppose it is.” I nod to the thing in her hand. “What are you trying to create?”
She glares at the curled icicle, then tosses it into the air. It crashes to the ground and shatters into several pieces. “Ugh. Like I said, I don’t remember much about my life before Rotting Ledge, but there was a man… I think he might have been my father. He—he taught me how to use a bow. I thought maybe I could… Never mind. It’s stupid.”
I pick up a piece of the broken ice and hand it back to her. “That’s not stupid. Not even a little. Try it again. Only, instead of thinking about the bow you’re trying to create, think about that man—about your father. Focus on that—on him.”
She rolls her eyes but takes a step back, gripping the broken piece of ice. After a moment, it elongates, curving back around. This time, the bow forms in its entirety, and she lets out a squeal of delight. “I did it!”
She holds the weapon up and takes aim, pulling at the string. It snaps, brittle pieces plinking to the ground.
Her expression sags, and she lets the rest of the icy weapon fall to the ground. “Sort of…”
“It’ll come. It takes time—and practice.”
“But we don’t have time.” She stomps her foot, and a puff of snow cascades all around us.
I rest a hand on her shoulder. She’s right, but I can’t tell her that. Instead, I smile. “I don’t believe that. That bow you just made? It took me years to create my first whole weapon.”
“Really?”
“Really.” I snap my fingers, and a cluster of snowflakes falls above our heads. “You’re doing so much better than I ever did, so keep the faith. Now…” I take a step back and rub my hands together. “Put your hair up and let’s get to the fun stuff.”
She shuffles, dropping her gaze and moving a bit farther away. “I’m fine the way I am.”
“Suria, you need to channel your magic through your hands—at least for now. Pinning your hair back would make that so much eas—”
“Stop asking, okay!” She hunches forward, shoulders taut and fists curled. Several tufts of frosty air rise from her fists. “I said I’m fine the way I am.”
We still don’t know anything about Suria’s past, but I’m starting to wonder if her inability to remember it is more of a choice than circumstance. This is the second time I’ve brought up her hair, and she’s furious. Does she have scars? Bruising? The idea that someone might have harmed her makes my blood boil. “Suria—”
The door behind us creaks open, and Celpin pokes his head in. “Might I have a word, Lo—Valen?”
I glance at Suria, who’s still standing, ready to pounce, and sigh. “Give me a minute, Suria?”
She says nothing, and I turn, following Celpin to the edge of the room.
“The council wants an update on the druid and the tear.”
“Tania is doing fine,” I say tightly. “She has it under control.”
“It would have been better controlled if you ingested the power.”
“We’ve been over this, Celpin.” I scrub a hand across my face and glance back at Suria. She’s still watching me, but now her expression is murderous.
Celpin and I continue to talk, and when I look back again, Suria is gone. In her place is a heaping pile of snow…



39
Keltania
I can’t shake the vision—if that’s what it was—of Aphelian or blot out the things she said. She’s trying to manipulate me. Shit, she’s been doing it my entire life. And on top of all that, I had a chance to find out what she was really up to and failed—mostly. I know that she’d originally been trying to use Servis…but for what? What could a druid have to gain from the Winter Lord?
Whatever she wanted from Servis is the key to all this. She wants justice for what happened to her, to the druids, but what’s happening now has been in play for over a thousand years. She said so herself. Discovering the parts of their story lost to history seems like the only thing that will save us at this point.
Everyone knows now that I drank from the tear, and we all gather again to discuss strategy. I should tell them what I’ve learned from Aphelian, but to do that, I’d have to confess about the visions. Knowing Valen, it will just make him panic more. He’ll push for me to purge the magic, and we’ll be right back to square one. The others will assume I’m conspiring with Aphelian. I could tell Delkin, and I’m tempted, but he would probably feel obligated to tell Valen.
For now…for now I’ll sit on it. It’s not like it’s given any insight that will help us. And it hasn’t harmed me.
The room is full of chatter, everyone arguing that their plan is best, but I find it hard to concentrate on any one person. There’s an itching sensation in the back of my neck, and that same buzzing noise—the one that filled my head when I was in my room—returns. The noises merge together, and my vision grows hazy.
The room fades…
When my vision clears, I’m back on the craggy cliff with Aphelian.
“Dull, isn’t it?” she says. “They like to go on and on and on… Fae are nothing if not enamored with their own voices.”
“What the fuck?” I spin, wobbling. I steady myself before going over the edge of the cliff. “I’m not asleep. How am I dreaming?”
She sighs and rolls her eyes, looking at me as though I’m seven again and have just been caught stealing cookies from the kitchen in Lunal. “I told you, it’s natural for druids to come here. When we need guidance or we’re stressed and upset…”
“I’m not stressed and upset.”
“So you agree completely with their desire to wipe me from the living realm? It doesn’t bother you at all?”
“How do you—”
She shrugs. “I have my ways.”
“I agree that you need to be stopped.” It might break my heart to say it, but the Levina I knew is gone. “You must answer for your crimes.”
“So dramatic…” She tsks. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but we’re connected. You made that happen when you ingested the tear. We, Keltania, are the only two druids in known history to have ever held this much of our people’s power. That power—which I channeled through myself and you swallowed—binds us together.”
“Fantastic.” I school my expression, but deep down? Deep down, I want that connection. I need it. Since leaving Lunal, I’ve been afloat. Lost. I can’t go back, and it seems I can’t move forward. There’s no place for me in either direction. I might despise the way this power connects us, but I also crave it.
And I hate myself for that.
Her amused expression fades, replaced by one of despair. She moves to stand in front of me and takes both my hands. “I know you hate me for lying to you. I understand, and I cannot blame you. I will never ask for your forgiveness. But you must know that when I say I only want the best for you, it’s true.”
“Then stop what you’re doing. Give up on this pointless war—or whatever it is you’re doing. Stand for your crimes, and maybe the Fae will take mercy on you.”
“Mercy?” She gives me a look of disappointment I feel in my soul, then sighs. “Didn’t we talk about this before?”
Shit, I’m losing her. Desperate to make this work, I say, “I’ll—I’ll come back to Lunal. I’ll do whatever it is you want.”
She smiles sadly. “You, my dear, are far too large for Lunal. I meant it when I said you were destined for glorious things.” The smile fades. Her grip on my hands tightens to a point where I bite my tongue to keep from crying out. “But bedding a filthy Fae is not one of them.”
I yank my hands from hers. “If my relationship with Valen bothers you so much, then break the link between us.” I only half mean it, but I’m curious what her response will be. She loathes the Fae. If she truly cared for me, why orchestrate me linking myself to one—especially if she knew there was no turning back?
“Being linked to that disgusting Fae was a necessary evil. I hated that you had to do it, but we had no other choice.”
“Necessary how? What was the point of forcing that bond?”
“If you had killed him in Ventin, none of this would be happening. There would be no bond—no confusion! You would know your place, and we would be done with all this.”
“If you ever truly believed I would have killed Valen for no reason—even if I didn’t care for him—then you never knew me at all, Levina.”
“It doesn’t matter at this point. You can’t kill him. Not anymore. But you can lock him away. Bring his essence to the Dream. Imprison him…”
She stares at me for a moment, her eyes full of venom. Gritting her teeth, she grabs my wrist, her grip cold like death. She starts to speak, but the words are hollow, garbled.
Everything spins. I choke back the vomit that rises in my throat as the landscape whirls and noise blasts all around me. Incoherent words. Screaming. Crying. It’s unbearable—until there’s nothing but silence.
Silence, until…
“Tania?”
I rub my eyes as the noise returns to the room. Valen is staring at me from across the cavernous space.
“What?” I ask casually.
Delkin frowns. “I asked if you’re all right. You seem…”
“I’m fine. Tired. Are we set?”
“Well, if by ‘set’ you mean we still haven’t come to an agreement,” Gensted says with a glower at Suveo. “Then, sure.”
“Maybe because you Fae can’t get out of your own damn way,” I snap.
Everyone stares at me. Gensted looks like I’ve stabbed him, his expression a mixture of shock and hurt. But the concern in Valen’s eyes is worst of all.
“I…” Goddess, what is wrong with me? “I’m sorry.”
“Yes. Well, we’ll reconvene after lunch. I think everyone needs a moment to cool off.”
Hesitantly, they all start to leave. There’s an exchange of insults between Gensted and Suveo as they exit the room. Valen gives me a questioning look—I still haven’t moved.
“Coming,” I say, but I’m in no hurry to catch up.
Everything Aphelian said to me has turned me into one raw nerve ready to snap. Deep down, I know that’s what she wants. She’s survived a long time and mastered the art of manipulation.
I’ve lived my entire life so sure of myself. Of my duty, my skill, my past… Then, later, of Valen. Now? I’m not confident in what I see or say. I don’t trust my own thoughts.
I don’t trust myself.
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Valen
“This morning went wonderfully, don’t you think?” Suveo claps as everyone returns to the throne room from their quick break.
Normally we meet in one of the other rooms, but I moved today’s chat to the throne room, where the tree still pokes from the ground. Everyone is at each other’s throats, and I hope the tree will serve as a reminder of what we’re up against. What the real threat truly is.
Suveo, Wren, and Gensted are standing in the center of the room, across from Celpin, Zana, and Guria. Suria is lingering again in the corner, pretending to read a book, but I know she’s listening to everything we say. I’m not sure why she’s so interested in these meetings and have chalked it up to childhood curiosity. Delkin paces from one end of the room to the other, stealing glances at Tania, who hasn’t ventured farther than just inside the door.
She’s been acting strangely today, but we haven’t gotten a chance to speak.
This is it. Our final decision on when—and how—to strike at Aphelian. While the scouts haven’t pinpointed her exact location, we have a general idea. Strange growth in the forest, odd disturbances in the wildlife… It’s not perfect, but it will have to be enough. If the others can’t come to a civilized agreement, then I’m prepared to do it for them.
I just hope it doesn’t come to that.
“Are you in a better mood now, druid?” Suveo flashes Tania a toothy grin. He’s still trying to bait her at every turn, and it’s grating on my nerves. I know we need him, but if he keeps this up, I may kill him myself.
Tania says nothing, and Daroose, who is standing beside her, growls at the Summer monarch. He sent word to the kelpies after the most recent attack and is hoping they arrive in time to help. Whatever Aphelian has planned, it won’t be a fair fight. While the other courts don’t have armies at their disposal like we do, I fear the Winter Guard won’t be enough. If the kelpies come to our aid, maybe it will cut back the loss of life.
There’s an odd sense of calm around Tania. A stillness that’s cold—so unlike her normal peace. This is…dead. Like there’s a piece of her missing. It’s as if something has been snuffed out.
“All ideas are on the table,” I say, glaring at Suveo.
“We’ve progressed,” Wren says. “We’re not at the level we need to be for a full defensive line, but we won’t be useless, either.”
Gensted looks to Tania. “How are you doing with the druid magic?”
She holds out her hand and clutches her fingers into a tight fist. When she slackens them, the tree, still growing from the center of the throne room, shudders. Everyone stumbles back as the floor shakes, and, as we all watch, the intrusive thing begins to shrink.
“I’d say I have a fair handle on it.” Her voice is flat, and there’s not even the smallest flicker of emotion in her eyes.
The tree continues to recede until it’s nothing more than a small stem poking from an obscenely large hole in the floor.
“Amazing,” Delkin says, coming up behind her. He places a hand on her shoulder, and I doubt he notices the way she stiffens. Maybe I’m reading too much into things. She’s raw. After everything that’s happened, all that we’ve been through, she’s on edge. We all are.
“There is only one way forward at this point.” Suveo flicks a finger in Tania’s direction. “The druid appears to have learned control, so the only thing to do now is use her. We attack.”
Use her. I bristle at his choice of words, but I have to keep my emotions in check.
“I don’t think it’s that simple.” I move to the center of the room, to the edge of the hole where the tree was.
“Sure it is,” he counters. “She’s here, and she’s powerful. Send her out to trample the enemy.”
“Tania is not a weapon,” I say firmly. “I have no intention of sending Tania in to fight Aphelian alone.”
Suveo snorts. “Why not? It’s what she was bred for, is it not? Protecting you?”
Guria and Zana gasp, while Gensted stands, primed to fight. The rest of the room falls eerily silent.
“Please,” Suveo scoffs. “Don’t act so scandalized. She’s a tool. Use her.”
I grit my teeth. If he says that one more time…
“Aphelian was a tool, too,” Tania says calmly. Too calmly. She takes a single step toward Suveo, and the entire room holds its breath. “Servis used her. Are you so eager to do it all over again? Make the same mistakes?”
He quirks a brow. “Are you saying you’re just like her?”
“I’m a druid,” she says, matter of fact. “And you’re a filthy Fae.”
Tania, what are you—
“How dare you!” Suveo spits.
She isn’t fazed. “A previous Winter Lord betrayed her trust. He used her. Yes, she’s horrible for the things she’s done. For the things she wants to do, but never forget…” She takes a step back and looks at each of us in turn. There’s sadness in her eyes, but more than that, there’s…fury. “She was innocent to begin with.”
Suveo rolls his eyes. “She’s attacked us outright. The poor, abused druid act doesn’t really fit anymore, does it?”
The room is utterly silent, and I should say something, but I can’t form actual words. Suveo’s not wrong.
“Aphelian wasn’t
innocent,” Tania says. “But had Servis not betrayed her, it’s possible we wouldn’t be here right now.”
“Perhaps having this meeting today was a mistake.” Delkin wedges himself between them. “Let’s meet again tomorrow—”
“No,” I say. “No. We’re done meeting. We’re done discussing and arguing and being indecisive. The damage that’s been done is extensive, and our people are cowering in the caves like animals. Start gathering the troops. Have the scouts see if they can narrow down Aphelian’s location further. This needs to end.”
Tania turns and storms from the room. I don’t care how it looks. I follow her out.
“Wait, Tania!”
She keeps walking, increasing her pace.
I rush ahead and step into her path. “Would you please just stop?”
She doesn’t answer, but at least she stops walking.
“What was that about?”
Her response is to open the link. The sudden anger that rushes over me makes it hard to concentrate. It’s thick and suffocating and poisonous, and I can taste it. Foul venom coats the inside of my mouth, streams down my throat. It makes it hard to take a deep breath, to swallow.
“I’m worried about you.” I take her hands, and though I can feel her wanting to pull away, she doesn’t. A small flicker of calm filters over me. It’s an ember I need to fan, to foster. Whatever is going on here has nothing to do with Tania and everything to do with that damn tear. “The magic is affecting you.”
A rush of irritation hits me, followed by a more subtle twinge of guilt. “It’s…a lot. But I’m handling it.”
I lean my head forward and rest it against hers. It’s dangerous. Anyone could see us—but I’m more concerned about her right now. “It’s too much for you, Tania. Channel it. Purge it and we’ll find another way—”
“Purge it?” Her expression twists, and there’s a bitter gleam in her eyes. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
I pull back. “What?”
“If I channel it back into the tear, then you can take it.” She pushes me away, rips her hands from mine, and staggers back.
“You know better.” I keep my tone as even as possible. My body is still. “I would never do that.”
“You…” There’s a flicker of rage in her eyes. It flares and dissolves, leaving a pool of bottomless agony. Whatever is going on, she’s aware of it. Aware but unable to rein it in. She shakes her head again. “Valen, I’m…I’m seeing her.”
“Her?”
“Aphelian. All the magic in the tear—it was inside her. She channeled it from the land, from our people, and took it in. That same magic is now inside me. It’s connecting us.”
I knew this was a bad idea. “She’s spoken to you?”
“Sort of.” She sighs. “Whatever this is—whatever she’s doing? It started a long time ago. She was out to get Servis before she even fell in love with him. Her plan goes that far back.”
“What?”
“She had an agenda. When she met him, she had this…plan. But the whole thing slipped away when she fell for him. So when he betrayed her…”
“She picked it all back up again.” I pull her close. “I don’t want to lose you over this. Whatever we need to do, we can do it together.”
She sags against me, and it’s clear how much of a toll this is taking on her. Tania is the definition of restraint. She would never condone this display out in the open, where anyone could happen upon us. “I don’t want to lose me, either.”
“We need to act.” Reluctantly, I pull away. “Whatever we’re going to do to take down Aphelian, we have to do it now. Maybe it doesn’t matter what she’s planning if we can take her out before she does it. If you have control over the magic, we need to move. We have a rough idea as to where she is, but maybe you could narrow it down? The sooner we take her down, the sooner—”
The breath is knocked from my lungs, and I grab the wall to keep from falling to the floor. The intensity of Tania’s rage is crushing. A rush of images swarms me. They’re too fast to process the small details, but the gist of them is me wielding Tania and the druid magic for my own means.
I recover enough to take one step toward her—
“No— Stop!” She throws up her hands to keep me from coming any closer. She shakes her head, eyes closed and breathing heavy. “I need to go.”
“Tania, please—”
I try to grab her arm, but she jerks away and narrows her eyes.
“I need to clear my head, Valen. I need to— Just let me be alone for a bit, okay? I don’t want to hurt you, and right now, the magic…it wants to make you bleed.”
“I’m on your side, Tania. Always.”
She shakes her head again. At me or herself, I’m not sure.
This is crushing her, and my instinct is to protect her. Shield her from it. But she’s right. She has to figure it out on her own.
“Go,” I say.
She doesn’t hesitate. And as she walks away, the link fades into nothingness, and I feel so much colder than I normally do.
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Keltania
I slip into my room and close the door. The air in my lungs is sludge, moving too slow, too thick. Every nerve in my body hums. Electric. Alive. Itching for vengeance… I need to get a hold on this.
In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.
I focus on each inhalation, on the simmering fury that’s not my own, and tamp it down. After several moments, I manage a clear breath and lift my head.
Someone knocks on the door.
I open the door to find Daroose leaning against the frame. He’s eating an apple, watching me with bored curiosity. Without waiting for an invitation, he shoulders me aside and walks into the room. “That squeaky little Fae is insufferable.” He plops back onto my bed and groans.
“Who?”
He waves a hand in the air above his head. “The mini-Lord frosty-balls.”
“Suria?”
He scrunches up his nose. “Do you know she intends to force them to stop making sweet cream pie and replace it with pudding? She’s evil wrapped in a tiny, unassuming package.”
“You seriously came in here to complain about food?” The buzzing returns, and a wave of dizziness washes over me. I settle on the bed and fight to stay upright.
He watches me for a moment. Taking a deep breath, he frowns. “You smell wrong.”
“What is it with you and smelling me?”
He doesn’t answer. Instead, he walks over to me and leans in close. “Something is definitely wrong with you.”
“Daroose, you think there’s always something—” There’s another knock on the door, and I let out a frustrated groan. “All I want is to be left alone to rest. Is that too much to ask?” I stalk across the room and yank open the door. Suria is in the hall. “What is it?”
“Ugh. It’s you.” Daroose crosses the room. “I have no desire to be around someone so despicable. Pudding is no substitute for tarts! I’m leaving.”
He pushes past her, leaving Suria standing there, open-mouthed. “What did I—”
“Nothing. You’ll get used to his dramatics after a while. Are you all right?”
“Oh,” she says. “Yes. Could I come in?”
I push the door open a bit farther and step aside.
She walks in but doesn’t go far. “I know. About you and Valen, I mean. I know…”
“There is no me and Valen,” I say, keeping my tone as even as possible. There can’t be any proof. Denying it is the way to go.
Suria shifts from one foot to the other. She drops her gaze for a moment, and when she looks up again, her cheeks are bright red. “He…he told me, Tania. Valen told me.”
“He told you what, exactly?”
“I know the two of you are together.”
And just like that, it all comes crashing down. “Okay…”
My first instinct is to reach out to him and demand to know why the hell he told her. She’s a child! He shouldn’t be involving her—or anyone else—in something like this. But I refrain. Daroose is right. Something is up with me. The tear is messing with my head. If I speak to Valen now, I’m liable to say something I don’t mean. I nearly took his head off in the hall earlier. And the way I’m acting toward Suria…
I sigh. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be sharp. Things are just—”
“Chaotic?” She ventures farther and sits on the edge of my bed, dragging my pillow into her lap. Hugging it close, she says, “I know you don’t want me to because I’m young, but I…I want to fight. I want to help. I’m ready, but…I’m also kind of scared.”
I sit beside her. She never told us her age, but she can’t be more than fourteen or so. How can we let her help with this? How can we put her at risk? “It’s normal to be scared,” I say. “I’d worry if you weren’t… Is that what you wanted to talk about?”
“No, I…” She hesitates, then tosses the pillow over her shoulder, shifting so that we’re face to face. “I appreciate everything Valen has done for me. He’s really helped with my magic. But…I felt like I needed to tell you…”
“What did you hear?”
She drops her gaze to the floor. “I think Valen’s going to ask you for something, and he doesn’t believe you’ll say yes.” She straightens her shoulders and stands tall. “At first I was angry…but I think it might be a good idea. I know that you care about him. About the Winter Lands. I wanted you to know before he comes to talk to you.”
She’s sweet. I imagine that to her, the forbidden relationship between Valen and me is nothing short of a romantic tale—that we’ll ride off into the sunset together when this is all over.
I take her hand and squeeze, offering a reassuring smile. “Valen knows that I’ll do anything for him.” I’m aware that it comes off a bit too emotional, but I don’t care. My head is starting to hurt, and my vision is growing hazy. All I want to do is sleep. To quiet the buzzing. To silence the anger. To forget about all of this.
“Then you would agree to let him siphon your magic?”
The room goes cold. “What?”
“If he siphons it, adds it to his own, he can take Aphelian down. That’s what he told Celpin. Then he can keep you safe!”
She’s wrong. She must have misunderstood what she heard. “Valen would never ask me to do that.”
“He told Celpin we need this, Tania. We were training, and Celpin came in. He asked how you were doing, and they started talking… If the Fae see him as a hero, it will unite them all.” She smiles. “Of course, I’m sure he’d return it all as soon as he’s beaten her. You know you can trust him.” Her cheeks flush. “You two are in love!”
The buzzing grows louder, and Aphelian’s visage appears in the corner. “I told you.”
“This is a trick,” I shout at her.
Suria thinks I’m talking to her, though, and violently shakes her head. She stumbles off the bed, tripping over my boots. “I swear it’s not. I would never—”
Aphelian frowns. “You’re the only one who can see me, talk to me. The magic connects us, Keltania. How can I trick you…?”
“You’re trying to—”
“Please, Tania,” Suria begs. She’s crying now, backing herself toward the door. “Don’t be angry at me! Or Valen. He doesn’t know I came here to talk to you. Please don’t tell him. He’ll be so mad at me… He just wants to do what’s right for the Winter Fae!”
The words echo inside my head. Over and over and over. I hear Valen speaking them. I see the Fae cursing me.
“Ahhh!” I thrust both hands out, toward Suria. Thick vines crack through the floor. They wrap around her small body and shove her through the wall, into the hallway. She screams and encases herself in ice just before crashing into the stone. The protective barrier around her cracks and falls, shattering into a million tiny pieces.
“Tania! Don’t, please!” Suria climbs to her feet. She’s pale and shaking.
She’s a child. I just tried to harm a child! How could I— Stop. I need to stop. But it’s like there’s something stronger propelling me into action. I’m feeding off Aphelian’s hate for the Fae.
I focus on the vines, telling them to grab Suria. They do as I command, except she’s faster than I anticipate and dodges, then freezes them.
“Tania, stop!”
Footsteps pound the floor, and I’m aware for the first time of the large crowd of villagers at the end of the hall. Seconds later, several Winter Guards burst through the throng, followed by Valen.
“Stop!” he bellows. He grabs the nearest guard and hauls him back with impressive force as the group draws their weapons. “Everyone, stop!”
One of the vines latches onto Suria’s leg. It winds halfway up to her knee, then stops. “Valen,” she whimpers. “Help me…”
The guards advance several steps, but Valen grabs another, hauling him back. “I said stop! I will handle this.”
The guard looks like he wants to argue, but one glance at his Winter Lord and he shuts his mouth and steps back into the crowd. Valen advances slowly, his eyes on me.
“Talk to me, Tania. Tell me what’s going on.”
I want to answer him. To tell him to take me down before I do something there’s no coming back from. Before I hurt Suria. Hurt him. But the words won’t come. I can’t push them past my lips. I can’t move or think or feel…
He motions to Suria. “Come to me.” When she hesitates, he nods. “It’s okay. Come to me. She won’t hurt you. She’s…she’s not well.”
“There’s something wrong with her. We were just talking about magic…”
“I know.” His voice is calm. Controlled. “I’ll take care of it.”
In my mind, he says, “I know this isn’t you. I know you don’t want to hurt her. Just breathe, Tania. Focus on my voice. Let me be your stillness like you are mine.”
The words are meant to soothe. I’ve done it for him countless times when he’s been on the verge of losing control and caving to the spark of darkness inside. But my spark of darkness is just too strong. It’s vast and bottomless, and I can’t see the light.
I can’t separate myself from it.
You…you intend to use me. The tear—
“I never wanted you to take in all that magic. You know that. I know you do.”
The buzzing gets louder. From the corner of my eye, I see Suria crossing between Valen and me. She stops in the center, a few feet from me. “You can trust us, Tania. We’re your friends. We just want to help you. Then you can help us defeat Aphelian.”
“Suria,” Valen warns. “Ignore her. Listen to me. Focus on me.”
The druid magic is—
“It’s fucking with your head. We need to take down Aphelian so we can pull it out of you.”
The buzzing…
Aphelian’s manipulations…
It’s too much. Everything clouds over, and I scream.
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The ground rumbles, and debris litters the floor. Tania screams and throws her hands into the air.
“Valen!” Suria rushes to my side to steady me as I almost topple over, both of us ducking a chunk of the estate wall.
“Go! Get out of here. Now!” I shove her toward the waiting, open arms of the nearest guard.
She catches herself and dances out of his reach as he makes a grab for her. “I won’t leave you!”
“You will! I can reach her. I’ll fix this.”
She hesitates, then nods and rushes down the hall.
“Go,” I yell to the rest of them.
The four remaining guards hold their ground as Kopic pushes past them. “Valen, what’s—”
A hulking vine bursts from Tania’s room, barrels between us, and knocks Kopic and me apart. It looks like Dreadshade—the fungus I gave her during our trip to Ventin. Except now, it’s massive and especially thorny. I catch myself on the wall, but Kopic isn’t as lucky. He crashes to the ground and stays there, unmoving.
I whirl on Tania. “Tania, hear me!” I roar and point to Kopic. “Look around. Look what you’re doing. Kopic is your friend!”
She says nothing, but when her gaze drifts to Kopic’s still form, there’s a glimmer of recognition. It’s there and gone in an instant.
The remaining guards all fall in line to block her, but she snaps her fingers. That’s it. A single snap. Vines surge from beneath their feet, twisting, winding, and rooting them all in place.
Tania waves a hand, and a wall of lush vegetation bursts from the floor, creating an impenetrable wall. Screams erupt on the other side, and chaos ensues.
I place my hand against the greenery, and it turns to ice. With one kick, the wall shatters and I’m rushing forward. I reach Tania just as she gets to the end of the hall.
“Stop!” I skid to a halt and brace my hand against the ground to keep from teetering over. Tania turns, staring at me like she’s never seen my face before. The magic has her now. She’s in there—but it’s in control. “I know you can see me. You can hear me. You have to…”
“I hear you,” she says. But it isn’t her voice. Not really. There’s an odd sort of rumble to it. An echo that shimmers with power. She tilts her head to the right, studying me. “Do you have something to say?”
Come back to me. I send it out through the link. I release every bit of emotion I have for her. The good, the frustrated, the unchanging. It hits a wall.
Tania laughs. It’s a cruel sound that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand at attention. It’s wrong and it’s alien, and in this moment, I hate myself for ever giving her the tear.
“Don’t let the magic poison you like it did Aphelian.”
“The magic didn’t poison Aphelian,” she says. “Servis did. Destiny did.”
“Destiny? What the hell are you talking about?” I take a single step toward her, shaking my head. “I’m not Servis, and you are not Aphelian. She’s trying to convince you that I want to use you, but that’s a lie.”
She tilts her head to the left. “So you don’t want me to destroy Aphelian?”
“What I want is for us to work together to stop Aphelian.”
“By killing her.”
Another step. “If you can come up with another way, then we don’t have to kill her. I just know that we need to stop her before she hurts anyone else. That’s what you want, too.”
“You think you know what I want?”
“I do.” You want me just like I want you. You want this to all work out. You want them to accept you. I don’t know if she can hear me anymore, but I’m desperate. Please, Tania. Purge the druid magic. Put it back into the tear, and I can—
Tania’s expression hardens, and what little light is left in her eyes goes out. She lets out an otherworldly scream. “I am not yours to use!” She spreads her arms, and a thunderous rumble rolls through the estate. “I am not a weapon for you to wield.”
“Wait—” The floor splits. Pieces of plaster and tile rocket in every direction, some crashing harmlessly down the hall, others embedding in the wall. Several pierce my leather, slicing into flesh. I bite down hard to keep from screaming.
“I am not yours.”
I face her, holding her gaze. It’s risky, but I don’t care. “You are mine, just like I am yours.”
Several seconds of eerie silence pass. Tania watches me, and for an instant, an insane second, I’m sure I’ve reached her. Some of the feeling returns from the link, and there’s a spark in her eyes. But as quickly as it arrives—just like before—it’s gone.
The rumbling returns, this time accompanied by more thick offshoots from the Dreadshade. They wind around my legs, squeezing, and I curse. The razor-sharp thorns embed themselves in my calves, my thighs, my hips… They only begin to slow when every inch of me is engulfed, save for my head.
Tania closes the distance and comes to stand in front of me. “Do you still think that I am yours?”
“No,” I rasp out. The vines have stopped, but they’re wrapped tight around my torso. Getting a full lungful of air is impossible. “I don’t think that you’re mine.”
She smiles.
“I know that you are.”
She lets out a howl, and the Dreadshade tightens. Slowly, it begins squeezing until it feels like everything in my body is going to pop. “Tania— Don’t— Ahh!” The involuntary scream that escapes my lips echoes through the hall.
It catches her off guard.
The Dreadshade stops squeezing, and though it doesn’t loosen, it stops progressing. I’m able to draw several shallow breaths. “You don’t—don’t want to do—do this.” Everything hurts, but none of it compares to the blankness in her eyes. The lack of humanity there. “If you keep—keep this up, you’re going—going to kill me—and kill yourself.”
The color drains from her face, and she steps back. Turning on her heel, she pivots and jumps through the window across the hall. Moments later, the Dreadshade shrinks back, retreating to her room, and I collapse to the floor, coughing.
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I don’t stop running until I’m far from the estate. Bracing my hands against my knees, I greedily suck in air until my heart rate evens and the sweat on the back of my neck begins to cool. The hatred I felt in those final moments at the estate still burns through my veins, but beneath that, there’s horror. Horror over what I did to Suria. To Kopic. Disbelief that I came so close to killing Valen with…
The Dreadshade…
The thorns…
There was terror in his eyes…
I wander through the night, not entirely sure why, but walking with purpose. Each step, though the horizon is unfamiliar, is deliberate. When I reach the mouth of a massive cave and find Aphelian sitting on the ground in front of it, I understand. She led me here.
“I knew you would come.” It’s her this time. Not an apparition or dream. This is Aphelian in the flesh. Levina.
“Tania, please come back.” Valen has been in my head since I fled the estate. He hasn’t given up on me despite the chaos and blood that I spilled.
Despite the fact that I hurt him with a gift he’d given me…
I drop to my knees a few feet from her, bending over and burying my head in my hands. “Kill me,” I beg. I sound pathetic, weak… I was raised to be fearless. To be strong. But this is too much. This isn’t what I’m meant for. I betrayed the person I care about most. That act of treachery is the biggest sin a druid can commit. I’m not sure I can live with it. His begging? I can’t quiet that. “Kill me or make it stop. I can’t listen to his voice anymore. His pleading is too much. I can’t—”
She stands and rests a hand on top of my head. In an instant, Valen’s voice fades and doesn’t return. I’m lighter. Free. My head snaps up.
“Did—did you break the link?” The idea is a cooling balm for the rawness in my chest, yet it also tears me open. Part of me loves Valen more than anything in this world. But the other part, the part that’s absorbed Aphelian’s tear…it hates him. It’s sickened by his voice, by his pleading. It wants to make him bleed, and it hates that I walked away from that.
“When I told you it was impossible for me to break the link, I wasn’t lying,” she says. “The only way to end it would have been back in Ventin, before I…changed you.”
“You mean if I’d killed him.”
“Yes.” She offers a sad smile. “You may not have broken the tear, but when you ingested it, you connected us. That connection allows me to draw on a small bit of the power. With it, I am strong enough to mute him—as you mute yourself to him. But do not push too hard. The wall is precarious.”
I nod, climb to my feet, and venture several steps into the cave. “Why am I here?”
“You came because you know that I’m right. You know that we’re connected and that we share a common goal. We have a purpose.”
The tear might be drawing me to her, but in my gut I still know who she is. What she is. “Has every single word out of your mouth been a lie?”
“On the contrary, everything I said to you was true. Levina is my name—though not my first one. Levina and Aphelian’s lives are the same. They both had daughters, and they both—”
“Your daughter.” I snort. “And what would she say if she could see you like this? What would she say about this bloody revenge you’re so damn insistent on?”
“My daughter would agree with all of it. I lost her because of this! Because of a Fae.” She grabs me by the throat, and my vision blurs…
I’m not in the scene but watching. Floating, weightless, formless. A carriage passes in front of me, making its way up a long, winding hill toward a towering castle. Suddenly, I’m inside. In a room with Aphelian and a hulking Fae.
“I do not love you, Avastad,” she says, turning away. “I will never love you.”
Avastad…Gensted’s father. The former Autumn monarch.
“Then don’t love me.” He grabs her and spins her toward him. “Hate me.”
She growls and kisses him, and the scene fades, brightening to the small interior of what looks like the room of an inn. Aphelian, on the floor, cries out in pain as she delivers her daughter, Lily Rose.
Aphelian’s eyes shine as tears slip down her cheeks. Her grip on my neck loosens. I pull away from her and stumble back. Understanding washes over me. Avastad…
“Your daughter… She was—”
“Half Autumn Fae. And I lost her because of that.” She paces back and forth by the cave entrance. She’s anxious, her control slipping. “You were right. It’s not just the Winter Fae I hate. It’s all of them. They all need to be culled from this world. It was Avastad’s Fae who destroyed Harabin, not Servis’s. He found out about Lily Rose, that I’d hid her there. He destroyed the town to purge her from this world. Because he viewed her as an abomination.”
My stomach twists. I don’t want to feel anything for her, but I do. “He’s long dead,” I say. “They all are.”
She stops pacing and pins me with a deadly glare. “You still defend them?”
“You’re going to kill thousands of innocent Fae. The damage you’ve done—”
“None of them are innocent. He’s been lying to you this entire time.”
“He hasn’t—”
“Ask him,” she insists. She stalks closer to me. A tear slips down her cheek, glistening in the dim light of the cave. “Ask him to tell you the truth about my daughter.”
“What truth?”
In all my life, I’d never seen Levina cry. The fury that I feel for her cools. She’s broken. Bitter and twisted and lost. She reaches for my hand, and I let her take it…
A cloaked woman carrying an infant steals through the night. She comes to a cave—this cave—and ducks inside.
“We will meet again someday, my love. And when that day comes, we will make them all pay for this.” She kisses the child and places it in a small basket. Stepping back, she whispers something, and thick vegetation springs from the ground, engulfing the infant.
Time passes. Days. Months. Years. Decades. Centuries. The seasons change at dizzying speed, and the horizon rots, but the inside of the cave, the plants surrounding the child, all remain lush and intact until…
Levina, as I’d known her, walks into the cave. With a stony expression, she holds a hand out, and the thick overgrowth shrinks back to reveal the baby, untouched by time or decay. Picking the child up, she smiles. “I will train you, and I will teach you, and when you are strong enough, we will topple the Fae together as we were meant to.”
Another dizzying rush, and I’m in the fields of Lunal. In the distance, I see Levina overseeing a sparring match. My cousin, Alainya—and me. I can’t be more than nine or ten in this memory. The pride I see in Levina’s eyes turns my stomach.
I drop her hand—
“No!” Back to the present, to reality, I shove her hard enough to throw myself off balance. “You’re fucking with my head. Trying to twist me into a weapon the same way you say that Valen is.”
“I brought you to Lunal and used a sigil to make everyone think your mother left you with us. I renamed you Keltania—after my mother—and raised you as the fiercest warrior I’ve ever known.”
“It’s impossible… I am not your—” My heart hammers erratically, and I swallow, but the air has turned solid, wedged in my throat.
“No human can survive Fae magic, Keltania. I only had you link yourself to Valen because I knew you would survive it—”
“But I almost didn’t—”
“—because you are half Fae. Avastad, the Autumn Lord, was your father.”
“No…” I shake my head, unable to process it all. “It’s not possible…”
“When you were a child, I locked your Fae side to keep you hidden from him. In Ventin, to allow you to survive the power, I released it. Now here you are…my daughter…in love with a filthy Fae. Repeating my mistakes…”
I slide down the far wall and settle on the ground. “It’s impossible,” I say again. Because there’s no way. This is another one of her tricks. “That would make me almost a thousand years old.”
She sighs, regarding me with pity. The look makes me nearly vomit. “You are nineteen,” she says. “When I brought you into this cave, I used a sigil that placed you in stasis. You were born on the fall equinox, the same as that bastard’s son.”
That bastard’s son… Gensted. In an instant, it’s all so clear. The connection I’ve felt with him since we met. “Gen is my brother.”
“He’s your half brother,” she clarifies. She touches my forehead, then nods as if confirming something. “Your precious Fae knows about Lily Rose. He knows and kept it from you. He was afraid if you found out about my daughter, you wouldn’t hurt me.”
“Valen wouldn’t have kept that from me.”
“Ask him. Use your bond and ask him if he knew my daughter survived the massacre of Harabin.”
The moment I focus on the bond, Aphelian drops the wall, and Valen’s voice bursts through. “—sleep or eat. Please. Tania, answer me. I just need to know that you’re all right.”
Valen.
“Tania! Gods, are you hurt? Where are you?”
Did you know? Did you keep it from me?
“Did I keep what from you?”
Did you know Aphelian’s daughter, Lily Rose, didn’t die in Harabin?
Several moments of silence pass before Valen says, “I can explain.”
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Tania? I’ve been trying to reach her since she left last night. Now, I finally get through and she asks me a question about Aphelian’s long-dead daughter?
Why does that matter? With everything going on, the fate of a young druid child who is long gone by now seems unimportant.
I— Yes, she survived—but why—
“We need to talk. Meet me at the edge of the forest at dawn.”
Why dawn? I know there’s no way I’ll be able to concentrate on anything until she’s back home, safe. Come now. I’ll meet you.
“Dawn.” The link goes dead again.
I keep trying, but when I only get silence, I go to find Gensted. He and Tania have gotten close, and he’s been worried sick. He should at least know that I’ve heard from her. But instead of him, I find Delkin in the hall outside the main wing.
“Valen.” His expression falls. “I am truly sorry this has all fallen on you. What can I do to help you?” He positions himself in the center of the hall, blocking my escape.
“Take back the throne?” I’m not serious. Not really. But it’s comforting to ask at the very least.
The smile he offers is sad. “I wish it were that easy, my son.”
“What’s so hard about it?” I stalk from one end of the room to the other. “You’re a far better monarch than I’ll ever be. Take it back. Everyone here loves you. It’ll be seamless.”
“No, it wouldn’t. The people know you. They trust you. Look at all you’ve done for them so far…”
All I’ve done is put them in danger. How can he not see that?
“I thought all our problems would be solved if the others manifested. They did, and now things seem even more complicated than before.” I lean back against the wall and sink to the floor. It’s un-monarch-like. Tania would scold me mercilessly. But, for a moment, I just want to be me. Lazy, forgetful, and selfish. Aimless. What I wouldn’t give to just sit in the cellar and drink my way through the estate wine. “I don’t want this, Father.”
He settles in front of me. Something pained flashes through his eyes. “That’s the first time you’ve called me father.”
“Is it?”
He nods. “It’s stupid, considering all the other things going on, but it makes me happy to hear it.”
I lean my head back and close my eyes. It’s hard to believe that things were simpler when Tania and I were on the road, fighting to survive the harsh wilds while trekking to Ventin. Happily free from the prying eyes of the estate while looking for the other courts… If I’d known then what I do now, would I have done anything differently?
No. Probably not. “It makes me happy to say it.”
“Mori would be so proud of you.”
I snort. “She’d be proud of me for wanting to abandon the Winter Lands so I could be happy instead of responsible?”
“She would be proud of you because despite wanting to do that, you won’t.”
“Only because Tania is a better person than me. She’d never allow it.”
“You two complement each other perfectly. I see myself and Mori in you two.”
I stare at him. In this moment, I’m a child desperate for my parents to swoop in and fix this disaster. “How the hell do I fix this?”
“I wish I had advice to give you, but I don’t.” He stands and helps me to my feet. “All I can say is that I know you will make the right choices—whatever they are.”
With a nod, he turns and leaves, and I continue, wandering aimlessly. When I turn the corner before the courtyard, I run into Suveo.
“Valen,” he says. “Good evening.”
“Suveo.” I try to keep walking, in no mood for his bullshit, but he steps in front of me.
“I trust you’ve seen the error of your ways?”
“Excuse me?”
“Trusting the human. My sources tell me she’s joined forces with your enemy.”
“Your sources?”
“I had one of my guards follow her trail after she fled the estate. He found her with Aphelian, to the west of here.” He shakes his head and frowns. “His orders were to kill Aphelian, but alas, the chance never safely presented itself. However, I’ve had my men report to Celpin. We now know where the druid is—and we shouldn’t waste any more time. Let’s kill them both and be done with this.”
I wedge my elbow beneath his neck and shove him to the wall. “Remind me again why I shouldn’t kill you?”
Suveo laughs. “Is that any way to treat a guest?”
“You’ve been nothing but trouble since you arrived.” I slam him against the wall. “Now you dare seek out our enemy without consulting the rest of us? I brought you here to work with us—as a team.”
“Careful, Valen.” He clucks his tongue. “Someone might think the loss of your pet is clouding your judgment.”
A blast of air knocks me back. Suveo pushes off the wall and straightens his robes. I grab for the dagger on my belt. Tania insisted I carry one. I argued that making my own weapons from ice was simpler, but she countered that it didn’t hurt to have a backup. In this moment, I’m grateful—though I doubt she’d approve of me using it on Suveo.
Or, maybe she would…
Suveo snaps his fingers, and a small tornado forms between us. “Oops. Seems like I have more control over my new magical abilities than previously stated.”
The funnel knocks me back, this time pinning me to the wall across from him. He crosses to where I am and grabs me around the neck as the small tornado dissipates. “Let me be clear on my position here. I will honor my part of the deal and help you battle Aphelian. But your human bitch is not part of the arrangement. The next time I see her? I will kill her.”
I try for hours to sleep before giving up and pacing the room. Shifting and roaming the woods always clears my mind, but even that seems too risky right now. Tania attacked me. While it wasn’t her—not really—I can’t shake the look of fury in her eyes or the rage pulsing through our link. She’s the calm one. Levelheaded and steady. For the tear to have affected her this way… Gods.
I don’t know if you can hear me. Maybe you can and you’re just not answering. Maybe Aphelian did something to block me out. Either way, I need to say a few things.
I wait, just in case, but there’s nothing but eerie silence.
This whole thing is a mess. I know that. I also know I contributed to it. We agreed that being together right now wasn’t the right thing to do. We were wrong. Do you hear me, Tania? We were fucking wrong. We deserve to be happy. It doesn’t matter what else is going on around us. It all comes second to that.
We’ve been divided since coming back from Ventin. Purposefully keeping our distance from each other, dimming the damn link…all it’s done is make us weaker. I know you think it was the right thing to do, but it wouldn’t have gotten this bad if we’d just stood together.
As soon as you come back, that’s what we’re going to do. Stand together. Because that’s the only way we’re going to win this war.
As dawn approaches, I shift and slip from the estate to meet Tania. I’m tempted to tell Kopic what’s going on, or, Gods help me, Gensted, but I decide against it on the small chance they try to talk me out of going. Or insist on going with me. I need to do this alone.
As I near the clearing, I feel that Tania’s already there. I don’t see her, though.
“Valen.”
I stop in the center of the clearing and shift back into Fae form. Where are you?
No answer.
Please. Whatever is going on, we’ll fix it.
“Will we?”
I spin in a slow circle, scanning the trees. An owl, a few deer on the ground—but no sign of Tania. Then again, I wouldn’t see her unless she wanted me to, even with our bond.
This isn’t you talking. It’s the tear. The power… It’s Aphelian whispering in your ear.
“Maybe I’m just like her…”
How could she even think that? You are nothing like her.
“I’m more like her than you want to admit. But I think you already know that.”
To my left, the bushes move, and a moment later, Tania emerges. Everything in me wants to rush to her side, but I have to tread carefully.
She comes into the clearing and stops a few feet from where I’m standing. “You lied to me.” The fury in her voice makes me cringe.
“I’ve never lied to you.” She’s the one person I’ve never felt I needed to lie to. She might disagree with things I do, but Tania has never, ever judged me.
At her sides, both fists ball tight. “What about Aphelian’s daughter?”
“That wasn’t a lie. It was an omission—one I didn’t think was important.”
“You didn’t think it was important?” The venom in her tone makes my stomach twist in knots. While she can have a temper at times, Tania is the most even person—Fae or human—that I’ve ever met. “She—”
“Forget about her.” I move toward her, but she tenses and I freeze. I’m so afraid to do something that might set her off. I need to be careful because I fear I’ll only get one chance to reach her. “Forget Aphelian. Focus on you. On me. On what we’re trying to do for the Fae.”
“The Fae? They took everything. Aphelian had a purpose. A destiny.”
“What Servis did—”
“He destroyed her. He made her forget… Just as you’re trying to do to me.”
“Made her forget what?” I hold up both hands and take a step back. “What is she trying to do, Tania?”
“I…” A glimmer of hesitation seeps into the link.
“I’m trying to save people,” I say. “None of this has to end in bloodshed. If she’d just walk away, forget—”
“Why should she forget?” Tania advances a few steps. “Why should she have to forgive when it’s happening all over again?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Have you heard anything I’ve said? You’re using me the same way Servis used her.”
“Have you heard me? I told you I would never do that!”
“No? So you don’t plan to wield me and the druid magic as a tool to wipe out your enemy?”
“My enemy? She’s your enemy, too. Tania, what—”
“She’s a druid. She’s my people. We’re…connected. I belong with her. I— We have a…a job to do.”
“Tania…” I’m losing her. “I’m not your enemy. You have to fight this. Focus. What job? What is it Aphelian is trying to do?”
“Job? I…I don’t know. She’s…manipulating me…” Her expression softens, and her posture sags just a bit. “You love me…”
“I do.”
“And you would never hurt me?”
There’s a glimmer of the Tania I know. I chase it. “I can’t promise I won’t ever do something by accident, but I would never hurt you deliberately. I love you.”
For an instant, I think I’ve gotten her back. Her expression softens, and there’s even the smallest hint of a smile. But it’s gone as quickly as it comes, and her brows furrow. She tilts her head. “And if I chose to stand with Aphelian?”
My blood runs cold. “What?”
“If I chose not to work against her. What would you do if I said that I didn’t want to use the druid magic to stop her?”
“Do you hear what you’re saying?” I can’t keep the frustration from my voice.
“That’s where your love stops, then?”
My mouth goes dry. “If I don’t do something, Aphelian will kill thousands of innocent Fae. I can’t stop her without your help.”
Tania, the real Tania, would tell me the lives of the people are far greater than one. I’ve been so insistent that she’s wrong. That to me, she’s the only one who matters.
I’ve been wrong.
I love her. I will always love her. And because of the man she’s made me, I can’t sacrifice the many for the one.
It makes me sick to my stomach, but I say, “I love you. You know that I do. But if you’re not with me on this, then you’re against me.”
She nods. “That was all I needed.”
There’s something sad in her eyes, but beneath it, there’s a darkness that just doesn’t belong. Instead of walking away, she screams. The sound is primal and fierce, and I’m more focused on it than what it potentially means.
The ground shakes, and trees break through the earth all around us. Their limbs grow and stretch, trapping me in here with her. I meant what I said to her. I will never intentionally harm her.
But that doesn’t mean I won’t defend myself.
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Keltania
The fury ebbs and flows, and with each breath, my perspective changes. In an instant, I go from hating Valen and everything that he stands for to despising myself for allowing this to take hold over me. But it’s too strong.
My body chills, and I take a step back as the earth a few feet from me turns white. Ice crackles, creeping outward and up the trunks of the trees until each and every branch is encased. A second later, the entire thing shatters.
“Stop this!” Valen hollers. There’s an edge to his voice that wasn’t there moments ago.
He has a sword now. One made of ice, held together by his magic. I could tap into it. Fight fire with fire—or ice with ice—but I hold myself back.
The effort it takes to keep from killing him threatens to crush me. Another scream rips from my throat.
“Please, Tania. Come back to me.”
“My head…” I drop to my knees and thread my fingers through my hair. My thoughts are chaos, swirling between Aphelian’s memories and mine. Between her hate of the Fae and my love for Valen. “I can’t sort any of it out.”
“I know.” He pulls me close and wraps his arms around me. “I know you’re hurting. But we’ll figure it out.”
I focus on his voice, on the feel of him close, and reach out to the link between us. But no matter how hard I try, it remains muddled and far away. There are whispers of it now and then, but the power surging through me from the tear drowns it out. I choke back a sob.
“This has gone too far.” He stands and helps me to my feet. “We have to channel that magic out of you. Now.”
He keeps talking, but the sound of his voice is drowned out by a thunderous hum inside my head. Aphelian’s voice booms, “There! I told you. He’s trying to take back our magic. He can’t have you more powerful than he is. He’ll never be able to contain you!”
“No…”
“Tania?” Valen drops to the ground in front of me. “Stay with me—”
I grip his arms, desperate to stay anchored yet furious at the idea of losing the magic.
“Let’s get you home. Zana will know what to do about the magic.”
I rip myself from his grasp and stumble away. “You will not take our magic again!”
“What—”
I draw the blade at my belt—one of the knives he gave me when we first returned to the estate—and I lunge. Crashing into him, I knock us both to the ground, positioning the blade at his throat. “We won’t let you steal our power again.”
“I’m not stealing anything, Tania.” His voice is soft. Soothing. Yet it doesn’t quite reach the part of me that’s numb. “Think about it. I already have access to that magic, through our bond. I could use it as readily as you use Winter magic. But do I?”
I press the blade a hair closer. A single bead of blood trails down his neck, as well as my own, sharp and wet. Our bond…yes. We share everything. Injuries, emotions, thoughts—and magic.
“I haven’t touched the druid magic unless it was life or death. Because it isn’t mine to wield. It’s yours, and I would never steal it from you. You deserve it. Your people deserve it. I want nothing more than to see it returned to them.” He lets his head fall back and allows his body to go slack. “I know there’s a storm brewing inside your head. I know you’re confused.”
“Arrgg! Fight back!” I demand, at the same time praying he doesn’t. “Fight, dammit!”
“No,” he says simply. “If I can’t convince you of my intentions with words, with a voice you know deep down that you can trust, I won’t resort to violence. Not with you.”
I laugh. It’s me—yet it’s not. “We’ve spent months planning an attack on Aphelian, and now you’re suddenly a pacifist?”
“Not at all. This courtesy only extends to you.” He spreads his arms out across the ground. Like he’s offering himself up as a sacrifice. “Do it. If you need me dead to quiet that screaming in your head—if you think that will solve the problem—then I won’t stop you. Destroy us both.”
“You—” I shake my head to clear away the haze. If I kill him, then I kill myself. “You’re trying to trick me!”
“I’m not. I’m sure. Of myself. Of you.”
What are you waiting for? Drag him into the Dream. Imprison him forever…
…Wake up! You love this Fae!
I drop the blade and scramble backward on my ass in the snow.
Valen breathes out sharply, then stands and starts toward me.
“No!” I hold up my hand. “Stop! Don’t come closer. I don’t know if I can—”
He ignores me, closing the distance between us and hauling me to my feet. Before my brain can even register what he’s doing, he kisses me.
We’re not far from the estate when I slow my pace. Valen offered to shift and carry me back, but I refused, wanting to take my time. I still don’t trust myself. The magic is angry, and Aphelian, wherever she is right now, knows that I’ve left her.
“Bringing me back to the estate is a bad idea,” I tell Valen. What if she’s angry I abandoned her? Her response to that betrayal could be far more devastating than anything we can imagine. “I’m dangerous. Aphelian is still connected to me through our magic.”
“I told you, I trust you.” His confidence, his trust, floods the link.
“Then you’re a fool,” I snap. The parts of me poisoned by the magic rebel. How am I going to keep this contained? How will I keep them safe…from me? I sigh and shake my head. “Sorry… I—”
He slows, taking my hand. “I know this isn’t ideal, but we’ll get through it.”
“Whatever she’s doing, she believes it’s her destiny.” Anger, righteous fire, pain, and an insatiable greed for justice. The magic squirms, furious that I’m ignoring its purpose—my purpose? Aphelian’s…? I don’t know anymore. All I know is that it’s a constant fight to stay in control, but I intend to do it. For Valen.
He squeezes my hand, threading his fingers through mine.
Despite a part of me wanting to rip my hand away, I tighten my grip on his. We’re almost back. He’s the key to my control. He’ll keep me grounded if I can focus on us, on our bond.
“They’re not going to be happy to see me,” I say, stopping to lean back against a tree. I can see one of the estate’s peaks over the hill. “What happened is going to undo what little trust there was.”
“Forget what they think. They don’t matter.”
“They do,” I insist. “And Suria, after what happened—”
“Suria knows it wasn’t really you doing those things. She knows it was the magic.”
I snort. “Well, I guess now she’ll be pretty damn vocal about not letting you do it.”
“Do what?”
“Siphon the magic and use it yourself?” The magic churns at the mention of it. I breathe in deep, tamp it down.
“Why would she think I’d do that?”
“That’s what set me off, Valen. When she came in to talk to me. She said she wanted to give me a heads-up. That she overheard you talking to Celpin about asking me if you could take the magic for a short time.” I sigh. “I was confused and angry. I thought—”
“Tania, I never said that. Not to Celpin or anyone else.”
He…what? “Then where would she get that idea from?”
“Maybe she misunderstood something? Got the wrong idea? She was glaring at me…” He rolls his eyes. “Celpin and I did talk about the tear, but I never said I wanted the magic.”
A chill skitters up my spine, and it’s got nothing to do with the snow. “Why did you tell her? About us?”
He stares at me. “Has the magic fried your brain?”
“You didn’t tell her…”
“Of course not. I mean, she does know about us, but she figured that out on her own.” He rolls his eyes. “She’s a pretty smart kid. If an idiot like Gensted can figure it out, I shouldn’t have been surprised when she did.”
“But she said…” That odd feeling I got when she first appeared in Rotting Ledge… The way she looked at me. My gut insisted something was off, but I ignored it. Suria has powerful magic, and finding her was the win we needed in that moment. Too big a win…
Goddess. How had I missed it?
“We have to go!”
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For the first time, Tania allows me to shift and carry her the rest of the way to the estate. She doesn’t tell me why, but whatever it is has her leaping from my back and charging past the Winter Guards as they try to block her entrance.
“Back off! Let her in!” We race past Gensted and Suveo, then Celpin and Benj in the courtyard. When we approach Delkin, Tania says, “Where’s Suria?”
He’s confused but covers it well. “She’s in the garden. With Zana.”
“Shit!” Tania changes course and starts to run, and Delkin and I follow. When she reaches the garden, she grabs a very shocked Suria, carefully pinning her arms behind her back.
Zana staggers back and gasps. “Oh my Gods! What—”
Suria cries out, struggling in vain against Tania’s grip. “Valen! Help me!”
Without a word, Tania leans in, then breathes in deep. Closing her eyes, she stays like that, still as death. After a moment, she opens her eyes and tugs aside the collar of Suria’s leathers and pulls her hair back. There, on the back of her neck, is a dark symbol.
I bend to get a closer look. It appears to be a tattoo of some kind. This is why she resisted putting her hair up? To hide this? What is that?
“When I first met her…something felt off. I ignored it at the time—” Tania bristles. A spike of fury radiates through the link, then dissipates. “Then, when you told me you never said any of those things, I started to think.”
And? I don’t like where this is going.
She turns back to a still-struggling Suria and bends down to get a closer look. Her face turns ashen, and she straightens to help Suria to her feet.
“Valen! Help me, please!” Suria is crying, trying in vain to twist out of Tania’s grip. A second later, Celpin and Kopic rush in.
Celpin looks from Suria to Tania—and then to me. His face is bright red as he draws his sword. “What the—”
“Let’s get her out of here first. I don’t want to scare her.” Tania glances at me, then gently guides Suria to Kopic. “Take her back to her room.”
Celpin wedges himself between them. Pointing to Tania, he shouts, “Guards! Take her!”
“Back down,” I say sharply.
Celpin’s eyes go wide, but he does as I command.
“Post several guards outside her room.” I take Suria’s hand. “For your protection. Don’t worry. Everything is fine.”
Suria nods, sniffling, then follows Kopic from the garden.
Once he’s sure they’re gone, Celpin jabs a finger at Tania. “I demand to know what’s going on.” His face is red, and he’s coiled and ready to strike. “She tried to kill you. Now she’s back and giving orders?”
“Tania took in half the druid magic in an attempt to save our asses,” I snap. “Including yours. Side effects are not her fault.”
“Trying to kill the monarch of the Winter Lands and the child in his care is a side effect?” Celpin’s mouth hangs open. “Surely you aren’t proposing—”
“Suria’s being controlled,” Tania interrupts.
“Controlled?” A sick feeling rises in my gut.
“The mark on her back is a sigil. A very, very old one. The poor kid has been Aphelian’s puppet all along.”
“Blasphemy!” Celpin grunts. He curls his fists tight and takes a menacing step toward her.
Tania turns to him and, with her usual calm, says, “Think about it. The way we found her—when we needed it most?” She looks at me. “It was after we tapped into the druid magic to create that wall for Wren’s people. She knew where we were…where we were headed.”
When something is too good to be true…
“What do we do? Suggestions?”
Running a hand through his hair, Delkin sighs. “If what Tania says is true, then we have to keep Suria contained. At least for now.”
“We can’t do that.” If possible, Celpin’s face grows even redder. “She’s a child. Treating her as a common criminal—”
“Celpin’s right.” All eyes flash to Tania. “We should let her out. First of all, she’s suffered enough. Second, it might be to our benefit…”
“What?” Delkin and I say in unison.
“She only knows that I’ve accused her of something. She doesn’t understand what.”
“If she’s truly what you say she is—”
“That’s just it,” Tania says. “Suria is completely unaware that Aphelian has been using her. She may feel compelled to say and do things, but my guess is that she doesn’t know why. She’s completely innocent.”
Delkin smiles. For the first time since he entered the garden, he seems to relax. “And we could use that to our advantage…”
Tania grins. “Exactly.”
Ah. Now I get it. “We feed her false information.”
Delkin nods. “Tell Aphelian what we want her to know. We can execute an attack with advantage.”
“Yes. And…” Tania crosses to where Celpin stands and holds out her hands. “I think Celpin should get his wish.”
Celpin is more than happy to toss Tania into the catacombs. For show, of course. It will get back to Aphelian that we don’t trust Tania, which will give her the opportunity to get back into Aphelian’s good graces.
I knock twice, and a moment later, Suria comes to the door. Her eyes are swollen and red, and she’s hiccupping. “Valen…”
“Might I come in to talk?”
She pushes the door open and steps aside. “If you have to.”
I close the door behind me and settle on the edge of the bed. She paces for a moment, so I grab her hand as she passes and pull her down beside me. “I owe you an apology. We all do.”
“Damn right you do! I—”
“I let my history with Tania cloud my judgment. I was too quick to believe anything she said.”
Suria perks up. “So you believe me, then? That I’m not hiding anything?”
“Whatever it was Tania thought she saw, no one else saw it.”
“Of course they didn’t!” She leans back and folds her arms, narrowing her eyes. “Because there was never anything there to begin with. What are we going to do?”
“I’ve confined her to the catacombs.” I resist a snicker and rest a hand awkwardly on Suria’s shoulder. “My, um, sweet little snow…pile.”
“Snow pile? Thank Goddess for you that you have your looks. Charm isn’t your thing.”
I’ll have you know that my charm is legendary. It won you over.
“Your charm had nothing to do with it.”
Ah. So it was my unparalleled looks, then? Maybe my massive—
“Valen…”
Personality. Jeez. Such a dirty mind.
“We have to save her,” Suria says.
I take her hand and squeeze. Just once. “Your safety is more important right now.”
“As long as you don’t keep her locked up for long. This isn’t her fault.” She looks away. “What—what are you planning to do with her?”
“You shouldn’t worry yourself over such things.” I disengage and stand. “The adults are going to…handle her.”
Suria pales. “What does that mean?”
“I’m saying that Tania is gone.” I sigh, making sure to let my shoulders sag and my posture slump. “The woman in my catacombs is no longer the one I love. The tear… It changed her.”
She shakes her head, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. “Valen, no…”
“If I believed for a moment there was another option, then I wouldn’t be taking the path that I am.”
“What are you saying? What path?”
I breathe in deep, then blow out slowly, dramatically. “I’m saying that Tania is to be executed in the morning.”
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Valen tries convincing me to take one of the secret tunnels back to my room, but it’s not a good idea. The best place for me—for their benefit and for mine—is here. The magic from the tear ebbs and flows. One moment, it’s dormant and I’m confident I have myself under control. The next, I’m digging my fingernails into my palms, desperate to hold back screams of rage, to keep from decimating everything—and everyone—I can get my hands on. They’re afraid of me, and rightly so.
I’m afraid of me right now…
I attacked their monarch. Nearly killed an innocent child. I secretly met with their enemy. It doesn’t matter that I was under the influence of the tear—a problem that hasn’t gone away. It doesn’t make a difference that Aphelian’s memories are affecting me. No matter how you spin it, there’s a part of me that was aware of what I was doing. If there hadn’t been, Goddess only knows what I could have done to Valen.
Kopic brought down dinner, but by the time midnight rolls around, it’s still sitting on the table across from me, stinking up the small space. Valen asked Bojan to give me a room with just a table and cot—to keep up appearances—and lock the door. Exhausted, I lie down…
“Keltania.”
My eyes flutter open, and I know I’m asleep. I’m here yet detached. Anchored yet free.
“I’m surprised you came.” I sit up and swing my legs over the edge of the cot.
“Of course I came.” She appears in front of me. This time she’s dressed in druid battle armor, a crown of vines and flowers atop her head. “You’re my daughter.”
“I’m half Fae,” I say. It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud. It still doesn’t feel real—or right. “Shouldn’t that make you hate me?”
She cups the side of my face and smiles. “I could never hate you, child. You may have Fae blood, but I’m glad of it. Without that blood, you would never have survived the Fae magic.”
“Fae magic you tricked me into tethering myself to,” I snap. Instantly, I clamp down hard on my tongue. I’m supposed to be winning her back over. Smothering her with honey and lies.
“Did you ever truly love me, Mother?” The words are like acid in my mouth, but I can play the part. I can make her believe. I have to.
“I loved you, Lily Rose. I loved you more than my own life. But you’re an adult now. Surely you see that this cause is worth fighting for—no matter the price?”
“You still haven’t told me what cause we’re fighting for. What is this purpose you keep talking about?”
She smiles, and I wonder if she sees through me. “All in good time, child.”
I swallow my pride and self-respect, then nod. “I’m sorry I left you. You were right about Valen. As soon as I returned and tried to explain, he locked me up.”
“Surely there’s more to it than that?” She tilts her head, studying me. She’s not quite buying it yet. She might want to believe I’m still on her side, but Aphelian has been alive a long time. She’s cautious.
“I saw the mark on Suria. You inked her, didn’t you?”
Aphelian considers me for a moment longer before nodding. “I’ve been guiding her actions.”
Guiding. Not controlling. Her choice of wording pisses me off, but I manage to keep my expression neutral. “Guiding her toward what?”
“I simply used her to relay information I wanted passed along. She, in turn, gathered information for me.”
“I told Valen she was a spy. I didn’t lie to him. Yet he…he chose to believe her over me. He locked me away down here. For her… For a child he barely knows.”
“Because he’s a Fae and sees you as nothing more than a human. He’ll always choose another Fae over you. You don’t matter to him now because he doesn’t think he can use you.”
I school my expression, letting my chin dip and my shoulders sag. “It seems like you’re right.”
“Are you prepared to do what needs to be done now?”
“I’m not sure I can do it. I still…I still love him.”
She frowns. There’s a spark of sympathy in her eyes—there and gone so fast I’m not convinced I truly saw it. “He does not deserve your love, Keltania. But I understand. I, too, felt that way about a Fae once. It…distracted me. You know what you must do.”
“I can’t do anything while I’m stuck in here.” I spread my arms and gesture to the room. “Unfortunately, it won’t be as easy to leave the estate this time around.”
She smiles and fades from view. “Leave that to me.”
After I wake, I reach out to Valen. How’d it go with Suria?
“Oh, you know. I told her I was planning to execute you in the morning.”
And she believed you?
“Why wouldn’t she?”
Maybe Aphelian is right. Fae are fickle… I thought she and I were tight.
“Please. That girl worships the ground you walk on. Can you believe she was so delusional that she thought you were stronger than me?”
Huh. Can’t imagine what gave her that idea…
A few moments of silence pass before I feel a swell of longing filter through the link. “Are you okay?”
Fine. And he needs to know the truth about me. About who I really am. We’ve been keeping too much from each other lately, keeping too much distance. It has to end. I need to tell you something.
“That you think I’m magnificent? Don’t worry, I know.”
This is serious.
He hesitates, and it’s impossible to miss the surge of worry that comes down the link. “Tell me when this is all over.”
It can’t wait.
“Why does that sound bad?”
It might be…
“If you’re going to tell me you don’t like those stuffy blue robes I wear, then I’ll have to suggest you remove them next time we—”
She’s my mother, Valen.
Several moments of silence pass. I feel Valen’s sigh more than I hear it. “I know it feels that way, Tania. I know you were close—”
No. She’s my actual mother. When I asked you about Lily Rose surviving Harabin? It’s because it was me. I’m Lily Rose.
“That’s im—”
We don’t have time to go into details, but it’s true. I’m half Fae. Avastad was my father.
“Tania—”
Think about it, Valen. How many times have we been told a human could never survive Fae magic? Turns out it’s true. I survived because I’m not a full human.
“That would mean Gensted is—”
Yes.
Another moment of silence, and then, in true Valen fashion, he starts to laugh. “Bet he’s glad you were already spoken for.”
He doesn’t know yet. I want you to tell him, though. Just in case. He should know the truth.
“I’m not telling him this, Tania. It’s not my place. You have to do it. When you get back.”
I might not get the chance, but I know it will only make Valen edgier if I say that. He’s worried—not that I can blame him. The fate of his people all hinges on us pulling this off. Still, even if we do, there’s no way to know how big the casualties will be.
Does everyone know what to do?
“Yes. But some of the others are…worried. Considering how things ended last time you left the estate.”
Do you think it will be a problem? If just one person doesn’t hold up their end of the plan, it could mean failure. Failure would mean thousands of deaths.
“Everyone will do their part. I’ll make sure of it.”



48
Keltania
Just before dawn, footsteps sound in the hall. A moment later, Suria pokes her head through the door. She watches me, then, without saying a word, holds the door wide open and steps aside.
It’s not Suria. Not really. This girl…she’s Aphelian’s puppet.
When I get to the door, Suria drops her gaze to the ground. Her eyes are hollow, her skin too pale. “Leave by way of the west entrance. I’ve taken care of the guards. She is waiting for you by the bridge to Nif.” Her tone is flat, and I desperately want nothing more than to throw my arms around her, to apologize for what I’ve done. But it will have to wait.
I follow the route she tells me to, leaving her behind, and when I finally arrive at the bridge, Aphelian is there, as promised.
“I must admit,” she says, “I only half expected you to show.”
“Where else would I go?”
“I told you, Lily, you are the first druid in centuries that is truly free. You can go—and do—anything you want.”
“So if I just decided to leave instead of meeting you here? Then what?”
She smirks. “You’re with me. That’s all that matters right now. The future is limitless…if we succeed.”
I spin in a slow circle and spread my arms. “Succeed with what? We’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s just the two of us and some trees.” I check my tone and breathe deep. I have to tread carefully. If she has any idea this is a setup… “I know you have more power than the average druid, but how can we defeat the entirety of the Winter Fae? We have nothing.”
She winks. “Nothing? Are you sure?” With a wave of her hand, the large tree to our right grows bigger. The trunk thickens, and in the center, a door appears. “After you.”
“Okay…”
I turn the knob and step into the trunk. My intention is to play it cool regardless of what’s inside, but it’s impossible. There’s an entire cottage. Inside a tree. “Goddess…”
“It’s quaint but adequate. Don’t you think?”
Directly to my left is a large tree stump table. From each of the four corners, branches stream out and form chairs. The seats hold cushions of moss dotted with tiny purple flowers that trickle down each leg in an intricate weave. The walls are covered in colorful moss, scattered with an assortment of blooms both big and small. Occasionally there’s a flutter of wings from the corner of my eye—like butterflies—but they’re so fleeting that I never catch an actual glimpse of one.
“How is this possible?” I ask.
“You have no idea the power you’re capable of, do you?”
“I know that none of us should have the power to do this.” I spread my arms. “Half of all druid magic is still contained within me.”
“I told you in Ventin, Servis left me with enough.” Aphelian snaps her fingers. The door behind her closes with a snap. “We have much to do, Lily.”
“Stop calling me that.” My hackles instantly rise. This is a ruse. I’m not here with any kind of affection or solidarity. The idea that she thinks she can just change who I am with a name infuriates me.
“It’s your name.” She waves a hand in my direction. “But I can call you Keltania if you prefer. It doesn’t change who you are, though.”
“No. It doesn’t.”
There’s a hint of something feral in her eyes. “How does it feel…having all that power?”
“It’s…” I can’t help myself. I admit, “It’s amazing.”
She sinks into one of the chairs and smiles. It’s unnerving because it’s the same smile that used to put me at ease, and now it makes the acid churn in my gut. “You will have to channel it out soon, though.”
“Is that your way of saying that you miss the power, Mother?”
“Oh, I do. Nothing would make me prouder than to see my own daughter wield it. But, sadly, it would kill you eventually.”
Her admission leaves me cold. “What?”
“Surely you remember how Valen’s magic took its toll on you before I unlocked your Fae side?”
“How could I forget?” I grit my teeth. Her tone is sugary sweet and just a little bit condescending. “But this is druid magic, and I’m a druid.”
“You’re not, though, are you? Not fully.”
“You’re saying that druid power will kill me?” The words come out clipped and harsh, but there’s a note of agony in them. Before Valen, I had no idea what it felt like to connect with nature. Now that I do, I can’t imagine living without it. Losing it might destroy me…
“I doubt it will be harmful in standard amounts. But half of all druid magic? Only a Fae royal could survive that.”
“I’m half that, aren’t I? Avastad—”
“I’m afraid half just isn’t enough. So…” She stands and holds out her hand. A small glass vial appears in her palm. It looks exactly like the tear and radiates power. “Might as well get it over with before things progress.”
I laugh. It’s a hard sound. Broken, angry, and unfamiliar. “After all the lies you’ve told me, do you really expect me to trust you?”
“I’m your mother.” She states it as though it’s the answer to everything.
It’s not.
“You might have given birth to me, but you’re not my mother, Aphelian. Levina. Whoever you want to be in this moment.” I take a step back and fold my arms. I should have seen this coming. Of course she’d want the power back. The good news is that I don’t think she can take it from me. I have to give it freely—which isn’t going to happen. “Trust takes time. It’s not going to be as easy as a few pretty words.”
She nods. “I do suppose you’re right. Trust takes time—and it works both ways. I mean, you left me once already after saying you were on my side. You went back to that Fae.”
“And I’ve already told you what a mistake that was.”
“You have. And I want nothing more than to believe you. However, I’ve been around long enough to be a bit cautious. You understand…”
“Of course.”
“So, first things first…” She stands and crosses to where I am. Laying a hand against my forehead, she whispers something too low for me to hear.
“What are you—”
Searing pain hits me—an entire-body burn that steals my breath and brings me to my knees—and I’m terrified that I was wrong. Maybe she can take the magic by force. Maybe we all grossly underestimated her. “What did you—” I gasp, choking back the rest of the sentence. I focus on breathing, on maintaining consciousness, and as I do, the pain starts to pass.
“I apologize, but I need to be sure. What I’ve done is place a temporary block on your link to Valen—this one a bit stronger than the one I used last time. Just in case.”
“What does that mean? A temporary block?”
“It means you have no access to Fae magic.” She steps back. “But you have half of all the druid magic, so do you really need his? For now, you won’t be able to feel him, nor he you.”
Shit. That means I can’t communicate with him. I can’t let him know what’s going on. Where we are. I can’t rely on that connection to keep me grounded… Goddess… How had I been so wrong? Everything Valen said about the link, the bond between us, was right. It made us stronger. Blocking him out hindered us.
“Whatever,” I say, hoping my fear over losing the link doesn’t bleed through. “Can we move forward now?”
“Not quite yet. See, I need proof. If you won’t give up the power, then I need to know that you’re on my side. That you’ll choose me over them.” She levels her gaze at me. “I need an assurance that you won’t try using that power against me.”
“How am I supposed to prove that?”
“By bringing one of them to me.”
“Fine.” I start toward the door, already working out the logistics of it all. “I’ll bring you Valen—”
“Valen? No. We’re done with that Winter filth. To move forward with our plan, we need the Autumn Court monarch.” She sits back down, her grin wicked. “Bring me your brother.”
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Valen
“If you continue to pace,” Gensted says, “you’re going to wear a hole in the floor.” He leans back in his chair and watches me from the other side of the room.
It’s been three hours since I last heard from Tania. We agreed to touch base at least once an hour, so something has gone wrong. “We have no way of knowing what they’re doing.”
“She can take care of herself.”
Tania asked me to tell Gensted what Aphelian told her about his father. Their father. I haven’t. It’s something she should tell him herself. But if something happens to her…
No. I won’t let my mind venture into such dark places. “You’re not worried?” I ask Gensted.
“Of course I am. But…” He stands and straightens his tunic. “Worrying isn’t going to make it any easier.”
“You care a lot about her, don’t you?”
He lifts his head, and our eyes meet. I’m not sure how I ever misinterpreted his feelings for her. When we first met, he wanted me to believe he had a romantic interest in Tania, but I’m not sure that was ever true. They say that the Autumn Fae were so closely bound by their familial relationships that it sometimes created a sort of connection. I wonder if, deep down, he felt what she truly was to him.
Gensted’s expression darkens. “If you intend to mock me—”
I throw my hands up. “I don’t. I’m merely stating a fact.”
“I know that she loves you.”
“And we both know that you’re not in love with her,” I counter.
He chuckles. “Of course I’m not. Still, I would kill anyone who tried to harm her…” The words come out a bit awkwardly, though fierce and true. Gensted shakes his head like he doesn’t understand it. “I’ve never felt as strong a connection to anyone before.”
I should tell him. If for no other reason than to end his obvious frustration. But it’s not my place. Aphelian took so much from Tania. She should at least get something back. “I have a feeling there’s good reason.”
Gensted quirks a brow.
“When this is over, talk to Tania.”
He nods. Several moments of silence pass before he stretches out and yawns. “Have you given any thought as to what comes next?”
“Next?”
“Assuming we’re not all dead at the end of this mess…” He shifts in the chair. “You’re the leader of the Winter Court. If we somehow manage to win, the relationship between Fae and the druids will not get easier.”
“You’re asking about Tania.”
“I suppose I am.” He folds his arms. “I assume you kept your relationship a secret because of the way your people feel about the druids.”
“We both agreed that with all the damage Aphelian has done, and the fact that Tania knew her personally before her identity was revealed, it was for the best…” If Tania helps us defeat Aphelian, the people could see her as a hero. Though some—maybe many—will probably never see her that way. Prejudices run deep, and Fae have a long memory. “And it wasn’t that we were hiding anything. We weren’t together—aren’t together. We agreed that we couldn’t be.”
Gensted shakes his head. “I don’t pretend to understand how you feel. I’ve never…” He clears his throat. “But even I know that’s bullshit.”
“How is it bullshit?”
“Just because you aren’t together doesn’t mean you’re not together. The feelings are there, and that’s the problem. They’re not going to go away just because you two try to put distance between you.”
“I can’t believe I’m going to ask this, but… What would you suggest?”
“I’m the wrong one to ask. I care about my people and their well-being. Having someone like Keltania by my side would be my biggest pride—and my greatest strength.”
“And if what you wanted wasn’t best for your people?” Gensted and I have our issues, but I don’t believe he’d throw something like this in his people’s face if they felt like mine did. “What would you do then?”
He shrugs. “If it is what’s best for me, how could it possibly not be what’s best for my people?”
The window to my left shatters as a giant stone crashes through the glass, onto the floor. A second later, Tania swings herself over the window ledge, landing in the middle of the room between Gensted and me.
“Thank the Gods!” I say. “I’ve been so—”
She grabs me by the throat and slams me back against the wall. “Don’t.”
“Tania,” Gensted says. His voice is calm and soothing, and he approaches slowly from my right. “You don’t want to hurt him.”
Tania says nothing. She stares at me, her fingers loosening just enough for me to break free. Except I don’t. I reach for the link and find nothing but cold, dark silence. It’s different from when she was shutting me out. This…this is magic. Something—or someone—seems to have put up a wall. I look at her. Really look. Her jaw is tight, her stance rigid. Her left brow twitches, and there’s the tiniest vibration in her pinkie finger—like she’s purposefully moving it against my skin.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” she says quietly. She holds my gaze a moment longer, then turns to Gensted. “No one has to get hurt right now. Valen’s going to stay, and you’re coming with me.”
“Am I?” Gensted laughs. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me why I would do such a thing?”
She turns back to me and slowly removes her hand. There’s a flash of something in her eyes. Fear? Panic? Whatever it is, the message is clear. She’s here on Aphelian’s order. Somehow, the druid is watching us, preventing Tania from tipping us off in order to maintain our ruse.
Thick vines slink in from the window, winding tight around my legs and torso. They stop just short of covering my mouth. When she turns away, her hands are both fisted, fingers curled so tight that her knuckles are turning white.
“Gensted, just go with her,” I say.
Gensted’s eyes widen, but after a moment, he nods, and I wonder if he’s seen what I have. Does he know her well enough to see through the facade? Or maybe I’m imagining the whole thing. Maybe Aphelian and the magic have swayed her and she’s clouded again.
No.
I can’t—won’t—believe that. I know Tania. I know what I’m seeing. If she’s taking Gensted, then there has to be a reason. If she can’t communicate with me, then we’ll adapt.
I trust her.
I have to.
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Keltania
We’re almost back to Aphelian’s cottage when Gensted slows his pace. He came without putting up a fight, even let me bind his hands. He carefully steps over a fallen tree, then stops. “Valen insinuated that you had something to tell me.”
“Keep moving.” I gently redirect him toward the path and give a light push.
He obeys, but his pace is slower than before. Stalling. How far am I willing to take this to keep up the ruse?
“I have no quarrel with Aphelian,” he says. “Except for the obvious. I can’t imagine what she wants with me.”
I don’t answer, instead nudging him from behind to move a bit faster.
He does—for several steps—then stops again. Turning, he tilts his head and frowns. The corner of his mouth curves as the top lifts just a bit. It’s the same expression I’ve made my whole life. How had I not seen the resemblance before now? How does he not see it?
“Is she planning to kill me?” he asks.
“I don’t know.” It’s the truth. Obviously I won’t let it happen. If Aphelian attempts to end Gensted’s life, I’ll be forced to give up the charade and step in. But I don’t feel like that’s the reason she’s taken him. He must be the fire the Omen of Ice is meant to embrace—but how? If Valen is the Omen of Ice like some believe, why take Gensted away from him? “All I know is that she…has a plan.”
“Care to enlighten me?”
“I don’t know what it is.”
“She’s going to kill thousands.” He starts walking again, keeping pace with me as we move through the snow. He tries to hide that he’s shivering in the cold. I am, too. Whatever Aphelian did to disconnect me from Valen seems to have taken my resistance with it. “I know you, Tania. You don’t want that.”
As we reach the tree cottage, I say, “Maybe it doesn’t matter what I want.”
He steps between me and the tree. “What you want is all that matters.” Straightening, he squares his shoulders and stands rigid. “Whatever comes next, I want you to know that it’s been an honor.”
I roll my eyes and give him a shove toward the door. Typical Fae. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
When we step through, Gensted’s reaction is similar to my own earlier. He whistles and walks toward the center of the room. “Gods above, I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“And you likely never will again.” Aphelian comes into the room. She’s changed. She’s now wearing ornate black leathers decorated in etched green vines—traditional druid ceremony armor, almost exactly like she was wearing when we met in the Dream. “I’m a bit surprised you brought him.”
“It’s what you requested, isn’t it? You said you needed him, right?” I’m proud of myself for keeping the irritation from my voice. “To prove that I’m on your side? To continue with this…mission?”
Aphelian looks between Gensted and me, then nods. “It is. And you’ve mostly done just that.”
“Mostly?” This time I fail to keep my anger at bay. “What else do you want from me?”
“I want you by my side as I complete something set in motion a thousand years ago.” She comes to stand between Gensted and me. “Then I want you to take the Autumn throne.”
“What?” Gensted and I say at the same time.
I stare at her in horror as Gensted starts to laugh. “You— She—I—” He’s wheezing, and after spending a moment doubled over and hysterical, he manages to catch his breath. “Why the hell would you think Tania has a right to my throne?”
Aphelian chuckles. “Would you like me to tell him the happy news? Or would you prefer to do it yourself?”
“Is this absolutely necessary?” I grab Gensted’s arm and direct him to a chair in the corner of the room. I don’t want to do it this way. She’s turning something valuable that I found, something amazing, into a weapon. Killing yet another chance at connection. “Don’t you have more important things to do besides taunting Fae?”
Aphelian clucks her tongue and shakes her head once. “Apparently, you didn’t inherit your sense of humor from me.”
Gensted’s eyes go wide. “Inherit—”
“She’s my mother,” I say flatly, hoping that revelation will be enough.
“I am. And would you like to guess who her father is?”
Gensted looks between us and rolls his eyes. “Surely you’re not suggesting—”
“Gensted Emberbane, let me formally introduce you to Lily Rose. Your half sister.”
He stares at her for a moment before bursting into another round of hysterical laughter. She lets him finish, waiting patiently as he nearly knocks himself off the chair. When he’s finally done, he looks at me.
I can tell the exact moment he sees what I did back at the estate. The oddly subtle resemblance. How he told me I reminded him of his uncle’s stubbornness. Remarking how well I’d fit into the Autumn Court with my fire-red hair and temperament. “It’s impossible.”
“Magic makes everything possible,” I say softly.
“It does,” he agrees and turns to Aphelian. “And we’re going to use it to destroy you.”
“Is that so?” Aphelian’s expression hardens. She stands and stalks across to where Gensted sits. Gripping his face, she jerks his head up. “Do you really believe I would have let you gather and reacquire your magic if I thought for even a moment you stood a chance against me?”
Valen was right. She’s been a step ahead of us the entire time.
“Suria so helpfully suggested you ingest the tear. That connected us, allowed us to communicate. Then, when I heard you were reuniting the other courts in order to reinstate their magic, well… You did exactly as I hoped. I allowed it because I needed Autumn fire.”
“I don’t understand…” I school my expression, careful not to show her the concern bubbling in my gut. I don’t like the way she’s looking at him. It’s a little bit greedy and a little bit unhinged. “Why would you need fire magic?”
“I don’t—you do.”
“Me?”
“Did you know that long before my time, druids could see the future?” She clasps her hands behind her back and begins to pace the room. “Not all, of course. But there were special ones, usually just one or so a generation. Our seers were where most of the Fae prophecies come from, in fact.”
Gensted snorts. “Is that supposed to be impressive?”
Aphelian glares at him and snaps her fingers. Vines push through the mossy floor, wind their way up the chair, then wrap around him, stopping just shy of his mouth.
“My grandmother was the last of the seers, and she was the one who gave the Fae the Omen of Ice prophecy.”
“So who is it, then?” She’s got no reason to lie to me at this point. It won’t gain her anything. “Is it really Valen?”
She laughs. “I understand why those simple Fae believe it’s him, but no. It was never about Valen. They would have known that if we’d given them the entire prediction.”
“There’s more to the prophecy?”
She waggles her brows. “There’s always more. The main gist is correct. The vision foretold a great shift to the winter Fae. A cataclysmic force that would either wipe them and their way of life from Derriga—or change it. But ice was only part of it.”
That bubble of concern for Gensted blooms into an ember of panic. Forget the way she’s looking at him. Now, the way she’s watching me chills me to the core.
“The prophecy showed an omen of ice and fire. On her deathbed, my grandmother told me that I would be the one to bring about this cataclysm. That it would fall on me to see it through. To see that it was born.”
“That’s…” I shake my head, momentarily forgetting why I’m here. “That’s impossible!”
“Is it? We were playthings to the Fae back then. Sources of amusement and wicked experimentation. My grandmother saw a light. She saw our salvation.” She stops pacing and takes my hand. “She saw you.”
I yank my hand from hers and stagger away. “Me? You think that I’m the Omen of Ice?”
“No. You’re the Omen of Ice and Fire.”
“I can’t be. This is just another trick.”
“You know in your heart that it’s true. I seduced Avastad and bore a child with the ability to wield fire magic. Though that wasn’t my initial plan. I intended to bear Servis’s child. A Winter-born half Fae to whom I would gift fire magic by using the rebirth sigil. My intent was to kill Avastad to gain his power. But…”
“But you screwed it up?” I can’t keep the venom from my voice.
“I did,” she says softly. “I went against everything that I believed, and I fell in love with Servis. For the first time in my life, I considered giving up on my grandmother’s vision. Then he betrayed me…” Her expression hitches, morphing into something dark and twisted. “I had to change my plan, obviously. I seduced Avastad and bore a child with fire magic in her veins.”
“She’s lying, Tania. She—she has to be. My father would never have allowed it,” Gensted says with a growl. He flashes me an apologetic frown, then adds, “A human-Fae hybrid would have been viewed as an abomination in his time…”
“I’m not lying,” she says. “But he is correct about his father. Avastad wouldn’t allow it. Fae magic was fading by then. I needed Winter magic, but it was all but gone.” She glares at Gensted. She’s seeing his father, and the hate in her eyes? It’s far greater than anything I’ve seen her feel for Servis. “Avastad found out I was pregnant and hunted me, determined to destroy a child he deemed unworthy of his blood. You were a means to fulfill a prophecy, but I loved you. I couldn’t let him hurt you, so I stashed you away until it was safe again. Until Winter magic started to return.”
“And then what?”
She frowns. “Servis’s betrayal destroyed me. I wanted to let it go, to get back on my destiny’s path…but I couldn’t. I tried to take his life, and in exchange, he took mine.”
“By binding you to his ancestors.”
“Yes. Centuries later, I met Liani and formed my plan. From the moment Valen showed up at the estate, I knew what I would groom you to do. I bargained with Liani. Told her I would give Valen’s magic to her. I woke you, raised you as an Aphelian, and unleashed you on him.” Her lips peel back in a wicked snarl. “All you had to do was kill him! The frost magic would have been yours, free and clear.”
“If I’d killed him, it would have killed me, too.” I stalk toward her. “How the hell would that have worked for your prophecy?”
“As I told you earlier, had you killed him then, before your Fae side was unlocked, the rebirth sigil would have saved your life.”
Everything in my life—in Valen’s—has been controlled by Aphelian. The weight of it, the devastating truth, makes it hard to breathe.
“The only thing left is for Gensted to use his magic on you. It will activate your dormant court magic. Then, with your birthright and Valen’s frost magic, you will imprison Valen in the Dream and destroy the Winter Fae.”
If she truly loves me—even in her own sick way—how could she ask me to do this? How could she twist the connection she insists we have?
“This is your destiny. It has been since long before you were ever born.”
“Bullshit!” Druids were raised to believe in things like visions and prophecies. I studied and learned and was as devoted as the next initiate. But recently I’ve been seeing things differently. Learning that Aphelian wasn’t the hero of our story changed things.
It changed me.
“You’re no better than Servis,” I yell at her. “You intend to use me as a tool, the same as he did you. The same way you tried to convince me Valen wanted to use me. But it was you all along.”
I stretch my hand to Gensted and make a fist. The vines binding him unravel and sink back into the earth. If she wants me to have fire, fine. I have no intention of letting her use it, though. “Do it.”
He stands and spreads his arms, a wicked smirk on his face. Flames engulf his entire body. With a grin, he stretches his arm out, his fire swallowing me.
“I am no one’s weapon but my own!”
I’m being incinerated. Every inch of my body, every nerve, is being burned away in an almost surreal amount of agony. A crushing weight brings me to my knees, an unseen force holding me there. There’s a sound like sizzling. Something crackles, and I swear I hear snapping bones.
Someone screams. It could be Gensted. Maybe it’s me. It could even be Aphelian. Maybe the flames have spread and she’s being burned away just like I am. Static fills my ears, and the pain it brings with it is all-encompassing.
Just when I’m sure there’s nothing left of me, that I’m about to take my last breath, the pain begins to change. It becomes a tingle in my knees that spreads down to my toes and back up, snaking its way throughout my entire body. A cooling balm that soothes the charred parts of me. It becomes empowering.
It becomes mine.
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Valen
The moment Tania left the estate with Gensted, I sent word to Kopic to rally the guard. We moved out almost immediately. There was no word from the kelpies, but Daroose stayed behind—after a fair amount of arguing—just in case.
The original plan was for Tania to tell me where she was and coordinate an attack with razor precision. That isn’t possible anymore, but we can adapt. Me, Suveo, Wren, Delkin and Benj—a small but strong force of our best fighters and magic wielders—went ahead of the guard. Suria, much to her irritation, was left to guard the estate. At least that’s what I told her. I don’t know how much control Aphelian has over her—or if it’s still in place—but I’m not taking chances. Kopic tracked Tania. We followed her tracks in the snow—tracks she definitely did nothing to hide. She was still with us.
An hour later, our forces gather on the edge of Nif. Tania’s tracks led to a large tree, then disappeared.
“Now what?” Kopic crouches in the brush just outside the clearing. He had the guard stay back about a half a mile while he, Delkin, Benj, Wren, and Suveo came here with me.
“Are we sure that Tania hasn’t betrayed us again?” There’s resistance in Wren’s voice, but she stands tall.
After what happened at the estate, it’s a valid question. She wants to believe in Tania, but she doesn’t know her like I do. To everyone else, what she did to Suria…to me—it’s an act of war. There might not be a way to come back from it. Even on the way here, I overheard some of the guards whispering about her.
“I’m sure. If she can’t communicate, then something went wrong—”
“Communicate how?” Suveo puts his hands on his hips, glaring. “How was she even supposed to get in touch with you?”
“You’ll just have to trust that we had it under control. I’m convinced she took Gensted to maintain her cover.”
Delkin and Benj both nod. There was never any doubt about how they felt. Wren hesitates but nods. Kopic will go along with whatever I do, but I also know he trusts her. Then there’s Suveo…
He laughs. “Trust you?”
“Suveo…” Wren rests a hand on his shoulder. “We need to trust that Valen knows—”
“I don’t trust any of you.” He shakes Wren off. “He’s going to get us all killed by placing his faith in that filthy human!”
I grind my teeth. “If you think—”
“As long as we stick to the plan, we’ll be fine,” Delkin says. He steps between Suveo and me.
“And how is that supposed to work?” Suveo snaps. “He just said his human can’t communicate—whatever that means.”
“I believe we can still do this.” Delkin glances toward the tree where Tania’s prints disappear. “We know where she is. We—”
“Where she is?” Suveo throws his hands into the air. A violent breeze rolls through the forest. “It’s a fucking tree!”
“Sometimes a tree is more than it appears,” Delkin says calmly.
Kopic adjusts his sword and squares his shoulders. He’s itching for a fight. “You think Tania will still be able to give us some kind of signal?”
I might not be able to feel her, hear her, but I trust Tania. With my life. With the lives of my people. “I think—”
A thunderous boom shakes the forest. Birds erupt from the trees, taking to the skies. There’s so many of them that they block out the sunlight. A moment later, smoke billows from the trunk of the tree.
“That can’t be good,” Benj says. He takes a step back and releases his dragon. White scales and razor-sharp fangs—my uncle is a force to be reckoned with. Delkin follows suit, releasing his wolf, and roars.
The smoke thickens, and there’s a…a glimmer of something. It’s angry. Enraged, really. It’s primal and untethered, and there’s a level of volatility I didn’t think possible.
The ground shakes again. The others gasp and reach for whatever they can grab hold of to keep themselves upright. The leaves of the tree are engulfed now. Thick white smoke gives off heat that becomes nearly unbearable despite the distance.
“Gods above!” Wren stumbles back. She staggers, but Suveo is there to catch her before she goes down.
“Fall back!” Kopic yells. “The flames—”
The blaze climbs higher, reaching the topmost branches of the hulking tree. It’s getting hard to breathe through the smoke. “You heard him! Go, go, go!”
I pivot and start for the other end of the clearing, where the small group of Kopic’s guards waits. The ground shakes again, but this time most of us don’t remain upright. I lose my footing, collapsing in the snow. The link is different now. There’s an odd kind of static and an overwhelming sense of raw power. Elemental magic that’s barely contained.
I climb to my feet, creating an ice sword as I run. “Tania!”
It’s too much. I don’t know if it’s Tania’s connection to the Fae magic or the entirety of druid magic coursing through her body—shit, maybe it’s both—but she’s close to the edge. No living being can contain such power for long.
Delkin roars and leaps from the ground. There’s a breeze that nearly sends me to my knees as Benj flies overhead and makes a swipe for me. I inelegantly duck beneath his reach and stumble but manage to keep going as he soars back into the air with a shriek.
They’re just trying to protect me. They mean well. But they don’t understand.
Reaching the tree, I have to shield my face from the heat blazing through the clearing. There’s magic at play here. The air is charged. An electric haze that surrounds the tree and its inferno.
I try to get closer, but the heat keeps me back. Whatever is going on inside, Tania is there. She’s alive. If I can’t get to her…
“Tania!”
Tania…
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Keltania
There’s a tiny whisper in the link—an echo that’s all Valen—but I push it away. It’s desperate and it’s concerned and it’s distracting. The only thing that matters is the woman standing in front of me.
Aphelian.
Levina.
My mother.
“You made a mistake,” I say. At least I think it’s me. The words are mine, as is the sentiment, the rage, but the voice… The voice is unfamiliar. It’s dark and laced with raw power. I walk toward her. The floor beneath my feet ignites, flames crawling all around me. They don’t burn. In fact, I’ve never felt more at home.
“I did not,” she answers. She doesn’t move—which is amusing. If she knew what was coming, the things I intend to do to her, she’d be long gone by now. “I made you more powerful than you can possibly imagine. You are the first druid—the first being—to hold dominion over three different breeds of magic. You can do anything.”
“If that’s true, then you should be afraid.” I take another step toward her. My limbs feel…strange. Heavier than they should, yet light in a way that makes me think I can fly.
“I am not your enemy, Keltania. We are blood. Together, we can remake this world!”
Her voice is like an ember set to dry tinder. It lights an inferno in my chest.
“I think that’s an excellent idea,” I reply. “The best way is to do that without you in it!”
I spread my arms and focus on warmth. Flames flare to life, engulfing my limbs the same way they had Gensted’s. I point to Aphelian. A circle of fire surrounds her, thick smoke curling into the air. Gensted is standing on the other side. He lifts his hands, and a second circle blazes.
“How dare you,” she roars. “I gave you this power!”
“Like I said…” I close my eyes and focus on the heat, willing it to rise higher, burn hotter. Opening my eyes, I smile. “Your mistake.”
Aphelian screams, and the ground shakes. The walls of the cottage rumble. Bits of the moss-covered wall begin to flake off, and pieces of the bark-made ceiling fall. Within moments, between the quaking I assume is her doing and the intense fire that is Gensted’s and mine, the walls start collapsing in.
“Tania,” he calls. He’s still in the corner, one hand stretched toward Aphelian, the other toward me. “Tania, please. Leave her. We have to go.”
“She needs to pay for what she’s done.” I breathe in. I should be choking on the smoke. Gagging and gasping in an attempt to get a gulp of clean air. But it doesn’t bother me. There’s no sting in my eyes, no burning in my throat. “For what she intends to do. She will never stop.”
The heat doesn’t bother him, either. He might not have ever wanted magic, but he’s made peace with it. “Right now, you’re my main concern. We need to get you out of here.”
Aphelian laughs. “Afraid your Fae magic is too much for her?” She lifts her hand and points to Gensted. Thick, thorny vines burst from the smoking floor and wrap around his legs, pinning him in place. “Or is it fear that she’ll see reason and turn on you?”
He’s struggling to free himself from the vines, but with no luck. I snap my fingers. The vines shrivel and burst into flame.
“Go,” I say. “This is between her and me.”
“Tania—”
“Leave!” I roar. The walls shake, and the smoke thickens. Gensted hesitates a moment longer before running for the door. Once he’s gone, I turn back to Aphelian. She’s annoyed, glaring at the door like I’ve just stolen her favorite toy.
“So you’ve chosen, then?” She closes the distance between us, stopping just inches from where I stand. I register sadness in her eyes, but more than that, there’s anger. Rage. Indignance and stunned disbelief. She truly believed I would side with her in the end. “Them over me?”
“This was never my choice to make,” I say, reaching out a hand to touch her cheek.
A barrage of images flashes through my mind. The possibilities. The things that could have been if she’d only abandoned this madness thousands of years ago. She could have run faster. Hidden better. She could have had a life, raised me herself.
Instead, she decided annihilating an entire people was more important. Chasing a prophecy she had no way of truly understanding. She is where it started. All those years ago, her selfishness set me on the path to being adrift. Untethered. I called Lunal home once, felt that I’d belonged. But the truth was, I never had. I wasn’t human. Wasn’t Fae. Not a royal and not a druid.
I spread my arms and focus on the fire, on the druid power, willing them to merge. Aphelian screams as she’s thrown back and the walls of the cottage are eaten away in the fire.
Air rushes all around me. The fire tearing through the tree burns hotter, the flames licking at my skin, caressing every inch of me. There’s a shift in my center of gravity. My feet—my fingers—they feel different. Hotter but lighter somehow.
I tilt my head back, a scream erupting from my throat. It’s inhuman, though. Primal.
It’s animal.
My limbs itch and ache. I try to spread my fingers, to extend each digit and rid myself of the building cramp, but they’re…stuck. Fused together and burning. I try to take a step forward, to move out of the fire, but there’s no ground beneath my feet. I manage to dip my chin—barely—and see the cottage in flames, Aphelian looking up at me from below.
Ten feet below.
“No…” She staggers back, eyes trained on me. In all my years, I’ve never seen such horror on her face. Such…jealousy?
Smoke fills my nostrils, the thickness of it not choking me but giving me new life. Everything starts to swim until it fades and I’m standing back on the cliff in the Dream, only this time Aphelian isn’t here. She’s not here—but I’m not alone.
In front of me, at the edge of the rock, is a bird, its feathers the colors of the sun, changing, blazing, churning with power. It turns to me, eyes as green as fresh pine.
“What—what are you?”
It doesn’t answer, instead taking a step toward me. With a bow, it extends its neck, brushing the tip of its massive beak against my forehead.
In an instant, the cliff is gone, replaced by the still-burning cottage. Aphelian is still there. The fire still blazes. Everything is the same.
Except me.
I am you, a voice says inside my head. And you are me. Until the end of your days, child of nature.
Heat blooms in my chest, and I’m flying. Through the open top of the tree and into the clouds, soaring on the wings of a firebird. Aphelian could do it. Her other form, a crow, followed us the entire way to Ventin, watching every move.
I’m human. A druid. Connected to our power in a way no one has been in thousands of years. But I’m also Fae. An Autumn Fae. Born of royal blood and now connected to that line’s fire magic.
Back down on the ground, it’s as easy as breathing to slip back into my human form. I stand and face Aphelian.
I am nature.
I am fire.
I am ice.
The omen prophecy has come true… It’s me.
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Valen
I fight my way toward the tree as a dark figure emerges from the center of the blazing trunk. Through the smoke, I see Gensted stumble from the base of the tree.
“Gensted!” I make it to him as Delkin, Benj, Suveo, and Wren run up behind me. “Are you all right?”
Delkin lets go of his wolf. With a worried glance at the tree, he asks, “What’s happening in there?”
“They’re inside. Tania and Aphelian.” Gensted braces himself against the nearest tree. He holds up his hand and gives it a shake. “She’s about to lose control, and I’m useless.”
“I don’t understand,” Delkin says.
“I know.” Gensted looks at me, expression heavy. “About my father. Aphelian. Tania… Her Autumn magic was dormant. I…I activated it.”
The air drains from my lungs. “You what?”
“What about your father and Aphelian?” Benj shifts and comes up alongside Delkin. Suveo and Wren join him.
I sigh. “Tania is half Fae.”
“Half Autumn Fae,” Gensted adds.
Delkin breathes out, realization settling in his eyes. “Avastad.”
“Yes,” I answer. “And now she’s in trouble.”
“Why?” Suveo snorts. “She has Autumn Court magic and half of all druid magic. Surely that’s enough and then some to destroy Aphelian.”
Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t. Aphelian isn’t my concern as much as Tania is. Add my magic—which Wren and Suveo don’t know about—to the already volatile power brewing inside Tania, and it’s a recipe for disaster.
Court magics can’t mix.
Gensted looks at me. He’s got to be thinking the same thing. “We need to rush the tree. Take—” There’s a loud crack, and a surge of flame rocks the clearing.
Suveo shields Wren as a shower of flaming debris rains down on our heads. Benj knocks Delkin to the ground, while Kopic pushes me down and uses his body to cover mine. When I look up, the tree is gone, and standing in its place is Aphelian—and Tania. Face to face.
Forming my ice sword, I rush the two druids. Behind me, a dragon roars and a wolf howls. The ground shakes, and a fierce wind blows, pulling most of my hair from its binding.
Aphelian sees us coming. She raises both hands and shouts something I can’t quite make out. The snow in the field is disturbed, and hundreds of…things emerge. Part plant, part dirt and stone, the creatures lumber to their feet. They’re similar to the golems that attacked the estate. Except these are larger. Angrier.
Kopic staggers back. Normally unflappable, he stares at the beasts, his mouth hanging open. “What the fuck…”
I brace my feet and lift my hand to the sky. Concentrating, I send up a massive squall, high above the trees. The signal. The guards will come to us now—I just hope they make it in time.
These new monstrosities stand at least ten feet tall with vine-like arms tipped with razor-sharp talons. They’re covered in what appears to be armor made of rock and moss, and they have fangs dripping with viscous green gel.
“The guard is on the way!” I shout. “Spread out. Teams of two.”
Everyone gathers at my back and splits. Suveo and Wren. Delkin and Benj. Kopic and me.
“Gensted,” I say, “try to help Tania.”
He doesn’t hesitate, breaking away from our group.
We face off against the nearest beast. Kopic dives to the left, and I the right. He swings his sword as he goes, pivoting and twisting to drag it down the back of the thing’s leg. The creature howls and makes a single swipe. For an instant, it seems as though Kopic has cleared it.
He drops to his knees and slides safely away in the snow. But as the monster brings its massive arms back, one of the tendrils snaking off its wrist catches Kopic in the shoulder. The blow is massive. The force of it is enough to send him several feet off the ground, careening into a nearby rock ledge.
“Kopic!” I rush to his side but only get three steps toward him before the thing wraps its vines around my right ankle. With a massive jerk, it has me off my feet and dangling in front of its gaping, dripping maw.
The thing stares at me, head tilting to the left and then to the right. It opens its mouth wide and brings me closer. The fetid stench of its breath wafts over me, and I gag. Eaten by an overgrown pile of mud with an attitude problem? Not how I intended to go out.
I focus on the vines wrapped around my ankle. Cold washes through me, seeping throughout my limbs. The vines freeze, and the creature rages. Its movement shatters the ice, releasing its hold on me. I crash to the ground.
“Valen, here!” Kopic crawls to his sword and hurls it toward me.
I catch it, spinning and hefting up with all my might. The blade cuts a swath through the center of the monster, cleaving it nearly in half. Thick green ooze bubbles from the wound, and the thing sputters for a moment before falling to the ground, lifeless.
The tree line rumbles, and seconds later, the battalion of Winter Guards burst through the brush. They charge the creatures, swords drawn. They’re not alone. Behind them, a fury of hoofbeats sound. Twenty—maybe more—massive horses barrel into the clearing, Daroose’s black-and-purple visage at their lead. The kelpies arrived in time. I never thought I’d be happy to see an army of kelpies, yet here I am.
To our left, Suveo and Wren are taking down their own beast. Wren raises her hands, and a massive crater forms in the ground. The monster steps into it, and the earth closes, trapping the beast from the neck down. Suveo spreads his arms, and a torrential wind kicks up. It shakes loose several branches. They’re hurtled toward the thing, impaling it several times and leaving it still.
Behind us, Delkin and Benj wage their own war. Benj swoops down from the sky and snatches one of the monsters up, ascending high into the air until he’s no longer visible. Several seconds later, the thrashing beast plummets to the earth, all but exploding on impact as Delkin tears another to shreds several feet away.
A few yards in front of me, Gensted is cornered by two of the things on his way to where Tania and Aphelian must be. The smoke is too thick to see clearly, but the sound of melee drifts through the fog.
Gensted holds his own. The first beast is incinerated in a blaze of fire and smoke while he keeps the second at bay, surrounded by a circle of flame.
Kopic and I make our way across the clearing. Delkin and Benj, having shifted back into Fae form, approach from the other side.
“Not much of a fight if you ask me,” Benj says as they reach us. “A little disappointed.”
Delkin glares at him but says nothing.
“Everyone okay?” Wren calls as she and Suveo jog to us. Daroose, back in human form, jogs up behind them. He wipes a smear of blood from his mouth, grinning.
“Obviously we won because my kelpies arrived.” Daroose winks.
Delkin’s brows draw downward. “Tania?”
“Somewhere in there,” Gensted says, pointing to the smoke.
I look at them and square my shoulders. “Then that’s where we need to be.”
There’s a hushed chorus of agreement—begrudgingly from Suveo—and we all turn and start forward.
We don’t get more than twenty paces before a thunderous explosion rocks the clearing. The thick smoke lifts, and I see her.
Tania.
Locked in battle with Aphelian.
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Keltania
“Are you sure this is what you really want?” Aphelian jerks her arms up over her head, fingers splayed. A mass of thorns bursts from the ground and twines around my legs.
I bend down and grip the plants. They turn to ash in an instant. “What I wanted was for you to do the right thing. You’ve made it clear that’s not going to happen.” A blazing circle forms around her. I welcome the heat.
The ground rumbles. Dirt spews up, smothering the flames and leaving nothing but a pathetic waft of smoke.
“I made you strong,” she cries. With a wave of her hand, a tornado of dust and debris whirls to life. It spins chaotically for a moment before rushing toward me.
I’m too slow, and the thing envelops me, lifting my body off the ground and leaving me hovering, helpless. I call to the earth, but nothing happens.
The air rushes from my lungs, and I gasp as my hair whips in every direction. Time slows. My vision grows watery, and I fight for oxygen that doesn’t come.
This is it. She’s going to win. I’m going to die. Me and every Fae in the Winter Lands. All those innocent lives. Valen’s life…
“Tania.”
A spike of life pushes through Aphelian’s wall. It’s nothing more than a glimmer, but I chase it, desperate for the voice it offers. Desperate for the sensation. It fades, though, and I’m overwhelmed with sadness. Pain. Loss. Emotions so strong that a year ago, I would have thought them utterly impossible.
Valen?
The glimmer comes again, only this time it’s stronger. I push, focusing on him, on the connection between us, desperate to shatter the barrier she placed.
Valen!
“I’m here. Whatever you need, I’m here… Just, please. Answer me. Let me know you’re there.”
I’m here. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.
My entire body goes rigid as I focus on the fire in my chest. It spreads throughout my body, giving me life. Giving me strength.
Giving me perspective.
Aphelian’s windy trap disappears, and I drop to the ground in a crouch. When I stand, I look her in the eye. “Valen makes me strong.”
“He makes you weak!” She spreads her arms, and a small army of beasts rises. They snarl and lumber toward me, teeth snapping and bared. “I gave you power. Purpose. All you have to do is reach out and take greatness.”
I snap my fingers. Aphelian’s minions are set ablaze, crumbling to ash before her eyes. I think of Gensted and the connection we have. Of the way he unlocked a part of me I hadn’t known was missing. “My brother gave me this power. My family—my real family—gives me purpose.”
An enraged howl splits the air. “I gave you life! Without me, you would have nothing. You would be nothing.”
In a way, she’s right. Levina taught me to fight. She taught me to be strong, to be loyal. Those years in Lunal, with her, I was happy. Content. In this moment, it doesn’t matter that they were a lie. It makes no difference that it was all part of a horrible, larger plan. All I can think about is how it felt to be accepted. The fire dies down, and I take a step toward her. “Please, Levina…” My voice catches. “Mother…”
Aphelian falters, watching me with wide eyes.
“I know you believe we’re meant to end the Fae. That you are justified. But let it go. Let it all go. For me… For everything we could have once had.”
She listens, and the few remaining monstrosities scurrying around shrivel and die. There’s a flicker of something bright in her eyes. A string I can pull to unravel this entire mess. I chase it.
It will never be the same as it was. She’ll have to answer for her crimes. But maybe…
“You’ve hurt so many people, made so many mistakes—”
She reaches for me, fingers brushing my cheek. “I was born to do this—as you were. The wrongs against me, the betrayal… I’ve endured so much to get to this point, sacrificed everything. I will not have suffered in vain!” Her expression twists, a dark thing void of any remaining humanity.
She lifts her arms, and thick, thorny vines break through the earth, entangling me. As the vegetation winds tight around my torso, neck, and face, a swell of panic washes over me. I try to suck in a breath, but nothing happens.
Valen…
The vines finish their ascent, winding around my head, covering my nose and eyes. Air is gone. Everything goes dark.
Violet eyes and dark hair. A sarcastic sense of humor and quick wit. Valen is so many things to so many people, but to me, there’s only one that matters. He’s my home.
My strength.
Wherever Valen is, that’s where I belong.
The ember starts deep in my chest, fanning outward and coiling around me, around the vines. In my mind, I am the firebird—angry, powerful. It breathes flame, incinerating the vines and setting me free.
I step from the ruined pile of vegetation and brush several specks of ash from my arm. Watching them float to the ground, I’m overcome with sadness. “This might have gone so differently if you’d only loved me as much as you loved your prophecy.”
She conceived me with a single purpose in mind. Aphelian was driven by the words of her grandmother from the time she could walk. She was determined to see the prophecy unfold—even if she had to manipulate the world around her to do so.
“It’s time to accept the truth, Aphelian. There is no Omen of Ice. No Omen of Fire. Your entire life? It’s been a waste.”
When I told Valen that I couldn’t kill her, it was true. But I also can’t let her continue on this path. That only leaves me one choice.
“You wanted me to trap Valen in the Dream… I think it’s only fitting that it be your fate.”
Aphelian screams. The sound is raw and primal, and I feel it reverberate in every inch of my body.
For everything she put me through, for all the things she intended to do to an uncountable number of innocent lives—for thinking that she was above the judgment of the Goddess—I need to make her pay. To stop her once and for all.
Unfortunately, she won’t be the only one to suffer.
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Valen
Aphelian lunges at Tania.
I start running.
Aphelian roars. “If you refuse your destiny, if you will not see the truth for what it is, then you leave me no choice.” At her feet, several clumps of earth shift to reveal thick piles of vines. Giving up on my Fae legs, I slip into my wolf, increasing my speed.
It’s still not fast enough.
One of the piles grows huge, the vines thickening and snaking out, coming to a vicious point. Time comes to a screeching halt. Tania turns away from Aphelian, away from the life-and-death battle, and looks at me. Our gazes meet.
“I’m sorry. For all of this. The past, the present… The future. I’m going to do my best to stop her, but I promise you, you will survive this.”
What are you—
Time snaps back into place. Tania dives to the side as the razor-tipped vine approaches, but she’s too slow. The tip spears her gut. She screams as the vine carries her backward, the momentum hurtling her against the trunk of a massive tree. The front of her leathers is stained with blood. A moment later, she goes still.
I let go of my wolf and skid to a stop in the snow on two feet, holding my breath, waiting for the wound to affect me. I brace for the inevitable sting, the breathlessness and anxiety—the pain—but nothing happens. I clutch my side. Not even the smallest ghost of a feeling.
What did you do…
I’m met with silence. Cold, dark, deathly still.
“WHAT DID YOU DO?” In an instant, I’m breathless. The sudden loss of her warmth, the absence of her energy, is too much to bear. I fall to my knees in the snow. She’s either found a way to completely freeze out our link or…
No. She can’t—
“Go!” Someone hefts me to my feet and gives me a brutal shove. Gensted.
All around us, the ground shakes. The earth rumbles, and more creatures rise, these made of stone and dirt, covered in moss and bracken.
Gensted holds out his hand. A fireball forms, twitching and spinning like it’s desperate for something to feed on. He looks me in the eye. There it is. That glimmer of determination, of steely resolve. There’s no question that he and Tania are of the same blood. “We’ll deal with them. Go get her!”
Delkin and Benj come up on my right, while Suveo and Wren bring up the left. I glance back. Kopic stands at the head of the small group of guards he brought. Their weapons are drawn. He lifts his sword. “For the Winter Lands!”
The guards charge.
Aphelian turns to meet them, laughing. “Let it begin!”
As they all engage with the newly formed beasts, I race to Tania. It takes forever to cross the field, and when I reach her, she’s as still as death and as cold as I am.
“Tania?” I grab her face and lift her head. Her eyes are closed, and her breathing is shallow. Barely there, really. “Can you hear me?”
The only answer I get is silence.
I grip the vine protruding from her midsection. It freezes, and I shatter it, catching Tania as she slips from the trunk. I set her down gently, covering the wound with my hands.
Her eyes don’t open, but she stirs slightly. “Valen…?”
“Shh. I’m going to fix this.” I wasn’t lying before about not wanting to use the druid magic, but this is an emergency. I just hope I can reach it with the wall she’s put up.
Around us, the battle rages, and I do my best to focus. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on Tania. On her voice, her face, the way she makes me feel… This single person has touched me in a way no one else ever has. A way no one else ever can. We’re connected. Not just by the link but by our hearts. Our souls. We’re connected by this bond that everyone in our lives fought so hard against.
Before I knew the truth about my aunt Liani, I loved her. Still, if we’d been separated, I would have found a way to move on. There was nothing—no one—in my life that I couldn’t live without. Not until Tania.
That’s what I focus on. The unbreakable hold she has on me. The love, the pain, and everything in between. The clearing fades away, taking the battle with it…
I’m floating, rushing past random shapes and colors, scents so strong that they make me dizzy. I’m tumbling through time and space, and when it all stops whirling, I hit the ground hard at someone’s feet.
“Valen?”
I drag myself upright and blink to clear away the haze. Tania is standing on the edge of a cliff, looking out over a vast ocean. Above us, the sky is an assortment of colors, random clouds of white and gray bobbing.
“Where—where are we?” I ask.
She grabs my shoulders, squeezing like she needs to confirm I’m real. “How— You can’t be here!”
“Where is here?”
“This is the Dream. It’s the place between worlds. Druids are the only ones who have access to it. This is where she wanted me to—”
I cover her mouth. “Doesn’t matter. You need to focus. Help me tap into the druid magic so I can heal you.”
She doesn’t answer. Instead, she looks out over the ocean again, turning away from me.
“Tania!”
“I—I don’t think I can, Valen.” Sighing, she faces me. “Think about it. The wound I suffered out there…you’ve no sign of it. I can block you from feeling my emotions, some of the sensations, but I can’t block physical injury.”
“Then how—”
“The magic has reached the point of no return. It’s wild. Unpredictable. Maybe…maybe it’s trying to separate us.” She laughs. “Even the magic doesn’t want us together… I think the Dream is severing our link.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“It’s fine,” she says, taking my hand. “If the link is severed—or severely compromised—then that makes this easier for you. I think I can trap her in the Dream—like she wanted me to do to you, and—and I think I can destroy it.”
“With her inside?”
“Yes.”
“There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”
“I think I have to stay here in order to do it…”
“Permanently? No.”
“Valen, I don’t think there’s another way.”
“Why not?”
“The magic inside me has reached an apex, and I won’t be able to purge it and still have enough left to do what needs to be done. The druid magic is eating away at the Fae magic, and the Fae is eating the druid. Ice and fire…they’re at war. I’m not meant to be this way. No one is. Inside of me is just…chaos.”
The anger nearly brings me to my knees. How could she consider doing this? How could she think that I would— “No. There’s another way. There has to be.”
She takes my hand and presses it against her chest, over her heart. “Concentrate. You’ll see that I’m right.”
I want more than anything to tell her that she’s wrong, but she isn’t.
She pulls her hand from mine.
“Fine,” I say. “Then do it.”
“You have to leave, Valen.”
I fold my arms and stand my ground. “Nope. Use the druid power to pull her in if you think that’s what you have to do, but we’re going to trap her here—together—then get out and destroy the Dream.”
“I’m not sure I can destroy the Dream from out there. And even if I could, that won’t change the fact that I still have two court magics—”
“One problem at a time. Please.”
She hesitates.
“Please, Tania. Trust me.”
“I’ve held on to the druid magic too long. It’s starting to degrade me.”
One being was never meant to hold this much power. So, to me, the answer is simple. “Share the burden with me.”
“What?”
“Let me take half the power.” I grab her hands and force her to look at me. “Let me be your balance.”
“I’m not sure you could withstand it. You’re a full-blooded Winter Fae. If I can reopen the link and let you in—really let you in—I won’t be able to control what magic you can touch. I’m part Autumn Fae…”
Court magics cannot mix.
“You’re still standing. You have Winter and Autumn magic.”
“That’s true…” She sighs and pulls her hands away again. “But I think I’m different. Maybe being Fae and druid affords me some amount of immunity. Aphelian said something to me, back at the tree. She wanted me to claim the Autumn throne. She wouldn’t have said that if she believed it would kill me. She said I needed to purge the druid magic but not the Fae.”
“I’m willing to take the risk,” I say.
“But I’m not. Besides, you’re forgetting about my wound. It’s not progressing here in the Dream, but as soon as I leave—”
“So you get to sacrifice yourself, but I can’t?”
“Something like that.” She forces a smile. “And let’s be honest. You want the glory.”
“Damn right I do. When they write songs about this day, I refuse to be left out.” I hold my hand out to her.
She hesitates, then takes it.
“I’m with you, Tania. No matter what. Forever.”
She nods. Just once. “Ready?”
“Do it.”
Tania whispers something I can’t quite hear. A spell? There’s a flash of lightning and a tug from deep inside my chest. The serene cold I normally feel bleeds away, replaced by searing warmth. There’s something else, too. A kind of energy that makes me feel heady and light.
“I love—”
There’s a crack of thunder and another flash of lightning. This bolt strikes the ground in front of us, and when the dust clears, Aphelian is standing there.
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Aphelian looks from me to Valen, her expression joyful. Victorious.
“You did it!” she exclaims. “You brought him to the Dream.”
“I didn’t, actually. Valen found his way here all on his own.”
“That’s—”
“Impossible?” he finishes for her. “There’s nothing I won’t—can’t—do for Tania.”
Aphelian’s features twist, the unadulterated rage pouring off her in waves. “You truly believe you can trap me here? This is my refuge!”
“You’re wrong. You told me yourself. This place belongs to all druids.” I drop to the ground and brace my hands against the earth. Valen does the same beside me. “At least it did. Now it’s going to be your tomb.”
Rocks and dirt swirl, cascading around her lower half. Aphelian stumbles, and something small falls from her hand. The vial she tried to get me to purge the druid magic into. It rolls to a stop at Valen’s feet as the rock and dirt form a crust around my old mentor. Aphelian fights it and starts to break free—until I let loose the fire. The flames harden the rock, solidifying them to trap her in place.
“Do you really think this will hold me? You’re only putting off the inevitable,” she yells. “Once I break free—and I will—I will fell you all!”
I approach her but stop several feet away. “It didn’t have to be like this, Levina.”
“It was always going to be like this. Once I’m free—”
“You’ll get free of this rock,” I say. “But you’ll never leave the Dream.” My throat is thick, and I swallow. There’s a lump that makes it hard to breathe. This is it. The end of the line.
As much as I hate what she’s done, all the things she stands for, Aphelian is the one person in this life with whom I could truly belong. Not just because of blood, but because of heritage, because of the magic… We’ve shared something no others have shared. Valen loves me, but the Fae will never accept who—and what—I am. For that reason, once I do this, if we do manage to escape the Dream, I will be truly alone.
But I have no choice.
“You—” Her eyes widen as she understands. “You wouldn’t dare. Do you have any idea what destroying the Dream will do to the magic?”
It’s a surreal feeling, but I’m resigned to it. “You made your choice. Now I must make mine.” I close my eyes, willing the ground to rise up, the plants to surge. There’s a rumble, and Aphelian is encased in stone and foliage.
This was how it has to be. The Dream was the only place powerful enough to hold her—aside from the tear.
“All that’s left is to destroy the Dream,” I tell Valen. “I’m going to try to reopen the link, to let you in. Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
I focus on the magic and drop to the ground, placing my hand flat against the earth. The magic inside me stirs, but something is wrong. Everything begins to shake.
It’s too late…
There’s a crack like thunder, and everything is shaking. Valen stumbles but catches himself, then grabs my arm and helps me to my feet. I’m almost upright when the landscape shifts in a dizzying blur of colors and shapes.
Valen regains his footing before toppling sideways. “What’s happening?”
“Valen…”
The haze clears, and I look down. My leathers are gone, replaced by a gown of green leaves and lilac.
Valen whistles. “Wow. You look…”
I snicker. “Leave it to you to notice what I’m wearing as the world ends.”
His brow quirks, and he tilts his head to the sky. “The world is ending?”
“This one is. Yours will be fine, though. The wine is safe.”
He seems confused, spinning in a slow circle to survey the horizon. “Is this the Dream? This isn’t where we were before—is it?”
The sky is stormy, and the ground is…wrong. It’s split in half. My left foot rests on a snow-covered patch while my right stands atop a flaming rock. Above us, lightning blazes through the sky, crackling to the ground just beyond my line of sight. Something falls from the sky. It’s an odd mix of snowflakes and tiny, smoking embers.
I shrug. “My guess is that it’s reacting to everything happening. This is a place for druid magic—not Fae. We’ve subjected it to not one court but two.”
The magic is at war within me. The branches are fighting for supremacy, and I fear that when they’re done, there will be nothing left of me. But I can’t tell him that. Not while there’s still work to do.
I scan the area. The mound of rock and dirt holding Aphelian prisoner is gone. Valen notices, too. “Is Aphelian still here?” he asks.
“She’s contained for now.” Her presence is like a whisper at the edge of my consciousness. I might not be able to see her, but she’s here, struggling to break free. “We have to act fast, though. If she gets out, it’s all over.”
“We can take her down. Together. She’s one druid. One single human.” He takes my hand. “We’re an army, you and me. A force to be reckoned with. We have something worth fighting for.”
“That’s what we’re doing now,” I tell him softly. “I know this isn’t how you wanted it to go, but it’s what needs to happen. And it needs to happen now.”
“You’re so fucking stubborn. We decided—”
I pull free and grab his shoulders, giving him one good shake. “Valen, listen to me. I’ve been here too long. Like me, the Dream was never meant to hold so much magic. What I took in from the tear, combined with what Servis left Aphelian and the Fae power—it’s thrown off the balance of this place, tethered me. The Dream will not allow me to leave—but I can still save you. I can save them.” I place a kiss to his forehead before pushing him away and crouching down. “For once, do what’s right for them—not for you.”
“If you die, there’s no guarantee I’ll survive,” he says. The anguish in his voice tears at my soul, but I cannot afford to waver. “You’re not human, remember? So what’s the—”
“The rules are different here. The magic that linked us is being negated by the Dream—I believe you’ll be fine.” It’s time. I have to let him go. “Goodbye, Valen.”
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Everything spins again, and I’m back in the clearing. The remains of the tree cottage are still smoking, and there are remnants of Aphelian’s minions scattered throughout the clearing. After a quick once-over, it appears that everyone is still in one piece—more or less. Several of Kopic’s guards are tending to their wounded, while Wren, Delkin, and Benj huddle not far away, surveying the scene. To the left, Daroose is tending to his kelpies.
The tug of the magic crushes my chest, making it hard to breathe. I do as she asked. I open myself to it, give myself over and surrender completely. The Dream is beginning to tear. Tania is tethered to that place, which means I am, too.
Until it’s gone.
The pressure builds until I’m sure I can’t stand it anymore. Her face flashes inside my head, and her voice rings in my ears. She’s the true other half of me. The ache in my chest goes far deeper than the magic. It’s soul-deep. If I lose her, then it will never go away.
Was this how Delkin felt? All day, every day? Did the loss of my mother haunt him? If the pain is this bad and I haven’t lost her yet, how will I survive it?
I have no intention of finding out.
Tania wants me to step up, to be strong—and she’s right. I am what’s best for the Winter Fae. But, as Gensted said, that also means doing what’s best for me. I just didn’t know how to do it until now.
“If you do this, there’s no coming back.” Bojan appears before me.
I stare. “How—how are you here?”
“That ring you gave Tania? It’s one I gave your mother when she was a child. Tania is wearing it on a chain, beneath her shirt. I’ve been with her all along.” She looks to me, then frowns. “I know what you want to do. You’ll be sacrificing all that makes you…you.”
“No. I’m not.” I think of Tania. Of her laugh and her eyes and of the way she lights me up inside. “The thing that makes me who I am is her. That’s the one thing I refuse to live without.”
Bojan nods. She whispers something in my ear, then pulls away. “So be it.”
I push back against the tug. The destruction of the Dream has started, but instead of giving myself over to it, I fight. I pull against the link, searching for Tania. When I find her, there’s a burst of surprise. Of longing and remorse. Then there’s a roar. The sound splits the air and threatens to crack my skull in two. Determination washes over me, and I pull even harder. Something builds. An energy unlike anything Derriga has ever seen.
When the shaking started, I saw a small glass vial fall from Aphelian’s hand. I picked it up. Clutching it in my hand, I focus on Tania. I yank on the link, and something overhead crackles. It’s a boom far too resonant to be lightning or thunder. Wonderful. I’ve broken the world.
Then I’m flying through the air…
The air is colder. It smells different. I flex my fingers and force my eyes open. I’m on my back in the snow—back in the clearing.
Or what’s left of it.
The trees are all knocked down, the snow chased from their branches. The collection of boulders that used to sit to my right is now shattered—nothing more than pebbles and debris.
She’s here…a few feet from me, lying in the snow. There’s a growing pool of blood beneath her, staining the pristine white a stark, macabre color.
“Tania?” I stagger to her. I’m bleeding now, too. I grab my gut, wincing against a sudden burst of pain.
“How—” She coughs, taking several gasping breaths. “The Dream closed our link. Severed it. I was trapped… Valen, what did you do?”
I say nothing, letting my finger trail across her cheek. It’s foolish, and when I recover my senses, I know I’ve finally gone too far. Everyone in the clearing is watching us. Nothing’s been said, but they’re not blind. Our secret is out.
And it’s about fucking time.
“What did you do?” she repeats, panic welling between us.
I cringe against another spike of pain, huffing with effort as I hold out my hand and open my palm. In the center is the vial I found—and it’s no longer empty.
She’s different. Hollower than she’d been moments ago. I was able to pull the druid magic from her and redirect it into the tear.
She flexes her fingers. “I’m warmer now. I feel you again in the link—but not your magic.” Her eyes widen. “No…”
I take her hand and place the tear into her palm. It’s covered in my blood. Or maybe it’s hers. It’s all the same to me.
“I don’t regret it, Tania.”
She stumbles away, horrified. Delkin comes limping into the center of the clearing, and a moment later, Benj. The others follow.
“What happened?” Delkin asks. His head is bleeding, and there’s a bruise forming on his left cheek, but other than that, he seems fine. “Something has…changed.”
I stand a bit straighter. “We did it. We trapped Aphelian.”
Benj looks from me to Tania, brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. How could you—”
“We trapped her in the Dream,” she says. Her voice shakes a little. “I was going to destroy it. I had to stay in order for it to work.” She turns to me, complete shock etched on her face. “I was fine with that. I accepted it.”
“I didn’t,” I say. “So I dragged her out and destroyed the Dream myself.”
“You…” Benj pales. “How—”
Delkin shakes his head. “That’s not possible.”
“I—” Something like remorse filters through the link. Not regret. Loss, but…more concern. It’s okay, Tania…
“No,” she repeats. “Valen, your magic…”
Delkin pales. “You sacrificed your magic?”
“It’s more complicated than that, but yes.” Without the Winter magic, there will be no problem with her Autumn power. As the others make their way into the clearing, I stand my ground. “Bojan warned me—”
“Wait.” Delkin throws up his hand. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the older Fae so flustered. “Bojan was here?”
“It’s a long story, but yes. She warned me that destroying the Dream would take my magic. It would also come with a price.”
“A price,” Delkin repeats.
“There’s a chance it might one day recover. Fae magic comes and goes—as we know. But because I destroyed the Dream—the birthplace of the druids—I’m technically allergic to druid magic now.”
“Allergic? What does that mean?”
“It means,” I say softly, catching Tania’s gaze, “that should my magic ever be replenished, I won’t have access to it in proximity to a druid. Punishment, of sorts.”
“Punishment?” Benj glares at me. “For saving countless lives?”
“What if we do for you what you did for us?” Wren takes my hand. She and Suveo have joined us. “Give you some of our magic. Another transfer!”
I cover her hand with mine. I don’t agree with her tactics, and I still feel justified in mistrusting her, but I understand her now. She’s proven herself. “I’m grateful that you’d be willing to do that for me, but the loss of my power is different from yours. It can’t be fixed like that. This is a magical punishment. The Dream’s way of holding me accountable.”
“How do you know?” Benj challenges. His face is ashen.
“Bojan told me.”
“But how—”
“A small fact lost to history—Bojan was half druid, like Tania.”
“And this is why we don’t involve ourselves with humans.” Suveo snorts. “You destroyed a piece of yourself for this…” He squares his shoulders and nods to me. “For this hero.”
I offer the Summer monarch an appreciative smile. “Oh, one other thing. So we’re all clear…” Turning, I face the small crowd. “Tania is much more than an advisor and a friend. She is mine. It’s something that should have been declared a long time ago.”
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Three days pass, and the estate is in chaos. I keep mostly to myself, healing, trying to come to terms with all that’s happened.
All that’s about to happen.
The destruction of the Dream did something to the land. Just hours after it was destroyed, magic began to return. It was subtle. A patch of forest here, a sparkle in a pond there, but it was undeniable. It will still take decades for Derriga to recover completely, but healing from the Great Drain has finally begun.
And maybe it started earlier. Twenty years earlier, to be exact. The magic began to return with Valen, then, later, with Suria. What we did just seems to have sped things along. Nature is finally getting its balance back. The land will heal.
I’ve kept the link muted. Not because we need to keep up the charade anymore—Valen upended all that—but because I wasn’t ready to feel everything. To let him in, once and for all. He’s always been more comfortable with the link than me. I never stopped to wonder why that was. But the night we returned to the estate, the night everything changed, Valen asked me what I was so afraid of.
I couldn’t answer him…because I didn’t know.
So, in an effort to give me time, space, he’s kept his distance. Not that there’s been a shortage of things for him to deal with. The loss of his power was a chaotic ripple through the Winter Lands. The council was worried that the Fae would no longer accept him. That they’d turn their backs. But in reality, it has been the opposite.
The villagers hiding in the caves were brought back to the estate, and within twenty-four hours, word of what happened in the woods started to spread. Twenty-four hours after that, the gifts started.
Letters of praise and flowers, food and livestock—there have also been several marriage proposals. The Fae of the Winter Lands understand what Valen has sacrificed to save them. They understand—and they are grateful. If his magic made them believe in him, then the loss of it made them adore him.
Then, of course, there’s the truth about us. It was met with some resistance but not nearly as much as we expected. The council is split. Celpin, to no one’s surprise, is against it. I’ve earned his trust and respect after what I did with Aphelian, but the right to be with his monarch? That might never happen.
Guria seems almost relieved. She was a bit hesitant about the idea, but overall, she thinks I’ll be a grounding influence in Valen’s life. That I might keep him…focused. Obviously, she doesn’t know him well enough.
Delkin is thrilled but also a bit surprised. He, like Valen and I, thought the blowback would be bigger. We spoke for several hours last night, and he admitted that maybe he didn’t have the faith in the Winter Fae that he should, only reiterating that his son was the best one to rule.
The kelpies Daroose called were instrumental in holding back Aphelian’s forces. They fought hard, side by side with the Winter Guard, and earned their loyalty and respect. The day after we returned, there was a small ceremony bestowing Daroose an official court title. He promised he wouldn’t let it go to his head. Of course, last night I overheard him talking to Guria, suggesting that there should be a statue in the courtyard in his likeness.
Then there’s Gensted…
I’m about to slip out my window for some fresh air when there’s a knock at the door.
I’ve been ignoring everyone except Delkin, but this time I open it. Somehow, I know who’s on the other side.
“I’m surprised you answered.” Gensted slips into the room and closes the door softly. “No one has seen you for days.”
“I figured we should talk…”
“It’s overdue,” he agrees. He settles on the edge of my bed, watching me. “But before you say anything, I need to speak.”
“Okay…”
“I know I said I didn’t want the Autumn magic back, but I see now that I was wrong.”
I smile. “I’m glad.”
“Coming with you and Valen to the Winter Lands was the single best thing I’ve ever done.”
“That magic will help you rebuild. You’ll see.”
“The magic is great, but that’s not what I mean.” He stands and takes my hand. “You are the most valuable thing to come from this trip. Had Aphelian won, had we all perished, it would have been worth it to me to have gotten to know you.”
“I feel the same way,” I say. “I understand now why I felt such an instant and intense connection to you. The druids—they have a name for it. A soul twin. It’s when two people are born the same day, at the same time. It’s very rare.”
“We’re—”
“Both born on the fall equinox.”
He laughs and draws me in, wrapping his hulking form around mine. When he pulls away, he says, “You will always have a place beside me, Keltania. Should you choose, the Autumn Fae would be lucky to have you as their co-monarch.”
“I appreciate that, but…”
“But you’re staying here, with Valen?”
“I am. I was so concerned about the Winter Fae not accepting me, but the truth is, if Valen accepts me, then why does it matter?”
He smiles. “I think that’s the perfect way to look at it.” Gensted smiles and embraces me. “I am going to miss you, sister. I hate saying goodbye…”
I return the hug, then gently pull away. “Don’t look at it as goodbye. We’ve found each other, Gen. Time, space—none of that matters. Besides…” I punch his arm playfully. “You know right where I’ll be.”
“That I do.” He bows, then covers his heart with his hand before turning and walking from the room.
I’ve always held back a little where Valen was concerned. When we got back to the estate, he asked me what I was afraid of. I didn’t know then, but I think I do now. I know, and I’m not afraid anymore. If Valen wants me, then I am his.
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Tania sent word to Lunal to let them know that the Winter Court would be allocating resources, and she told them the truth about Levina—Aphelian. She told them about the Dream. How wonderful it was—and that it was gone forever. She said she would return the tear shortly. What they do with it is up to them.
She finds me in the throne room as I’m saying goodbye to Wren. The Spring monarch is eager to return to her people, with a renewed sense of self—and purpose.
“Am I interrupting?” Tania asks.
“Tania!” Wren rushes over and throws her arms around her. “I’m so glad you’re here. I hoped I’d have a chance to say goodbye. Suveo left yesterday, and Gensted left this morning—with Zana.”
“Zana went with him?”
“She’s going to show him how to do the transfer,” I say, crossing the room. “This way he can share his magic with the Autumn Fae. Again, there’s no guarantee it will work, but since Wren was able to manifest, not being of royal blood, he’s hopeful. She made Suveo the same offer, but he turned her down.”
“She’ll be traveling to the Spring court when she’s finished with Gensted,” Wren says, smiling. “I cannot wait!”
Silence falls between us, and Wren clears her throat.
“Well, I, um, have some last-minute details to see to. Don’t be strangers.” She bounds out the door, leaving us alone in the cavernous room.
Tania wanders toward the throne. Wedged into one of the top crevices is a small, plush wolf toy. Pulling it out, she laughs. “What’s this?”
“Suria has been…redecorating. You should hear the plans she has for the rest of the estate.”
“So she’s staying?”
“Her family is gone. She was alone in Rotting Ledge… She still doesn’t remember what happened to her parents or how Aphelian got hold of her, but I promised her I’d look into it. In the meantime, I offered her a place here. She gave me an attitude, then said yes.”
“Sounds about right.”
I hesitate—just for a moment, then say, “There are some things I need to say. Things you…might not like.”
“Okay…”
Here goes… “I have to do what’s best for the Winter Fae.” Shit. Why is this so hard? “I had a long talk with my father yesterday. He pointed out that not all things are as black and white as they look.” I take her hand. After a moment, a tiny waft of steam floats from our joined palms.
“What the—”
“I’m being punished for destroying the Dream—you’re not. We’re connected, so you still have access to my magic. So, in essence, so do I.”
“That’s impossible.” The small tuft of smoke dissipates into the air around us. “I’d be dead by now. Court magics can’t mix.”
“Not normally, no. But as you said, you’re not a normal Fae, are you? Or a normal human. I think the rules are rewriting themselves just for you.”
She stares at me. “That is the most convoluted thing you’ve ever said.”
“Would you expect anything less?”
“No. I guess not.” She takes a step back, breathing in deep. “There’s something I want to give you.”
“Oh?”
“Me.” The wall she built to dull the link shatters, and everything floods between us. Except this time, all of her flows through it. I didn’t know it at the time, but she’d fought the link from that very first day. It took time to learn enough control to block herself from me completely, but her natural defense instinct kicked in, and she’d never fully surrendered to it. Now, I get it all. The love she has for me, the passion—the occasional irritation. She shows me her hopes and fears and all the insecurities she never dared share with anyone.
After a minute, I grin. The section on my chest where the Heartbreaker is tingles. A small part of me was worried about taking this next step, fearful that she’d resist. So fucking stubborn, my Keltania… “So, what do you say, druid. Feel like watching over the Winter Fae with me?”
Without a word, I tug at the chain around her neck, then slide the band off the chain and slip it onto her finger.
Tania’s eyes widen as she looks at the ring on her finger.
“Hopefully you won’t freak about it, because this time, I mean exactly what you think I do. What’s best for the Winter Fae is me…and you.”
…
After we make the announcement, it takes several weeks to prepare. Tania agrees to a ceremony only if we combine the wedding and her coronation. She insists it’s because she doesn’t want to wear a ridiculous dress twice, but I know better. She’s still worried about the Winter Fae not accepting her.
But she shouldn’t. Sure, there are a few holdouts, but they know what she did for them. What she sacrificed. They are more than ready to accept her as their Winter Lady. As am I.
“You ready?” I ask. We’re standing on the other side of the throne room doors, guards on either side of us, waiting to enter.
She breathes deep. In and out. “It’s not like I can say no at this point…”
I smile and nod to the guards. The doors open, the music begins, and I take her hand.
The throne room is bursting with Fae. They’re lined two deep all around the room, packed into seats in the center. There’s a row in the front, off to the side. Daroose and Gensted are there, as well as Suria and Zana. She came back with Gensted and is heading to Wren’s village next in a few days.
At the front, on either side of the dais, are Kopic and Delkin. Kopic standing for me, and Delkin for Tania. Human tradition would have had him walking her down the aisle, but we opted for the Fae way. It’s her way of showing the people that she’s embraced them. That she’s one of them.
Because, well, she is.
As we reach the front, Guria smiles. It’s wide and genuine, and it’s full of pride. “We gather today to mark a momentous occasion. The claiming of Valen Frostreaver and Keltania…” She hesitates.
Tania leans in. “Just Keltania. For now…”
Guria nods. Tunne was the name Aphelian had given her. Emberbane was the name of the Autumn Fae father that had wanted her dead. Until we are joined, Tania has chosen to be nameless.
“Do you, Lord Valen of the Winter Fae, claim Keltania as yours? Do you bind yourself to her forever, forsaking all others?”
Hmm…
“Valen, I’ll kill you…”
“I do,” I say, smirking at her. You know I do.
“And do you, Keltania, promise to stand by Lord Valen’s side? To support him in times of crisis and in times of joy?” She grins. “To keep him grounded and…see that he behaves.”
“I do,” she responds with a snicker.
“And you accept his claim, staking one of your own? Accepting him as yours forever?” There’s a note of surprise in Guria’s tone. Like she’s trying to talk Tania out of it!
“I’m the only one who can keep him in line,” she says, smiling. “So yes.”
Soft laughter rolls through the room. Sure. They find her amusing, but me? They don’t get my sense of humor…
“And with this claim, you acknowledge your duty to the Fae of the Winter Lands? Will you, Keltania…promise to serve and protect them, as long as you live?”
Tania turns to the room and says, “I will.”
Guria smiles. She spreads her arms. “I present to you the Winter Lord, Valen Frostreaver, and his Winter Lady, Keltania.”
Heh. I’m still your Lord.
An even flicker of annoyance and amusement filters down the link.
“Goddess, is this what I have to look forward to?”
I turn, taking her face in my hands. Don’t blame me. You’re the one who said yes.
“Oh yeah? Well—”
I smile and press my lips to hers. We are both right where we were meant to be. At each other’s side.
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SWEET NIGHTMARE
a Calder Academy novel by Tracy Wolff
Calder Academy is where the rogue paranormals go. The ones who break the rules or lose control. And when that happens for vamps, werewolves, witches, and dark fae? It gets pretty freaking scary. I should know. Because I’m trapped here. But when a freak storm hits our isolated island, I’m forced to align with one evil—Jude Abernathy-Lee—to avoid the other. And worse, I’m loving every minute of it.
THE SHADOWS RULE ALL
a Dominions novel by Abigail Owen
King Eidolon has taken everything. I am a queen with no one to rule, and a tattered army that’s not even mine. Now the shadows who once tormented Reven live within me, enticing me to betray my friends. Without the guy I fell for, I am all shadows…and no light. And the Alignment is almost upon us—the culmination of centuries that have fueled a vengeful king’s festering rage. We’re outnumbered. We’re underpowered. And even if we could unleash the trapped goddesses, they would destroy the kingdom and everything in it.
TO SHATTER THE NIGHT
a Mistlands novel by Katherine Quinn
Driven by the fury of her splintered heart, Kiara Frey knows that the answers—and the only possible way to a future with Jude Maddox—begin with the realm’s most notorious thief, the Fox. Together, they hunt down the path to breaking Asidia’s dark curse, but in the shadows, something more horrifying than the mist lies in wait. As Jude and Kiara are lured to a sacred temple—a shrine that is the home to both exquisite dreams and chilling nightmares—Kiara’s newfound powers flourish but her shadows threaten to consume her. Because here in these cursed lands, it’s not the darkness that destroys the soul...it’s love.
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