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        The twelve tribes of Alandria were split into four groups based on how they perceived the use of magic: Woodloch to the wooded west, Viland to the hills of the east, Tosin to the mountains of the north, and Moran to the rocky south. Though the twelve tribes are autonomous, the Society rules over all.

      

        

      
        WOODLOCH

        Magic should be used for might.

        (warriors, weapons, armor)

      

        

      
        Galanthea

        Herasi

        Venatrix

      

        

      
        VILAND

        Magic should be used for good.

        (healing, medicine, art)

      

        

      
        Bryonica

        Concha

        Ibarra

      

        

      
        TOSIN

        Magic should be used for efficiency.

        (everyday tasks, mining, travel)

      

        

      
        Erewa

        Sayair

        Zavala

      

        

      
        MORAN

        Magic should be used for nothing.

        (magical artifacts)

      

        

      
        Aude

        Elsiande

        Genoa
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            THE WEDDING

          

        

      

    

    
      The mirror revealed a distorted reflection.

      “You look lovely,” Audria said from her left.

      Darby nodded eagerly. “Stunning. You will be the prettiest bride of the entire Season.”

      Bride.

      That word hadn’t sunk in yet.

      Even though Kerrigan was standing in a lush white gown—the most stunning her designer, Parris, had ever created for her—it didn’t feel real. None of this felt real. And how could it after everything she had gone through to get here?

      “You don’t have to do this,” Darby whispered, glancing nervously at Audria.

      “Yes, she does,” Audria said with a sigh. “There is no way that March will let her out of this.”

      She was right.

      Audria was always right. She had been Kerrigan’s closest friend as a child before she disappeared into the House of Dragons—a feeder program for wayward youth to join a tribe. And while Darby might be Bryonican now, she had been Kerrigan’s roommate when they both were Dragon Blessed nobodies.

      “We can get her out of here,” Darby argued.

      “To what end?” Audria asked. She plucked at her navy-blue sleeve—the color of the Bryonican tribe. “If she doesn’t show, the House of Medallion will crush the House of Cruse.”

      Kerrigan winced. The House of Cruse were her people. She might have been thrown out like the trash, but the people had always hoped for her return. They were innocent in this.

      Two weeks ago, she’d been kicked out of the Society, lost her dragon, and incited a riot against the same organization. Then, war broke out. She was called to the battlefield to fight the recently released House of Shadows. They’d succeeded in stopping their advance, and she had been given her much coveted spot as a dragon rider, but she had to release her affiliation to the traitorous court, only to regain the mantle she had shed at five years old—a Bryonican princess. Felicity Kerrigan Argon, First of the House of Cruse of Bryonica.

      Now, to save her people, she was set to marry her enemy. No pretty dress could make marrying Ashby March any better. If she didn’t marry him, he would destroy her house. He wanted to be king too much to not follow through on his threat. He might have changed his tune after the battle when he deigned to see her as an equal, but love wouldn’t stay his hand.

      “But …” Darby argued.

      “Stop,” Kerrigan said with a sigh. “I’ve already made my choice. I was betrothed to March at birth. The documents were signed long ago. Legally, I could snub him and walk away from this marriage before the king and queen. The consequences though …”

      Her friends looked up at her in dismay. They all knew there was no other choice.

      A knock sounded at the door. Mistress Hellina—First of the House of Stoirm, her mentor and surrogate mother—peeked her head inside. “Are you ready?”

      “Helly,” Kerrigan whispered.

      She took Kerrigan’s hands. “Chin up, my dear. You can get through this.”

      Helly had her back. She would still live in the mountain after this. She would still be a Society member. March would get his throne, but he would never have her heart. Never.

      “I’m ready.”

      Audria and Darby took up the long train of her dress as Helly led the way to the palace throne room. Belcourt Palace was at the heart of the Bryonican capital, Rosemont. The venue was a true honor bestowed upon them by the crown. It helped that March’s great-aunt was the queen. That their union would likely mean they would ascend to the coveted royal position. Fae were long-lived, but after one to two thousand years, their will to continue faded, and thus, they moved on. Many believed the king would enter the abyss as soon as a replacement was clear.

      “Breathe,” Helly reminded her.

      Then, she disappeared to her seat inside.

      Littlings scattered the golden sunflower petals that bloomed all over Rosemont during the summer. A string quartet played the opening notes to the famous wedding tune. The double doors opened to reveal Kerrigan in all of her splendor, and the crowd rose to their feet, facing her with awe on their faces.

      The awe was warranted. Her dress was a delight. Layer upon layer of white fabric gave her an impressive empire waist with a full skirt to the floor and a train that cascaded behind her. The bodice fit her like a glove with careful boning to hold it up, a V in the front and back, and a bow wrapping tight around her waist. The sleeves fell off her shoulders, revealing her pronounced décolleté. But the mesmerizing thing about the entire ensemble was the magic threaded through the dress. It had no ornament. No diamonds or rubies or sapphires to make it glow. The dress shimmered from top to bottom, as if pixie lights danced under the surface. Parris had imbued it with so much of his magic that it dazzled. Every person in attendance was going to want a gown from his commission. All those years of not paying for dresses and calling it advertising was finally paying off.

      A hush fell over the crowd. Her father, Kivrin, stood in the front row. It was customary for him to walk her down the aisle, and though he had offered, she had declined. She wouldn’t bring him into this sham.

      She stepped forward in the heeled slipper and tried to forget that she was entering an arranged marriage. That she hated her future husband. That there was nothing she could do to stop this.

      That … there was only one person who could do anything about this.

      And he’d left.

      Her heart panged as her thoughts veered to Ford. Today was the last day she should think of him. Not as Prince Fordham Ollivier of the House of Shadows, but as her Ford. The male she had fallen in love with. The male who had flown off into the distance to break the curse that kept them apart. He wasn’t going to barge in today and demand her to be released from this bargain.

      Still, her heart hoped. The traitorous thing.

      She stopped before the dais, and finally, she lifted her gaze to March.

      He was no longer the cherub-faced youth who had skinned squirrels alive to see what they looked like on the inside or the dangerous person he’d been who knew how to give her bruises where no one would see them. She’d hoped he would be ugly, but of course, full-blooded Fae were rarely unattractive. And he was devastatingly attractive. All sharp angles, hard jawline, dark features, and imperious blue eyes. He was tall and arrogant and charming. The bachelor of the season. And her worst nightmare.

      His smile was as deadly as his anger. He thought he had fallen for her, that he understood love. But all he knew was that she was like him. She had been successful on the battlefield, a sight to behold atop her dragon, Tieran, and he had seen himself in that and suddenly wanted her.

      “My lady,” March said, offering her his hand.

      She glanced over her shoulder. Just one time with hope that Fordham would save her from this, but the doors were barred. No one would be getting through them. Though Fordham had his shadow magic and could jump inside this room anytime he wanted, he hadn’t made his appearance. She knew what that meant. She’d always known.

      Love meant despair and defeat and death to Prince Fordham.

      Love would never be enough.

      “Kerrigan,” March said. His voice a note sharper. As if he knew precisely what she was thinking.

      She turned her gaze back to him. Let him see the fury in her emerald eyes. Fury at him for forcing this upon her. For thinking that taming her unruly red curls into a delicate crown, hiding her softly pointed ears that revealed her half-Fae heritage, and draping her in frippery would change who she was or how she felt about him. She held that gaze for a beat and watched the shock appear on his face.

      He had thought she had come around. That she could ever want this or him. She had let him think that while she planned a way out. Now that there was no way out, she could let him see precisely who he was marrying.

      His face hardened, and he took her hand in a crushing grip. “Shall we?”

      She stepped up onto the dais before the entire Bryonican court.

      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today for the marriage of Lord Ashby Hallinger March, First of the House of Medallion, to Lady Felicity Kerrigan Argon, First of the House of Cruse.”

      The rest of the words disappeared in a haze. She was committed now. There was no turning back. Nothing could stop this. No cloud of black smoke to tilt her world back onto its axis. This was a nightmare that she couldn’t escape.

      “You may now kiss the bride.”

      And at the first touch of March’s hard lips against her own, she started screaming.
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        * * *

      

      Kerrigan rocketed upright. Her screams tapered off as her gaze shifted around the dimly lit classroom inside Draco Mountain. The other two newest Society members, Audria and Roake, stared at her in horror. The current government instructor, Master Hayes, shot her a steely look.

      “Is my instruction that horrifying, Mistress Kerrigan?”

      She opened her mouth and then promptly closed it. It had been a dream. A literal nightmare. She wasn’t marrying March … yet. She still had months before that day came. Months before she had to walk down the aisle at Belcourt Palace. She didn’t even have a dress yet. They hadn’t even officially announced their intent to marry. That wouldn’t be happening until tomorrow at the final Season event of the year.

      “My apologies, Master Hayes,” she croaked out.

      She had been burning the candle at both ends ever since her return from the battlefield. Most nights were spent in nightmares that woke her, crying into her pillow. Her days were filled with catching up on studies, her new apprenticeship, and the current influx of half-Fae and human refugees from the House of Shadows. Now, apparently, her mind had taken her anxiety about seeing March again and forced their literal wedding into her nightmares.

      Scales.

      “Well, with that rousing excitement,” Hayes said, barely containing his eye roll, “we’ll call it for the day. You have your assignments. I expect better work from you. Just because you’re full members doesn’t mean you don’t have to pass your exam with me.”

      They all nodded, dumping parchment into bags, and hastened out of the room.

      Audria shot her a look. “Battlefield again?”

      Kerrigan just nodded. Easier than explaining about March. “It’s keeping me up at night.”

      Roake yawned. “Same.”

      The dragon tournament occurred every five years in the city of Kinkadia and last year, they had been three of the five winners. Kerrigan hadn’t officially entered the tournament, as she was underage, without a tribe sponsor, and most importantly, half-Fae. But she had shocked everyone by winning and surviving the last year of dragon training. Noda had left halfway through, and Fordham … well, Ford was a different story entirely. Now, the three of them were all that was left.

      “Maybe you should see the healing counselor,” Audria said.

      “When would I have time for that?”

      Audria sighed. “I don’t know.”

      Roake rubbed his eyes. “Maybe after we pass all our exams.”

      Audria looked dubious. “I doubt things will slow down after that. They keep piling on more. It’s not like our apprenticeships are going to get easier.”

      They’d gotten their assignments a few days after they came back from the Battle of Lethbridge. Audria was apprenticed to a Bryonican healer despite her lack of affinity for healing properties. Roake’s mentor was an Elsiande magical regulator. He was excited about the opportunity to grow even though he’d always seemed more inclined to physical endeavors.

      Kerrigan had thought that they’d snub her again. After all, they hadn’t wanted her to win the tournament or finish dragon training or join the Society. Why would they start by giving her a reasonable apprenticeship now? Except they had.

      A throat cleared at the end of the hallway. “Mistress Kerrigan.”

      They all stilled at the sound of her mentor’s strong voice, and Master Bastian, a full member of the Society council, came into view.

      “Master Bastian,” Kerrigan said with a smile. “I don’t believe I am to report to you until the afternoon.”

      “Indeed,” he said, clasping his hands behind his black Society robes. The dragon-in-flight coat of arms embroidered delicately onto the chest. “But I come for a different reason.”

      “Oh?”

      “The council wishes to have a word.”

      Fear crept through her. Not again. They couldn’t kick her out now. Not when she was a full member.

      He must have seen that fear on her face because his own softened. “As your mentor, I am to inform you that you have been nominated for a seat on the council.”
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            THE NOMINATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Audria’s jaw dropped. “But she’s a first-year member.”

      “I am aware of that, Mistress Audria,” Bastian said with a rueful smile on his lips.

      “Of … of course,” she said softly.

      Master Bastian had been in the Society a long time. When he had been young, his house had caught on fire. His tribe, Elsiande, was against using magic, and the nearest healer was hours away. By the time they reached him, he was disfigured with burn scars on his face and body. He’d refused treatment for removal of the scars and dedicated his life to helping those in need.

      “But first years are never nominated to the council,” Roake said, speaking what they were already thinking.

      “Indeed,” Bastian said. “But times are changing. Are they not?”

      Kerrigan nodded. Times were definitely changing. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Excellent,” Bastian said.

      She said her good-byes to her friends before stepping up to her mentor’s side. She still found it hard to believe that she’d been assigned to Master Bastian. He was one of her closest allies in the mountain. Not to mention, a council member himself. It felt like a step in the right direction finally. The Society had never wanted a half-Fae who hadn’t yet reached her eighteenth name day into their midst. But she had succeeded at every turn, and she intended to continue to do so.

      She and Bastian navigated the winding corridors inside Draco Mountain, the seat of the Society in all of Alandria. The Society was the ruling body over the capital city of Kinkadia and the twelve—now thirteen—tribes of the land. The dragon riders brought peace to the large island, and though Kerrigan bucked at their outdated ideas, she still believed they were doing more good than harm.

      “What am I walking into?” Kerrigan asked.

      Bastian smiled warmly down at her. “It’s not always an investigation. You can relax.”

      She frowned. “That’s not been my experience. For all I know, I’m going to walk in there, and someone is going to try to arrest me for the audacity of being nominated. As if I nominated myself. As if I’d even want to be on the council.”

      “Don’t you?” he asked evenly.

      “I don’t know.”

      She adjusted her own black Society robes. They were so new that she still wasn’t used to them on her figure. For twelve years in the House of Dragons she’d admired Society members in these robes, and now that they belonged to her, she felt like a kid playing dress-up.

      She even remembered one time when Lyam had filched a set of robes and she walked around in them. Hadrian and Darby were dismayed, urging them to get rid of them. But she and Lyam had been inseparable and utterly rebellious. That had been before he fell in love with her … before he was killed, trying to protect her. She reached reassuringly in her pocket to finger Lyam’s compass. It was all she had left of him, and it brought her courage in the darkest times.

      “Explain,” Bastian encouraged.

      “On one hand, I think about all the good I could do if I was on the council. On the other hand, I’ve been in the Society for two weeks. How am I ever going to be able to represent the entire Society? There are only twenty spots. It seems madness that anyone would want me to have one of them.”

      “I remember that feeling,” Bastian admitted. “I was young when I was nominated. Not as young as you, of course.”

      “I’m not even eighteen yet. Under normal circumstances, I couldn’t even compete in the tournament.”

      “Your circumstances are extraordinary,” he agreed, “but the feeling is the same. I didn’t feel qualified, but someone else recognized the work that I’d been doing. They saw what I could become. And others have seen that in you, Kerrigan. Remember that when you feel like you don’t deserve your position, others have seen your greatness.”

      “No pressure.”

      He laughed softly. “Precisely.”

      Bastian’s words had the desired effect. Her nerves settled as they entered the council chamber. It was an enormous room, built to house the entire Society if need be. The ceiling went up endlessly to allow for the dragons to participate from their vantage point. In fact, she could see her own dragon, Tieran, up in the dizzying heights.

      He tugged on the bond and said gently into her mind, What did you do this time?

      She snorted, wishing she could send him a rather vulgar gesture. But her expression must have given it away because he rumbled with laughter.

      Bastian squeezed her shoulder once and then took his spot on the council with the other eighteen members and the head of council.

      The empty spot where Lorian Van Horn had sat sent a chill through her. To everyone present, Lorian was a convicted traitor to the Society. He’d sold illegal magical artifacts to the House of Shadows, and his hatred of half-Fae and humans had led him to work with the enemy during wartime. Kerrigan had personal reasons for disliking him, including him being the reason she had been kicked out of the program to begin with. It was her testimony that had gotten him killed.

      And it was her who had discovered he wasn’t at all who she’d thought he was. She helped sentence an innocent man to death. The whole thing had been a setup by the real leader of the Red Masks—a terrorist group that wanted to destroy half-Fae and humans alike. Now, the leader of that group was among them, and Kerrigan was no closer to finding out who it was. Though she had something she hadn’t had last time—a spy on the inside.

      “Ah, there you are,” Presiding Officer Zoh said. “Mistress Kerrigan, please step forward.”

      Kerrigan headed into the center of the room. Three other Society members stood in a line. She only recognized one of them—Master Durban. He was from Galanthea tribe, one of the three warring tribes to the west coast of Alandria. Despite having no war affiliation, Hadrian had chosen Galanthea tribe to work with his sponsor, Fallon, a distinguished scholar who was a previous tournament contender. Durban had tried for a council spot last election and lost out by a fraction. Everyone considered him a shoo-in this time. He didn’t look pleased to see her.

      The one woman wore a teal headscarf so much like the former tournament competitor, Noda, that Kerrigan’s heart squeezed at the sight. That meant she was from the island tribe of Concha on the east coast. The other man wore a pink cravat and top hat, revealing him of tribe Elsiande from the south, same as Bastian.

      “We are still waiting on one more nominee,” Master Zoh said, “and then we will begin.”

      Durban took a step forward in outrage. “The girl?”

      Kerrigan’s face flushed.

      Master Zoh looked down imperiously. “Back in line, Master Durban. Mistress Kerrigan is a full member of the Society and thus deserves your respect.”

      “But she’s a leatha,” he snarled.

      Kerrigan’s embarrassment turned to fury. Leatha was an ancient Fae term that meant half-Fae, which had been stolen and turned into a slur that meant, at best, half-breed bitch. It was not used in polite company. So, it was one thing to be called a leatha on the streets of Kinkadia, in taverns, and from bigoted idiots. It was another thing entirely for someone to use that filthy name inside the council room.

      And the rest of the council must have felt the same way. Many gasped, and hands went to hearts and mouths. Zoh looked ready to combust.

      “Master Durban,” Zoh said,, “we do not allow that kind of language in the council room. Get back in line.”

      Durban must have realized his error because he hastily retreated. Kerrigan clenched her hands into fists and was glad that she was on the other side of the room from him. She was too used to her training in the Wastes as a street fighter, where that word was met with fists and fury and not polite smiles and a reprimand.

      A slow, measured tap on the floor drew everyone’s attention away from Durban. To Kerrigan’s shock, Alura Van Horn hobbled into the room.

      “Ah, Mistress Alura, excellent. Please get into position, and we’ll begin.”

      Alura had been Kerrigan’s commander for her year of dragon training. She was tall with skin the color of midnight, and her dark hair was cornrowed off of her proud face. She was the best warrior of a generation. The lone winner of the previous tournament after the humans Cyrene and Dean won and took their dragons to distant shores to fight their own battle, upending the entire system with their departure.

      Then, Alura had gone up against Fordham’s sister, Princess Wynter Ollivier of the House of Shadows, in the Battle of Lethbridge. Wynter blasted her with the dark shadow magic and nearly died. She had survived but now had to walk with a cane. Her once-proud, battle-ready figure destroyed in her first real battle. It was shocking that she was here. She hadn’t been seen since her father’s trial.

      Alura caught Kerrigan’s eye and glared before moving to stand beside Durban instead. She would never forgive Kerrigan for being responsible for her father’s death.

      “That’s everyone. As you were made aware, you five are nominated to join our illustrious council. We keep a seat of twenty at all times,” Master Zoh said. “There are two open seats this year. Lorian’s seat as well as whichever council member ascends to my position. Yes, this is my last year as presiding officer.”

      A smattering of applause was made for that announcement. Zoh smiled reassuringly.

      “As I am leaving, we will also have a presiding officer election, and Master Bastian and Mistress Hellina have put forth their hats for the job.”

      Helly and Bastian came to their feet, staring at each other with a small head nod to the other. Kerrigan’s two mentors running against each other. She couldn’t be further in the middle of this.

      “Yes, yes, wonderful,” he said. “The election will be at the end of June. Society members will convene here from all corners of Alandria for one week. A ball will take place to introduce you to the Society. Between now and then, you are allowed to campaign how you see fit for your position, but only two of you will come out of this victorious. Are there any questions?”

      Durban stepped forward, and they began a lively discussion of the types of appropriate campaigning. Kerrigan’s heart sank at the thought. The people loved her in the city, but they weren’t the ones who were going to get to vote. Another thing she found ridiculous. The Society council ruled over everyone everywhere, and yet only members could even vote in the election.

      Regardless, she didn’t have the funds or the time to travel to all the tribes to petition them to vote for her. She couldn’t do much of anything, except speak her truth and hope that was enough.

      When the conversations finally died out, they were dismissed. She took a step toward Alura, but her glare was so terrifying that Kerrigan stopped in her tracks. She’d never been on friendly terms with Alura. She had been her commander, not her friend. But Kerrigan hadn’t seen her actively angry.

      “I’m being nominated for this because of you,” she hissed at Kerrigan.

      “Me?” she asked in confusion.

      “My father is dead, and there are those who believe a Van Horn should take his spot.”

      “I … I am sorry, Alura.”

      “Save it,” she snarled. “You couldn’t speak for him when you knew he was innocent. There’s nothing you can do now.”

      Then, she took her cane in hand and stalked from the room.

      Helly appeared at her side with a sigh. “Give her time. She’s still grieving.”

      “Of course.” She looked up into Helly’s face. “Presiding officer?”

      “Ah, yes, well, it’s about time, isn’t it?”

      Kerrigan nodded. “Long past time.”

      “I won’t ask for your vote. I know that Bastian is your mentor.”

      And Helly was her mother in all but name. Almost thirteen years ago at the age of five, her father had left her with Helly at the footsteps of Draco Mountain. She’d joined the House of Dragons, thanks to Helly, and she had looked after Kerrigan ever since. The vote would not be easy.

      “Does that mean I can ask for yours?”

      Helly laughed sharp and short. “I suppose you can.”

      Helly put a hand on Kerrigan’s shoulder, and together, they headed out of the chamber.

      Kerrigan swallowed and looked up at Helly, wearing the navy-blue House of Stoirm coat of arms pin on her lapel. “Any news from the House of Shadows?”

      Helly sighed. “If you mean, have I heard about Fordham? Then, no.”

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      “Wherever he has gone, he does not want to be found.”

      “So, I should abandon him to his fate?”

      “I did not say that,” she said gently. “But you have bigger things to worry about right now.”

      “The election isn’t for months.”

      “I meant … your impending nuptials.”

      Kerrigan groaned. “Right. Any luck in finding a way out of that?”

      Helly shook her head. “I did what you’d requested and sent feelers out about the House of Medallion’s presence on your lands, and it is as dire as Lord March made it seem. I do believe he could follow through on a house takeover if he so wanted.”

      She grimaced. “So, I have to marry him?”

      “There’s still time. Play along, and we’ll figure it out.”

      That was what her father had said. They’d offered her dowry to be rid of the betrothal, and March had been insulted. She couldn’t afford to insult him. She had to play faerie bride for a little longer. Because if there was a way to break this engagement … a way to get back to Fordham, she would damn well find it.
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      “I … can’t … breathe,” Kerrigan gasped out. Her arms were wrapped around a poster in her bedchamber.

      Benton and Bayton tittered behind her.

      “Just one more pull,” Bayton said softly.

      “Yeah, hold still, miss,” Benton agreed.

      Kerrigan held her breath as the twins jerked on the laces hard enough to break her ribs. “That’s enough.”

      “All done,” Benton said, patting her shoulder. “No one will be able to resist you in this new Parris piece. Though I do have to say, I am not used to all this extra … skin.”

      “I fully agree, sister,” Bayton said.

      Kerrigan laughed and then regretted it as the stays dug into her. Benton and Bayton were half-Fae twins brought in after the House of Shadows defeat. Under the thousand-year-old spell that had trapped the court inside the mountain, half-Fae and humans had no rights. The Great War was fought over their enslavement, and at the end of it, the House of Shadows was imprisoned in their own mountain. All their old ideals had remained.

      She had discovered that the cage that had held them for a thousand years had been put there to save them from destruction. Mei had been the House of Shadows ambassador, and she, like Kerrigan, was a spiritcaster. The last one in a thousand years. She’d given up her life to save her people. The unintended consequences of that being isolation and the enslavement of half-Fae and humans into perpetuity.

      Kerrigan had unintentionally connected with Mei’s magic and brought the barrier down, resulting in the Battle of Lethbridge. As terms of surrender for the House of Shadows, all slaves were freed and brought into Kinkadia as refugees. Kerrigan offered to sponsor Benton and Bayton and to get them jobs in the city. They’d refused and insisted on working for her. She insisted on paying them for their job as soon as she received a salary from the Society. Though they continually argued that their freedom was payment enough. Not that she had any intention of trading their enslavement for indentured servants.

      “You two are insufferable,” she said, heading for the mirror. When she got a glance at the gown Parris had delivered, her breath caught. “Wow.”

      Benton and Bayton smirked behind her.

      “We told you,” Benton said.

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      The dress was a soft baby blue and draped across her like a cloud. The corseted top had a square neckline to reveal her cleavage with puffy cloud-like sleeves to her wrists, which were light enough for the Kinkadian spring humidity. She wished she could breathe easier, but Parris was a genius.

      He’d also been a member of the House of Dragons as a child. He had been taken in by a fashion mogul, who helped him open his own shop. It was now thriving. She wanted to say it was partially because he saved all his best designs for her, but he was too talented for it to be anything but his own incredible art.

      Unfortunately, she had to wear it for March.

      Her face fell at that realization. The twins glanced at each other. They’d been with her for two weeks, and they knew better than most exactly how she felt about this forced marriage.

      “It will be all right, miss,” Bayton said, taking her hand. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “Prince Fordham will come back,” Benton said with enough conviction to bolster her. “He won’t let you go through with this.”

      She swallowed back her unease. It wouldn’t help anything. She needed to have utter certainty to survive the rest of the night. She couldn’t rely on Ford to save her. She was going to have to save herself.

      So, she plastered on a smile, thanked the twins, and headed out of the mountain. Clover and Hadrian waited for her before a carriage. And her fake smile turned genuine.

      “You didn’t think we’d let you do this alone, did you?” Clover asked.

      “Thank you.”

      She flung herself into Clover’s arms. Clover chuckled and tugged her tighter. Her cinnamon skin was almost completely obscured in a black dress that might actually have been a flowy set of pants. Her black bob was even more severely cut than normal, and she’d opted for the darkest of red lipsticks that almost looked black. It was still strange to see her out of the Wastes red vest and black button-up uniform. To see her out of Dozan Rook’s colors.

      In the year that Kerrigan had been a street fighter for Dozan in the Wastes, Clover had quickly become one of her closest friends. Primarily half-Fae and humans ventured out into the Wastes—a heathen’s den for gambling, drugs, and prostitution. Clover was a card dealer at the establishment. They’d gotten along swimmingly and not parted since.

      “And me?” Hadrian asked. He stepped forward, tucking his top hat under his arm, revealing the blue of his hair and his sharply pointed ears.

      Kerrigan hugged him next. For so long, Clover had been obsessed with Darby while she and Hadrian had done nothing but snipe at each other. Now, Darby was having her Season, and Clover and Hadrian had found that all that sniping was really attraction. It was complicated by the fact that Darby had never been interested in men, but was marrying for the good of her new noble family. The feelings had never gone away.

      Things had been so much simpler once.

      “Shall we?” Hadrian asked.

      He gestured for them to enter the carriage, and when they were safely tucked inside, they were off. None of them mentioned Darby’s absence or what was about to happen with Kerrigan and March. Their presence was reassurance enough.

      “Mind if I smoke?” Clover asked, pulling out a loch cigarette before she could object.

      Kerrigan sighed. “If anyone realized what was in that …”

      “I know.” She shot Kerrigan a razor-edged smile.

      Clover suffered from a chronic illness that resulted in debilitating pain. She was indebted to the king of the Wastes and worked his card tables because loch was the only thing that kept the pain at bay. If she went too long without a smoke, her entire world fell apart.

      Hadrian rolled his eyes and adjusted the gold cravat at his throat, indicating his allegiance to Galanthea. He’d been raised on the streets of Kinkadia before joining the House of Dragons, but he was utterly straitlaced. Sometimes, it still amazed Kerrigan that there was anything but animosity between he and Clover.

      “Don’t give me that look, sweetheart,” Clover teased, puffing smoke in his direction. “You’ve done loch before.”

      Kerrigan gasped. “What?”

      Color rushed to his cheeks. “We thought we were dying. That doesn’t count.”

      Clover grinned, as if she enjoyed riling him. “Whatever you say.”

      “It was during the riots,” Hadrian explained. “We got away through the sewer system. We were both shaken.”

      Kerrigan’s face softened. That had been one of the worst nights of her life. Hadrian and Clover had gotten away after the Red Masks boxed them into the streets in the middle of a protest and bombed the nearby buildings. Kerrigan had been arrested for being at the protest and put on probation. The whole thing still weighed on all three of them.

      “What are you going to do about Darby?” she asked to change the subject.

      Hadrian and Clover exchanged a look. She took another long drag before dumping the rest of the rolled cigarette.

      “What is there to do?” Clover asked. “She chose, didn’t she?”

      “I suppose she did,” Kerrigan agreed softly. “But …”

      “Leave it,” Hadrian argued.

      They’d been friends long enough that they could exchange a glance and know what the other was thinking. Their situation was complicated, and putting her nose in it wasn’t going to help anything.

      So, she nodded her head and sat back in the seat anxiously. The night hadn’t even begun, and already, she was ready for it to end.

      The carriage rolled to a stop before the enormous Row mansion that was hosting the final Season event of the year. The Row was a line of thirty-plus-room manors on the eastern side of the Kinkadian valley, meant for landed money, dating back over a thousand years.

      A footman opened the door to their carriage. Kerrigan took a shallow breath to accommodate her tight bodice and then put her hand into the gloved hand of the attendant. But when she took her first step outside, she realized that it was no attendant, but Ashby March.

      She lost her footing and stumbled forward. “Oh,” she gasped.

      March wrapped an arm around her torso, sending tendrils of ice across every inch of her skin. Her chest pressed tight to his, and she tried not to shiver in his embrace. His eyes were the darkest blue as they met hers with tender affection and none of the deadly predator she knew was inside him.

      “My lady,” he said, releasing her slowly.

      Kerrigan stepped away and tried to pretend it was for propriety and not disgust. “My lord.” She dipped into a shallow curtsy to avoid his gaze.

      He bowed slightly at the waist. “You look stunning tonight.”

      “Thank you, my lord.”

      He held his elbow out to her, and she put her hand on the sleeve of his jacket. His cravat was the navy of the Bryonican tribe, and the House of Medallion coat of arms was emblazoned on the breast of his jacket. But the pocket square and undershirt were the exact same color of baby blue as her dress.

      “I have missed you these past weeks,” he said with earnest.

      She swallowed the words she wanted to say. March could be charming, and he was definitely attractive. But she’d seen the mask fall when he threatened innocents if she did not marry him and give him his crown. Just because he had come around to her at the battle did not mean that his mood couldn’t shift with the wind.

      “My duties to the Society keep me occupied.”

      “We will have to get to know each other more in the months leading up to the wedding,” he said with a smile. “I want to hear all about your duties.”

      “Ah, well, I was nominated for the Society council.”

      His eyes gleamed with delight. “Truly? So young?”

      “Yes. Though I doubt I will win. I don’t have the means of others.”

      March grinned, and it was terrifying. “Whatever do you mean? You are an heiress to the House of Cruse and betrothed to the heir of the House of Medallion. You can have whatever you want. If you want to win the council seat, then allow me to put the entire weight of Bryonica behind it.”

      His offer was tempting. So tempting that she nearly stopped breathing entirely. She had only ever thought of Bryonica as the place that had abandoned her. As the people who hadn’t seen that she wasn’t a missing princess. Rather, she had been thrown away, right under their noses.

      She had never considered the advantage of being in the wealthiest of the tribes. What it would mean to have two of the four royal houses backing her financially and using their influence to persuade the other members. How March, a war hero, could get her what she wanted. If that was what she wanted.

      “Is that what you want, Kerrigan?” he asked as they stepped up to be announced.

      A weight settled in her stomach at the eagerness in his voice. If she let him do this, then he would own her seat. He would see it as another one of his victories. She could do so much with that seat. Help half-Fae and humans alike, enact changes from on high, be the voice that was so needed in the government. Was that worth it to be in debt to Ashby March?

      “Lord Ashby March, First of the House of Medallion of Bryonica,” a man called out before she could get her thoughts together enough to answer. “And Lady Felicity Argon, First of the House of Cruse of Bryonica.”

      Kerrigan cringed at the use of her first name. She wasn’t Felicity any longer. Felicity was the female she would have grown into if she were fully Fae, if her ears were sharply pointed, and if she’d been the good little girl that everyone wanted her to be. Felicity had died thirteen years ago, and Kerrigan had been reborn out of the ashes.

      The last time someone had called her Felicity, Fordham had threatened them within an inch of their life for the insult. March just looked smug.

      He tugged her forward into the mass of people at the party. She disappeared inside of herself as he walked her around the room like a pet on display. No one sneered at her with him at her elbow the way they did when she was alone. But pretending to consider him an actual option rubbed her. She felt like something had slithered under her skin and was threatening to break free.

      “There you are!” a voice said behind her.

      She turned to find Darby in a rose-petal dress that highlighted her onyx skin and lush, long black coils. Kerrigan released a harsh breath and drew her friend in for a hug. “Save me,” she whispered into her ear.

      “Lord March, it’s a pleasure,” Darby said with a deep curtsy.

      “Ah, you’re the House of Stoirm girl.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you’re betrothed to Lord Trask.”

      Kerrigan blinked at the pair of them. “What?”

      Darby forced a smile. “I am.”

      “Where is Trask?” March asked, surveying the room.

      “He went for a cigar in the sitting room, my lord. Perhaps you should join him.”

      “Perhaps I shall.” March took Kerrigan’s hand in his and pressed a hard kiss on it. “Don’t go too far, my dear.”

      Kerrigan fluttered her eyelashes and gave him a doting smile. “Never.”

      He seemed satisfied with that before striding across the room.

      “What was that?” Darby asked. She linked their arms and dragged her out of the crush of people. “Are you and March actually in love?”

      Kerrigan snorted. “March thinks he is in love with me.”

      “But you are marrying him?”

      “I have no choice,” she hissed and then explained the current situation. “If there is a way out, I would be open to hearing it.”

      Darby frowned. “Kerrigan, I am so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “And you? Lord Trask?”

      “Ah, yes.” She fiddled with the sleeve of her pink gown. “It was Sonali’s top choice. He’s Third to the House of Drame, not too old, attractive I’m told.”

      “You’re told.”

      Darby sighed. “It’s the best I could do since you took the only prince off the market.”

      “Not my intention, I assure you. But why did I not hear about this?”

      “It happened … rather suddenly.”

      Kerrigan tugged her deeper out of earshot. “Was this after you found out about Hadrian and Clover?”

      Darby deflated. Her eyes scoured the room, finding Hadrian and Clover against the opposite wall, drinking punch and laughing. “If they’re going to be happy, then I might as well let them. This is what I wanted after all.”

      “This is your duty. Not what you wanted,” she reminded her.

      “Same as you then.”

      “No one is threatening you, Darbs. You could take another Season …”

      “I’m the belle of the ball, Kerrigan. This is my Season. If I wait, then I might not have another opportunity like this.”

      “And what about Clover?”

      Darby’s gaze dropped. “After I have my first child, I will have more freedom.”

      Kerrigan sighed and drew her friend in for a hug. She had as much power as Kerrigan did in this situation. The binds of society were as strong as ever. Clover and Darby couldn’t be together without giving up everything Darby had ever worked for. Nothing about this was easy.

      “I’m here, you know. You can come to me about anything.”

      “Thank you, Ker. I really miss you.”

      “Always.”

      An announcement went up to the entire court that betrothals were to be introduced. Kerrigan and Darby swapped a look. It was now or never.
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      The king and queen of Bryonica smiled when they saw March and Kerrigan stand before them.

      “This pleases me,” Queen Littany said.

      Kerrigan’s legs were shaking from holding a curtsy, and her breathing was restricted so severely that she was light-headed.

      “Rise,” King Mydran commanded. “It brings me joy to see these two reunited.”

      They both straightened. Her with visible relief.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” March said. “This day has long been coming.”

      “Indeed it has,” the queen said. “For the future of Bryonica, I would like to extend the invitation to have the wedding at Belcourt at the end of the summer.”

      Kerrigan swooned at the words. Belcourt. It wasn’t unusual for an heir to have their wedding at the palace before the king and queen, but Kerrigan had seen that in her dream. And her dreams were just supposed to be dreams. Anything that made it feel more real unsettled her.

      “We would be greatly appreciative,” March said.

      “What say you, Lady Felicity?”

      Kerrigan ground her teeth at the name. “As my lord said, it would be an honor.”

      “Excellent. That is settled then.”

      The king nodded. “We bless this union.”

      March bowed, Kerrigan curtsied, and then they retreated from the spotlight. Kerrigan felt sick. She needed to untie this dress. There wasn’t enough air in her lungs to deal with the oncoming panic attack.

      “Well, that went even better than expected,” March said cheerfully.

      “Yes. Your aunt seemed happy.”

      “She always has favored me.”

      Kerrigan had no idea why, but March could fool anyone. He’d even fooled her for a time.

      “The end of the summer will be perfection,” March said, dragging her into a private alcove. He pushed her back gently against a pillar, his hands sliding to her waist.

      “March,” she warned.

      “Do you remember the sunflowers that would bloom across Corsican fields when we were littlings?”

      Kerrigan froze. “Yes.”

      “I remember them being your favorite. We should have them for the wedding.”

      Sunflower petals had lined the aisle as she walked to March in her dream earlier that day. Was it coincidence … or prophecy?

      Her spirit magic had first manifested as prophetic visions. They warned her of terrible atrocities throughout the years and guided her to Fordham during the tournament. She hadn’t had one in months, but that didn’t mean that what she’d taken as a dream wasn’t one. She still had so much to learn about her spirit magic, which she would start training officially on the full moon. But the very idea that the dream was a prophecy terrified her.

      His lips landed on her shoulder. “What do you think of that?”

      “March, stop,” she gasped, trying to step backward. But there was nowhere to go.

      His kisses moved up her neck. “We will be wed in a few months, Kerrigan. It is not as if this would be your first time.”

      No, she had been with Fordham while they were at Waisley, her ancestral home. March had had spies reporting on her movements and threatened to sue her for her infidelity.

      Kerrigan pushed him backward. “That hardly matters.”

      “No one will know.”

      She felt weak in his presence. His height and arms caging her into the alcove. Not that he could overpower her. She had stronger magic than him. She was hardly powerless in this situation, but the last thing she wanted was to draw out his wrath.

      “I will know,” she said venomously.

      He smiled at the edge in her voice and then crushed their lips together. Kerrigan gasped. She hadn’t thought that he would have the audacity. Up until that moment, he had played the perfect gentleman. Perhaps more into her than he had been during the Season, but still … he should have never initiated this.

      “March, stop,” she cried, pushing against him.

      He pulled back enough to trace a finger across her bottom lip. She jerked away.

      “Why? If I could, I would have taken you right there on the battlefield. You were still covered in blood from your victory. A cloud of red curls framing your face, and you had never been more beautiful.”

      Kerrigan swallowed. “This isn’t proper.”

      “Fuck proper.”

      Then, his lips landed on hers again, crushing and commanding. She could use her air magic to slam him back against the adjacent wall. She could hook her leg behind his and send him tumbling. She could do any number of things that would completely humiliate him. But there was no proper way to extract herself from his grasp, and unfortunately, she couldn’t anger him.

      A hand clamped onto March’s shoulder and wrenched him away.

      “Excuse me,” March snarled. He whirled around, prepared to argue.

      And he was met with her father—Kivrin Argon, First of the House of Cruse.

      “Lord Argon.” March’s throat bobbed.

      “Unhand my daughter, if you will,” Kivrin said, deathly quiet.

      March’s hands were clenched into fists. All she wanted to do was land one in his stupid face.

      “I’ll remind you that you are not yet married to my daughter,” Kivrin said. “And you would remember that such pleasures should be reserved for the wedding night.”

      March stammered out something like an apology, but Kivrin turned his back and ushered Kerrigan away.

      “Thank the gods,” she whispered.

      “Next time he puts a hand on you, remind him that you are my daughter,” he said with a wry smile. His gaze met hers. “And knee him in the balls.”

      Kerrigan snorted. “I’ll remember that.”

      A year earlier, Kivrin would have been the last person she wanted to see. He’d secreted her to the House of Dragons, and she’d lost her family, friends, and title in one fell swoop. She assumed he was embarrassed of her half-Fae heritage. Only to discover that he had done it to protect her. Her mother had been married to Vulsan, a savage man, who would rather kill Kerrigan than allow a bastard to run wild. When he’d come looking for her, Kivrin had hidden her away.

      Their new relationship was rocky but promising. She’d never had real family before, only her found family.

      “I’m glad that I located you when I did,” he said.

      “As am I.”

      He shot her a shrewd look. “I’m certain that is true.”

      “Why did you seek me out?”

      “Your eighteenth name day is approaching. You have returned to Bryonica and taken the name of House of Cruse. I never expected that to happen.”

      “My name day isn’t for almost two months.”

      “I’m aware of the day that you celebrate, but your actual name day is sooner. Only three weeks or so from now.”

      She wrenched him to a stop. “What?”

      “It was your mother’s request to hide your official name day to protect you.”

      “My … mother’s request,” she whispered. “What else don’t I know about my mother? I thought she died in childbirth.”

      His handsome face was like stone, but his eyes were sad. “I won’t discuss Keres with you. I … I can’t.”

      Kerrigan softened at the words. “She’s my mother.”

      “I know, Kerrigan. I know.”

      She had so many questions but asking them now seemed wrong. “What does my name day have to do with this?”

      Kivrin pushed open the door and gestured for her to enter. She sighed but did as he’d requested and entered the study. He waved a hand, applying a magical repulsion spell to the room to prevent eavesdropping.

      “Kivrin?” she asked.

      “I never thought that I would have this moment with you. I didn’t prepare,” he admitted. “I only realized it when the post arrived proclaiming that you had taken up the Bryonican mantle.”

      “So?”

      He went to the desk and leaned against it. None of the playboy prince was in his features. The weight of the world was on his shoulders. “The House of Cruse has been in decline for many years. Mistress Enara was a formidable woman, revered by all, a Society member. As all the heads of the House of Cruse have been for over a thousand years.”

      He never spoke about the grandmother she had never met, but Kerrigan knew enough to be wary of this line of conversation.

      “Ever since my mother perished, the other houses have turned against us. Our army has disappeared, which is why you are in this position with March. The fields aren’t producing as they once were. Waisley is practically abandoned. The other houses have jokingly called us the House of Curses.”

      Kerrigan had never heard that term before. “We can bring the house back to repute.”

      “Not we,” he said solemnly. “You.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That they’re not wrong. Our house is cursed. My mother lay a magical geas upon the line to prevent me from taking over after her. She claimed the House of Cruse would crumble unless someone from the Society ruled it.”

      Kerrigan sank into the nearest chair at those words. “How could she do that to you?”

      “We … didn’t exactly see eye to eye. Everything she claimed has come to pass. I am the ruin of my house,” he said stiffly. His gaze dropped to his hands, and for the first time, she realized they were shaking. He clenched them into fists and then met her eyes. “I have accepted my fate. I accepted that the House of Cruse would forever be fallow. I refused to marry. I promised to never love. To never have children. Then, I met Keres, and nine months later … you.” He choked on the word. “I was going to give you everything my mother never gave me, and I never was able to do that.”

      “Dad?” she whispered.

      “But now, you’re a Society member. You’re Bryonican. You’re the heiress for house. On your eighteenth name day, I will bestow the house to you.”

      Kerrigan’s jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”

      This didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be reality. She was going to be eighteen and the head of her entire house?

      “With you as the head of House of Cruse, it will fulfill my mother’s requirements. The house will flourish again. The people will be safe. They’ll be … better without me.”

      “What if I don’t want the weight of the entire house?”

      “I will still be there to take care of day-to-day things, but it will be yours to run as you see fit. It might even be enough to get you out of your wedding.”

      Kerrigan jumped back to her feet. “I have been Bryonican again for two weeks. I can’t … I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this. I didn’t even want to return to the tribe to begin with.”

      Kivrin looked pained. “I know, Kerrigan. I do apologize. I wish there were another way.”

      “I know we’ve recently reconciled,” she said with a shake of her head, “but I’m getting fed up with having to clean up your messes.”

      She headed for the door. Her head was full of everything that her father had just said. A curse … another curse. And she couldn’t break this one. She could only step into the mantle that had been reserved for her father if he had only won his place in the Society. She didn’t want the responsibility. She had too much else to deal with right now.

      “Kerrigan, please, let me explain,” he called behind her.

      “Don’t bother.”

      Then, she was out of the study and dashing away from the Row mansion, the responsibilities that kept piling up, and the weight of everything she had to survive this summer.

      She ripped at the ribbons at her back, giving her ribs room to expand and fill her lungs. Stepping out on the empty garden pathways cleared her head.

      “There you are,” a shadowy figure said behind her.

      Kerrigan drew her magic close to her and whirled, prepared to take on whoever had followed her out of the party.

      “I was looking all over for you.”

      She sighed with relief when she saw Valia, a steward of the Society and her mole inside the Red Masks. “What are you doing here?”

      “Last-minute news.” She tossed a heavy black cloak and a red mask at her. “Still want to stop the Red Masks?”

      “Hell yes.”
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      Kerrigan tugged the black cloak over her frame, hiding her recognizable red curls under the hood. She traced the lines of the red mask in her hand. She had only seen one of these when someone was trying to destroy her life. Holding one in her hand felt wrong.

      “Ready to go?” Valia asked.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Valia nodded in understanding. “Let’s go.”

      Kerrigan fell into step beside the spy and assassin. During the tournament, she had thought that she was going to be just like Valia. A steward of the Society—someone tapped to work for the Society but never quite one of them. It’d turned out that was Valia’s cover to get inside the mountain. She had been sent to kill Kerrigan and made another call. They were working together to take down the organization.

      “Where exactly are we going?” she asked as they stalked through the shadows of the Row and toward Central.

      “There’s a Red Masks meeting tonight. I only got wind of it about an hour ago. We’re notorious for short notice. The less time anyone is told about them, the less likely there’s a leak.”

      We. Kerrigan sometimes forgot that Valia was a Red Mask. She had been her friend first. If innocent little Valia could be one of them, then anyone could.

      “You don’t think it will be suspicious that you’re bringing me?”

      “We won’t go in together. I’ll report to the Father.”

      Kerrigan shivered. Valia was a daughter to the Father of the Red Masks. Just like Isa, another one of his assassins that he’d sent to kill her. Isa hadn’t decided to pardon her. She just had never gotten lucky enough to finish the job.

      “Okay. How big is this meeting? Because I am rather recognizable. If anyone makes me take my hood down …”

      “The last one I went to had a few hundred Fae,” she said, casually upturning Kerrigan’s life.

      “A few hundred?”

      Valia frowned. “Minimum.”

      “So many.”

      “Not everyone is doing as well as those Fae on the Row. They might not be in the Dregs, like humans and half-Fae, but they feel as if they deserve more than they are getting. They idolize those on top and punch down to those on the bottom because that is what they are most afraid of.” Valia sighed heavily. “They might look like a group of hardened killers, but they’re not. They’ve been told that they are exceptional and if they work hard enough, then they can have the dream of the rich. When they don’t achieve what is nearly impossible to achieve, then they look for someone to blame.”

      “And it’s easier to blame us than to look at themselves,” Kerrigan said.

      Valia nodded. “Or the system that created these divides between us. It might look like an accident that half-Fae and humans are put at the bottom of the system and treated this way, but the system is working the way it was designed.”

      “That’s depressing.”

      “I’ve been doing research in the library about the foundations of the Society. Humans were in Alandria first. They were in this valley before the Fae ever arrived, before Irena ever made her bargain to partner with the dragons, before all of it. They slaughtered most of the humans and enslaved the rest. When Fae and humans began to interbreed, the half-Fae were seen as chattel. Any drop of human in them was a mark against them. And the Guard,” she said with distaste, “began as human and half-Fae slave traffickers. They were never there to protect all the people. Just the Fae.”

      “And the records say this? If it’s all readily available, then why doesn’t anyone believe me when I speak out?”

      “No one wants to look at themselves, Kerrigan. No one wants to do any work or see how they’re part of the problem. They’re too busy claiming not to be prejudice against anyone to see that they already are.”

      It was a sobering thought. An upward battle that made Kerrigan feel like the tiniest cog in the machine. Clearing out one problem was going to cascade a whole new world of them. This would be her life’s work—to correct even an ounce of the pain done upon those the Fae deemed lesser.

      “One step at a time,” Valia said, touching her shoulder. “It took a deep dive into the mountain for me to realize that I was a product of what the Father had made me. But I can be so much more and do so much better. You taught me that. And it all starts with one person.”

      It would be so easy to get bogged down in the immensity of what she was trying to accomplish. But Valia was right. One person at a time. If Valia could turn, then anyone could.

      “This way,” Valia said as they headed north out of the main body of Central and toward the Dregs.

      Kinkadia was divided into six main districts with Draco Mountain and the Row along the eastern bowl of the valley. Central made up the majority of the center of the bowl, including the Square and much of the commerce. Directly south of Central was Artisan Village with its little Painter’s Row, the Opera house, local bookstores, and Parris’ dress shop. Along the South River was Riverfront, a wealthy district full of people who couldn’t afford property on the Row. And the rest of Kinkadia, nearly everything to the west and north, was the Dregs, where humans and half-Fae lived like ants.

      Kerrigan couldn’t imagine the Red Masks having a presence in the Dregs. That was the wrong clientele for their propaganda. But they stopped right before they reached the unofficial dividing line. A large huddle of people stood before the entrance to a ballroom in a mismatch of workers’ attire and cloaks. Kerrigan didn’t see a single person in nice clothing. She understood why Valia had given her a plain cloak.

      As they approached, Kerrigan saw that they were handing red masks out at the door for those who didn’t already have them. Kerrigan felt dirty, but she put her mask on and double-checked that her hair was hidden in her hood.

      “I’m going to go inside and open a side door for you. Head to the western side of the building and wait for me.”

      “Wait,” she said, grabbing Valia’s arm. “Why can’t I go in with everyone else?”

      Valia shook her head. “Look. Tell me what you see.”

      Kerrigan followed her gaze back to the entrance. She’d been preoccupied by everyone’s clothing and the red masks that were being handed out. Somehow, she had missed there was another barrier for entrance. She narrowed her eyes and tried to make out what she was seeing.

      A woman at the entrance was holding what looked like a large coin. It was roughly an inch thick and apparently solid gold. The reason there was a crowd was because every person entering had to put their thumb against the center of the coin before they were ever handed a mask. But as far as she could tell, it didn’t seem to be doing anything to them. She doubted it was entirely innocuous.

      “What’s with the coin?”

      Valia nodded approvingly. “Father calls it the Collector. It’s a magical artifact that takes a magical fingerprint of everyone who touches it.”

      Kerrigan blinked. “A magical fingerprint? For what purpose?”

      “It catalogs the person’s magical abilities. Every person has to touch the Collector to prove their worth to the Red Masks.”

      “So, you’re telling me, it has a full list of every Red Mask?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not really a list. And I don’t know how it can be accessed, but yes. Everyone touches it to get inside. Which is why we aren’t taking you through the front.”

      “And you’ve touched it?”

      Valia nodded once solemnly. “Now, I’m going.”
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        * * *

      

      It was only a matter of minutes before the side door discreetly opened and Kerrigan was inside the Red Masks meeting. Valia had already disappeared as Kerrigan stepped farther into the ballroom. It was a sterile space with no ornamentation or frivolity. The opposite of the ballroom she had just been in on the Row. The room was positively packed with Fae. Their identities hidden behind masks as they waited anxiously before a sturdy wooden stage.

      Kerrigan kept to the shadows of the room, leaning her shoulder against a wooden beam with her back to the door she had come through. The press of bodies continued until a solid clunk told everyone that the doors had been closed. The volume increased as excitement grew, like a hurricane gathering steam before crashing into the coast.

      After a moment of tittering, a figure stepped onto the stage, and everyone cheered. It was a slight woman with olive-toned skin and a drape of waist-length black curls. She approached the podium and projected her voice through a magic charm.

      “Welcome, Red Masks!”

      Another roar of approval filtered through the audience. Kerrigan clapped with them to ensure she fit in. Though truly just being in a room with this many Red Masks made her feel queasy.

      Six years earlier, when a human, Cyrene, had won the dragon tournament, the Red Masks had boldly walked the streets of Kinkadia. Kerrigan had been young and wild with excitement over the win. In an empty alleyway, a group of Red Masks had cornered and brutally assaulted her. She would have died that night if not for Dozan Rook.

      For years after that, her nightmares had been full of Red Masks, circling ever closer. She had found out that her spirit magic had saved her that night. That Dozan had just found her and nursed her back to health. But none of the facts stopped the fear rippling through her.

      “We’re at the dawn of a new age. Males and females alike are here to see the birth of that era, to see Fae once more on top.” She raised her hand into a fist. “We’ve had to share the valley with the humans and half-Fae. They’ve taken jobs and money and magic from us. And now, they have the audacity to rise up beyond their position. You know who I speak of.”

      The audience booed, and Kerrigan shrank further back into her hood. She knew who they were talking about too.

      “A half-Fae has joined the Society. A half-Fae is a noble in tribe Bryonica and will marry a Fae prince. A half-Fae has been nominated for the Society council.”

      Kerrigan gulped as everyone sneered and yelled their distaste.

      “And just as the House of Shadows was opened and our allies were released from their unjust prison, she is there to put them back into their isolation. And worse, she released all the human and half-Fae and brought them to our city. The streets are full of refugees. More flies on the wall, more mouths to feed, and not enough room for them all.”

      Kerrigan forced a calm. She wanted to rush the stage and put her fist through this woman’s mouth. Releasing slaves was a good thing. But she hadn’t been the one to bring the refugees into the city or to isolate the House of Shadows. In fact, she’d argued against the forced isolation. Not that anyone would believe her.

      “It’s nearly time to show them that we will not be held down. We will not fall to the human and half-Fae scourge. We will rise above.”

      A cheer erupted from the crowd.

      “And without further ado, the Father!”
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      As the crowd went wild, Kerrigan held her breath. This was what she had been waiting for. All these years of her fear over the Red Masks came down to this moment.

      Red Masks had almost killed her in the streets. They had protested her presentation in the House of Dragons. Valia had been sent to kill her. Isa had tried to kill her. Basem Nix had tried to kill her. Each and every moment had been traumatic, and yet nothing could have prepared her to finally see the man responsible for it all.

      From her vantage point, he looked ten feet tall. His features completely obscured by a lush black cloak that fell to his feet. Underneath was a fitted black suit that Parris could have designed with its sharp lines and perfect fit. The cravat at his throat marked him of the nobility. And if that wasn’t enough, thick dragon leather gloves covered his hands. They made her skin crawl. Hunting dragons was illegal, punishable by death. It didn’t stop the worst of the lot from going after them, but wearing their skin was beyond disturbing.

      Her eyes finally raked up to the red mask covering his face. It was unlike any of the other masks in the room. Clearly well made by a powerful blacksmith and out of a thick magic-resilient metal. She could see the faint magic lines threaded through the working, likely to hide his identity, and all she wanted to do was rip it off and reveal the person underneath.

      The Father held his hand up, and the crowd instantly went silent.

      “Welcome,” he said in a booming voice that echoed throughout the room.

      Kerrigan felt as if it was vaguely familiar. She felt like she should be able to recognize it, but it had been distorted, as if the magic in the mask altered his voice.

      While everyone else was captivated by the Father, a figure shifted in the shadowed rafters overhead. Kerrigan’s gaze swept upward in surprise to find Isa with one foot dangling down toward the room. Her ice-white hair cut short and her stunning features not covered by a mask, like the rest of the crowd.

      Kerrigan slunk deeper into her hood. If there was one person who could sniff her out, it was the trained assassin at the top of the room. She did not want to gain her notice.

      The Father took another step forward, ignoring the podium as he paced the stage, prowling like a predator. “You have been told a fiction. It has been repeated many times. So many times that others are beginning to believe it. Do you know what that fiction is?”

      The crowd was silent, captivated.

      “Humans and half-Fae are just like us.”

      The audience leaned forward in anticipation. Kerrigan could feel the calm before the storm. The way the Father spoke drew them in, preparing them to crash down all their bigoted beliefs in an unsuspecting wave.

      “The problem began long before we allowed two humans into our dragon tournament. Before they stole those dragons and took them to distant shores. They happened long before a half-Fae joined the Society. The human insects have become a plague. They breed like rabbits, flooding our most sacred city, and the half-Fae are worse. At least most of the humans have no magic. The half-Fae are closer to humans in every way, but with the burden of magic.

      “Each of you was asked to touch the Collector before you could be admitted to this meeting. And each of you who was admitted has proven yourself of magical purity. The Collector would never have admitted you if you were not Fae. As it should be.”

      The crowd finally cheered at that. He had called them all special. Just what they all wanted to believe.

      “The human and half-Fae insects have weakened the entire structure of our vast magical system. They have weakened our power. We can all see it crumbling. And it comes from one place—hope.” He raised his hands. “They have been given hope that they can reach the top because others have done so. But I offer you a new future.”

      A new future that Kerrigan could only guess didn’t include her. Or anyone like her.

      “Allow me a demonstration.”

      The Father made a beckoning gesture, and a young man was brought onto the stage. Based on his slightly rounded ears, he was half-Fae and trembling before the audience and the imposing figure of the Father.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      “I’m going to let you go,” the Father said.

      The half-Fae man looked dubious. Kerrigan could hardly blame him. He hadn’t been kidnapped and dragged before an audience to be released.

      “Go ahead,” the Father said. “You can walk out that door.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch. You are free to go. No one will bar your way.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Then, use your magic to strike me down,” the Father said. He held his arms wide. “Kill me if you are able.”

      The man looked between the door and the Father. Terror was blatant on his face. He knew this was a trap, but he didn’t know how to get out of it. It took everything in Kerrigan not to dash on the stage and save him. She doubted that she would make it out of here alive if she revealed herself, and she couldn’t risk it. As much as it irked her.

      The half-Fae man must have seen his opening. He threw a blast of air magic at the Father and dashed for the exit. The air did nothing to the Father. He didn’t even move a step. The man’s magic must have been little enough that it couldn’t be used in combat. Despite what the Red Masks were peddling, very few humans or half-Fae had enough magic to do much of anything. Kerrigan was, by and large, an exception.

      But it mattered not for his demonstration. The half-Fae made it two steps before he was rooted in place by the force of the Father’s magic. Kerrigan gaped at the sheer control in that grasp. She could practically feel the intensity of it, and it wasn’t even directed at her.

      “Please, I didn’t do anything,” the half-Fae wailed. “I have a wife and kids.”

      Kerrigan’s heart broke at those words.

      “And we will release you to them,” the Father said, taking a dangerous step forward until he was within arm’s reach of the man. Then, he set a hand on the man’s shoulder, and he began screaming.

      In a matter of seconds, before Kerrigan could even move to protest, the man was crumpled on the floor, holding his stomach and sobbing. “What did you do?” he screamed. “It’s gone. It’s gone. It’s gone. Oh gods, it’s gone!”

      The Father didn’t even look at him again. He turned back to the crowd triumphantly. “There. I have cleansed him.” The man continued to cry out in anguish. “His magic is gone.”

      Kerrigan gaped in horror. He was yelling over and over that it was gone, but Kerrigan hadn’t realized what it was. His magic. The Father had removed his magic.

      The rest of what the Father said was lost on Kerrigan. She couldn’t hear his words over the writhing man on the floor of the stage. The agony on his face. The tears in his dark eyes. The pain that racked his body.

      Kerrigan’s magic had been suppressed twice in her life. Both times, it was through a potion. She’d taken one voluntarily and one against her will. It had been terrifying and disorienting, but she always knew the magic would come back once it wore off.

      This was something altogether different. The magic was gone. It had been ripped out of him, like removing his organs. Kerrigan had never heard of this happening, except when a person burned out their own magic. When magic was used too fast and too much, all at once, a person could run dry, and if they kept trying to use their powers beyond their limits, then the magic would literally burn itself out of their veins. Few survived that.

      One look at the half-Fae writhing on the ground, Kerrigan wasn’t sure that he would survive it either. And there was nothing Kerrigan could do about it.

      Not here.

      Not now.

      The only way to stop this was to get on the council and put an end to the Red Masks forever.

      The Father waved his hand once and left the stage. The half-Fae’s cries had turned to whimpers. Kerrigan turned her face away. She couldn’t watch this any longer. The crowd began to disperse, and Kerrigan was caught in the maelstrom. She fought to reach the side door. Someone jostled her, and for a split second, her hood slipped backward.

      She gasped as her bright red curls were visible. Then, she yanked it back into place. But already, a shout was raised.

      “She’s here!”

      “The half-Fae bitch!”

      “Leatha!”

      Kerrigan cursed, elbowing one man in the ribs as he came for her and unfurling a plume of flames toward another. She would not be caught here. She would not be another casualty on that stage for a pretend father. She would escape this.

      Boots landed heavily behind her, and she whirled in time to see Isa’s fierce, grinning face.

      “Hello, Kerrigan. Thanks for joining us.”
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      Kerrigan didn’t think.

      She whirled away from Isa and blasted her air magic forward, shoving everyone between her and the side exit out of her path. It rattled the door on its hinges before exploding outward. Then, she dashed through the opening and out into the night beyond.

      The crowd yelled, calling for her blood, but she wasn’t stupid enough to stop. She knew what would happen if she was caught there tonight. Nothing and no one would save her.

      She was thankful for every single agonizing moment of dragon training in the last year. She was in the best shape of her life, both magically and physically. Only the Father likely had the power to stop her, and she was lucky that he hadn’t seen her.

      Kerrigan discarded her red mask and kept running.

      “Leaving so soon?” Isa called after her.

      Great. Of course Isa was following. She had been thwarted by Kerrigan one too many times to let her go now.

      The mountain was too far away to reach for safety. She couldn’t go in that direction. It would be easier to head back to the Row and have the support of the Fae, but she still didn’t know how many of them supported her.

      No. It was better to head toward her people. The humans and half-Fae that they had called insects at the meeting. The ones they had denigrated for their continued existence. They at least loved Kerrigan. They loved her street fighter identity Red, who moved among them. Who drank at their bars and befriended human card dealers and had an unscrupulous relationship with the king of the Wastes.

      In the end, she was their champion.

      And she could hide among them a lot easier than surrounded by noble-blooded Fae.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Isa taunted, hot on her heels.

      Kerrigan passed over the unofficial divide into the Dregs and then veered west. These roads were her lifeblood. She’d spent countless hours running rampant through the streets as a Dragon Blessed, causing general mayhem and learning every twist and turn. Even in the night, she could navigate it as if it were daylight.

      “You can’t run forever,” Isa yelled back. “I just want to talk.”

      Kerrigan snorted.

      Sure. The female who had tried to murder her one too many times just wanted to talk.

      Kerrigan skidded around another corner, nearly running into a cabbage cart. “Sorry. Sorry,” Kerrigan called.

      “Watch where you’re going!” he yelled back.

      Then, Isa was there, upending the entirety of the cart as she chased after her.

      The man groaned in outrage, and the calls of, “My cabbages!” rang behind them as they continued through the back streets of Kinkadia.

      “Not so fast!” Isa yelled.

      Isa vaulted forward and yanked on the back of Kerrigan’s cloak. She wrenched her to a stop, and Kerrigan pulled up her magic, sending air into Isa’s face.

      She vaulted backward a step, taking Kerrigan’s cloak with her. She stood before her in nothing but her lightest of blue dresses, the laces undone behind her, and a fresh rip in the silky material that Parris was going to kill her over. How did she always ruin his dresses?

      Isa rushed forward, and all of Kerrigan’s careful training kicked in. She blocked the first blow and countered with a second. They jabbed and parried and kicked and blocked. It was a synchronized dance that Kerrigan knew all too well. She had been trained heavily in the various forms of combat. Isa might have been a skilled assassin who could have beaten her a year ago, but things were different now. They were on even footing.

      “Don’t have your little boyfriend to save you this time,” Isa challenged.

      Kerrigan ground her teeth together. If not for Fordham, Isa would have succeeded in her task long ago. Now, he was gone. It hurt, but she couldn’t be distracted.

      “I don’t need him to save me.”

      She raised the ground under Isa’s feet before turning in the air and blasting her with a combination of fire and air. Then, as Isa narrowly dodged the attack, Kerrigan used the air as stepstones to run up the open air and spiral in place to send an attack from behind Isa.

      Isa never saw it coming, and the spear of air slammed her straight in the stomach. She flew backward, landing with a loud thump on the ground ten feet away.

      She coughed and spat blood onto the cobblestones before rising. “You’ll pay for that.”

      “You can’t win this, Isa,” Kerrigan snarled. “I should end it now to keep you from enacting your master’s grand plan.”

      She laughed hoarsely. “You can’t hope to go up against the Father.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Then, Kerrigan overturned a tank of water on the other side of the street that she had been eyeing since the beginning of their fight. She was worst at water magic. Fire and air had always come easier to her, but there was enough water in that barrel to listen to her.

      It dumped over Isa’s head, and before she could get out from the water cyclone, Kerrigan was already running in the opposite direction.

      The Wastes was in sight against the backdrop of the mountains. Isa could follow her anywhere, but not here. Dozan Rook might be blessedly human, but he had enough forces at his disposal to stop most assaults against his territory.

      Isa shrieked behind her, and that drew a smile on Kerrigan’s face. A blast of water magic shot toward Kerrigan, but she dodged it, redirecting it backward. And then she was across the threshold and inside the Wastes. She put her hands to her knees, her breath coming in ragged bursts. Isa stepped into the lamplight, furious and waterlogged.

      She raised one hand and pointed at Kerrigan.

      The promise was clear: this isn’t over.

      Kerrigan couldn’t agree more. The fight had just begun because Kerrigan would do anything to stop the Red Masks. Kerrigan flipped her off with a laugh, and Isa stalked back out of the light.

      “Good riddance,” she said through a gasp as she straightened.

      “What a spectacular entrance,” a voice said behind her.

      Kerrigan sighed and turned slowly. “Dozan.”

      Looking at Dozan was like accidentally looking directly into the sun—blinding and mesmerizing. Six years ago, he had saved her life, and her world had been tipped upside down. To say she was infatuated with him on sight was an understatement. It was an utter obsession. That was before he was the king of the Wastes, before he killed his family to get his title, before any of it.

      Then, with another vision, she returned to his side at sixteen, hungry to prove herself. Instead, she had ended up falling back into his orbit and eventually his bed. Her obsession had faded as the reality of who he was settled in, but the tension that simmered under the surface never fully disappeared. He saw her as a weapon to be wielded. It was nothing personal … until it was. Too many times over the last year, he’d helped her with no benefit to himself. That would all have to come due one day.

      She hoped today was not that day.

      “Hello, Red,” he said, twisting a lock of her hair around his finger.

      She glowered at him. All six feet of gorgeous man before her. And he just grinned, a feral, dark twist of his lips. He straightened the blood-red cravat at his throat and shot her a licentious look from his amber eyes. The R for Rook glinted from a pin on the lapel of his black suit. And the light caught the red threaded through his burnished-brown hair. He could have still been her world. It would have been so easy.

      “Waiting for me?” she teased.

      “A little birdie said you were running. That usually means you’re running to me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, Dozan.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      She shook her head and looked around the Wastes. They were inside the main body of the Wastes, where anyone could see or hear them. The Wastes went down, down, down. Level after level below their feet for gambling, prostitutes, loch dens, and at the very bottom was the Dragon Ring, where Kerrigan had fought her magical bouts for Dozan for the better part of a year.

      “My office then,” he said and swept her upstairs.

      She had a drink in her hand and was seated in a cushioned chair almost before she could protest. She was still bouncing from the adrenaline of her run, but the day had worn on her. Between her dream and March and the Red Masks, it was nice to have someone take care of her.

      “Well, princess,” he teased.

      She glared. “Don’t call me that.”

      “My apologies,” he said without an ounce of regret. “You are betrothed to a prince of the realm. Though the wrong prince, I’m aware.”

      She ground her teeth together. Of course Dozan would needle her about both March and Ford, all in one easy statement. He’d made his distaste of them quite clear.

      “If you already know everything that I’m doing, then why bother asking me?”

      His smile was lethal. “I keep informed on what I find important.” Then, he gestured to her. “But I do not know everything. For instance, why exactly were you running to me?”

      No point in lying. Dozan had more spies in the city than even the Society. He would have found out soon enough.

      “The Red Masks had a meeting,” she confessed with a sigh. “And I went.”

      Dozan blinked. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because the Father made an appearance.”

      He went deathly still. “So … Lorian Van Horn was not the leader of the Red Masks. A pity.”

      “We sentenced him to death for his actions. Based on information you provided,” she said, her anger flaring. “The whole thing was a setup.”

      Dozan shrugged. “Don’t tell me that you’re losing sleep over the death of that man. He tried to have you kicked out of the Society. He had you arrested. He was intent on upending your life, princess. A man like that deserved everything coming to him.”

      No, she didn’t exactly regret what had happened with Lorian. He hadn’t been the leader of the Red Masks, but he had been just as bigoted, and he’d had more power than sense. She did, however, feel bad for Alura. Perhaps execution was the wrong call, but they couldn’t change that now.

      “No,” she said slowly. “No, I am more concerned with the immediate threat. The Father can remove magic from magical users.”

      Dozan frowned and took a sip from his own drink. “I have no magic. He can do nothing to me.”

      “Your allies have magic. I have magic. He wants to cleanse humans and half-Fae of magic. It’s not like a potion that suppresses the magic, but it’s still there. This is like when someone burns themselves out. It destroys them. They don’t recover.”

      “How is he capable of this?” Dozan asked as he understood the enormity of what she’d said.

      “I have no idea.” She explained to him what she had seen. She had never heard of an ability like that, and neither had he.

      “I’ll look into it,” he said evenly.

      “And how much is it going to cost me?”

      “Ah, Red, we both know that you’re so far in my debt that you could never get out of it.”

      She bristled. “That’s exactly how you like people.”

      “Indeed it is. There is one thing I want.”

      “No,” she said, coming swiftly to her feet. She knew exactly what he was going to ask for.

      He took a step forward and brushed a stray strand from her face. “You’re marrying an enemy, and the one you want abandoned you. Can you not see what is right in front of you?”

      She sagged at the admission. “Dozan, stop.”

      “You could let me kill March,” he said with a cruel twist to his smile. “I could consider us even.”

      And it was tempting.

      Oh, it was so tempting.

      She had dreamed about burying a knife in March’s gut one too many times. She’d known long before she ever fully envisioned it that she couldn’t do it. She could kill on the battlefield, but cold-blooded murder? Never.

      Letting Dozan, who already had so much red in his ledger, handle the gruesome task—a task that he would surely enjoy—was beyond temptation. March would no longer be a problem. She could deal with everything else on her plate, pretend to mourn a man she despised, and continue with her life. She would still know that she was responsible. That it might as well have been her knife in his gut.

      And she had no guarantee that March didn’t have contingencies in place against her people if anything happened to him. He could die, and they’d still go to war.

      She let the thought pass. She couldn’t kill March. There was another way. She just had to find it.

      “As enticing as that is,” she said, stepping backward, “no.”

      “You ruin all my fun.”

      She laughed. “I should go back to the mountain now.”

      “The offer still stands.”

      “I’ll have to find another way out of your debt.”

      Dozan took her hand and pressed a soft kiss to the top of it. “I can think of many, many ways. If I remember correctly, you found all of them enjoyable.”

      She flushed and extracted her hand. “Good night, Dozan.”

      He let her go. Likely formulating his next path to get back into her good graces. With Fordham out of the picture, he surely thought he was more likely to succeed. And Kerrigan just felt heartbroken.

      She tugged on the bond between herself and Tieran. In the haste of running from the Red Masks meeting, she hadn’t even thought about their bond. It was new. When she had won the tournament and been bonded to her dragon, they’d discovered it didn’t work. And after trying to fake the bond for almost a year during dragon training, she found a spiritcasting trainer who showed her how to create a crux bond, which was more like a leash in the other woman’s world, but Kerrigan had tethered it like a two-way bond with Tieran.

      Even though she’d had it during the Battle of Lethbridge, it still sometimes surprised her. So, when she stepped outside and found Tieran waiting for her, she felt a little sheepish that she had fallen back into old habits.

      Tieran gave her a disgruntled look. Get into trouble again?

      “You have no idea,” she said, vaulting onto his back and taking to the skies.

      Flying was her favorite pastime. Ever since she had been a little girl in the House of Dragons, flying had been her greatest joy. The fact that she had her own dragon and could fly whenever she wanted was beyond incredible. It still felt hard to believe.

      Are you going to accept the nomination for the council?

      “I don’t think I have a choice, but … yes. I can do good. Maybe even one day help the dragons too.”

      Tieran warmed at that thought. His mate had been killed when her rider perished at the Society. Tieran had tried to refuse to be bonded, but it was that or be killed back at the Holy Mountain, where he had been raised.

      Are you ready for tomorrow?

      She blinked, racking her brain. “What’s tomorrow?”

      Spiritcaster training, he said with a huff.

      “Scales, the day has been so long that I almost forgot.” She looked to the sky and saw the moon was almost full. She was to meet with Cleora at the full moon for her first official training.

      Are you certain that I can’t come with you? My mastery of the spirit is substantial, he argued.

      She hadn’t told him about Cleora’s backward views on dragons as mere monsters and not sentient beings. She doubted very much that Cleora would understand having a dragon with her.

      “I’ll run it by Cleora, and if she agrees, you can come next time.”

      He sighed. Fine. Don’t die.

      After the day she’d had, she needed the laugh.

      “I’ll do my best.”
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      It had taken days to arrange this meeting. She was not going to mess this up. Not even if her brother was being ornery about the whole thing.

      “Shut up, Prescott,” she ground out. “There might be someone watching.”

      “Who would be watching us, Arbor dearest?” he purred.

      The last couple weeks had been a trial. After Fordham had rescued them from Lethbridge and ordered them to disappear, she had come up with a plan—find the people who had sold magical artifacts to the House of Shadows and ingratiate herself into their inner circle.

      But after a horrible trek through unfamiliar forest to make it into Kinkadia, they had gotten the runaround. Tonight would be the night they finally met the leader of the Red Masks.

      She had watched from the sidelines as the Father stripped the magic out of that half-Fae man and left him for dead. Despite her choice of allies, she had felt pity for the man. She didn’t want to see the end of half-Fae and humans. She just wanted to be on the winning side. To have her life of comfort and plenty returned to her. To use her ambition to get everything she deserved.

      The Father could provide that.

      He was maybe the only person in the city who could provide that now that the Society had shunned everyone from the House of Shadows. That idiot Queen Viviana had given everything away in surrender. Her puppet princess, Wynter, was missing. Fordham was missing. This was Arbor’s only chance. And she would not waste it.

      “What is this about?” the Father asked in his faintly distorted voice.

      She held herself firm and refused to cringe away even though everything about him repelled her. She hated that mask. What sort of man hid behind a mask when doing his dirty work?

      “Father,” she said, curtsying deeply.

      Prescott fell into a bow beside her. At least they had years of courtly manners to fall back on.

      The Father gestured blithely with his hand, and Arbor rose to her feet again.

      “I am Arbor—”

      “I know who you are,” he interrupted. “You are the House of Shadows girl who has been skulking around like a gutter rat.”

      Arbor’s face flushed red, but she held his gaze steady. “Yes. I escaped Lethbridge with my brother. We wish to be of service to your cause.”

      “And what service could two refugees possibly provide me? You have no friends or family, no money, no alliances.”

      That wasn’t precisely true. They had all of that back home in the House of Shadows. But if they went back there, they would be trapped again, and she refused to be in isolation for another minute.

      “That is a fair assessment. However, we have something that you want dearly.”

      His gaze slid away from her to a slip of a girl who had let them into the room. “V, check on Isa.”

      She bowed deeply. “Yes, Father.” Then, the girl was gone.

      The Father gestured impatiently. “Out with it. I have no time for games.”

      Games were Arbor’s greatest pastime. Everything that had worked to get Wynter to do her bidding would not work with this male. She had not seen power that radiated off of someone like this before. She had been in the presence of the recently deceased King Samael of the House of Shadows for many years and found him wanting. Perhaps this Father was worth serving.

      Though she would still rather be the one in charge. The one holding the strings.

      “I am acquainted with Kerrigan Argon.”

      “You’re wasting my time. Leave,” he said, standing and turning his back on them.

      “She trusts me,” she argued. “I could get close to her. I could learn her weaknesses.”

      Then, he laughed. He actually laughed. “You amuse me, Arbor of the House of Shadows. Do you think I do not already have agents who are close to her, who have her trust?”

      Arbor gulped. “I thought she’d be dead already if that was true.”

      “You know nothing.”

      He waved his hand in a dismissal, and she saw all of her chances dropping away. Prescott squeezed her hand. He was about to say something that would ruin everything. She loved her brother more than life itself, but he was not a diplomat. He was a jester and an idealist. He would not help them in this situation.

      “And do you know of her powers? The ones that brought the barrier down around the House of Shadows?” she said, throwing out her ace.

      The Father stilled. She held her breath, hoping this was information he didn’t already have.

      “I was there that night inside the mountain when she put a fissure into the barrier. I was there the day that Princess Wynter claimed to bring the wall down. But I know it was Kerrigan. I know that I can get close enough to her to discuss it with her. I alone can do this.”

      The Father turned back around. That mask hid all of his features. She had no idea if she had reached him, but she held herself firm and resolute as she waited for his judgment.

      “Fine,” he said finally. “Reach out to her. Discover these supposed abilities. I will give you an apartment for you and your brother to establish yourselves.”

      She curtsied low, a small smile curling her lips. “Thank you, Father. We are most grateful.”

      “Arbor,” he said, low and deadly, “do not disappoint me. What is given can be taken away.”

      “As you wish.”

      She bowed again and then left with Prescott’s hand in her grasp.

      Neither of them spoke until they were alone once more.

      Prescott arched an eyebrow. “Looks like you got what you wanted, sister.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      He smirked and drew her to him. She buried her face into his shoulder and inhaled the sweet smell of him. This could work. They could make this work. One step at a time.
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            THE SISTER

          

          ISA

        

      

    

    
      Isa was still sopping wet when she trekked back to the ballroom. Kerrigan had gotten the best of her, and there was no way to deny that. A year earlier, she had gutted the girl and thought that was the end of it. Now, Kerrigan was more powerful than ever. She had no idea how she would explain this to the Father.

      Valia huddled in a corner outside the building, and her heart stopped. Isa crossed the street and dragged Valia deep into the recesses of the building, so no one could see her.

      Valia was her first concern.

      She might not be a sister by birth, but by all rights, she was her sister. All the money she had saved all those years. All the ways she had been working to get out. They had all been for Valia. All to get them out of here. Now, it was never going to happen.

      “V,” she hissed. “What are you doing out here?”

      “You’re safe,” Valia said with obvious relief. “I worried for you.”

      “You should not. You know what my mission is.”

      “As you know mine,” her little sister argued.

      Valia and Isa had gone together to train to become spies and assassins. While Isa had taken to it like a dragon to flying, Valia had been reluctant. She had failed over and over again. Been reprimanded and beaten and broken into submission until she could do everything that came naturally to Isa. It still amazed her to this day that Valia had retained even an ounce of goodness. In that training, they had become siblings.

      When they had returned to the city, the Father was freshly born, and they were his daughters, his assassins, his spies. And the only person they ever cared to protect from it all was each other.

      “You should go back to the mountain,” Isa said.

      She sighed. “Father sent me to look for you. You weren’t supposed to leave the building, let alone chase after Kerrigan.”

      Isa shot her a wild smile. “I didn’t kill her. I’m allowed to have my fun.”

      “One day, you’re going to end up dead.”

      “Give me some credit.” But Valia looked worried, and Isa hated that. “I know what I’m doing, V. We both do. We’re trained for this. You know Father’s great mission is almost ready to be unleashed.”

      Valia glanced down and nodded. “I know. I just want us to be alive to see it.”

      “We will be.” She nudged Valia’s shoulder. “I should report, but you should go back to the mountain. I can deal with Father.”

      She sighed. “Good luck.”

      Isa nodded and waited to watch her sister slink through the shadows, back toward Draco Mountain. It still irked her that Father had placed Valia in the mountain. Anything could go wrong, and there would be no escape. No way to get her out. Isa could never accept that.

      But that was not a problem for tonight.

      She climbed the drainage to the top floor of the ballroom and slid the window up soundlessly, dropping silently onto the hardwood. The guard stationed at the door nodded her through. She listened to Arbor’s plea with the Father. She’d tracked her and her brother through the city for a few days before she allowed this meeting to happen. Despite their … unusual relationship, it truly appeared that they had no real contacts in the city. They had nothing. They were no better than refugees. But there was a way for them to be useful still.

      Father gave them seemingly everything they had asked for, and then Isa watched the girl walk out as if she had won. Even though Father had played them like a fiddle.

      Isa slunk inside, closing the door behind her. “Father,” she said with a bow.

      “What have I told you about Kerrigan Argon?”

      Isa’s face went carefully blank. “I didn’t kill her.”

      He looked at her state of dress and scoffed. “It doesn’t appear as if you could have killed her.”

      “I could have.”

      “Isa, you need to know your limitations. I have a plan for Kerrigan. I have a plan for you. Let my vision unravel, undeterred.”

      “She was at our meeting,” she argued. “I had to make a show of scaring her.”

      He shot her another look that only Isa, who had measured all of his looks, knew was dangerous. “You are nearly in violation of my direct orders, daughter.”

      She swallowed. “I wouldn’t.”

      He twirled his hand dismissively. “Let us retreat. I tire of this mask.”

      She nodded easily, happy for the change of subject. It wasn’t until they were carefully ensconced in his Row home that he finally removed the red metal mask that covered his features. It was a special design that molded to his face and couldn’t even be removed in death. His identity would go with him to the grave.

      She had been a baby when she was brought to the Father. She had known him as the doting father long before he sent her to train. Before she met Valia and gained a sister. And thus, she was the only one to see him like this.

      “You seem weary, Father,” she said obediently.

      His eyes were sharp as he settled into his desk overlooking the large bay window out to the Row beyond. “I have too much to do to be weary. Fetch me a drink and then change your clothes. You’re dripping water on the rugs.”

      It took all of her training to school her features to not react. “Yes, Father.”

      When she returned with his drink, his eyes were distant as he surveyed the empty Row. She set the drink down, but he reached for her wrist.

      “Sit a moment.”

      She blinked once in confusion and then took the seat beside him.

      “I have lived hundreds of years. I have fought for what is right and seen it crumble time and time again. I will not lose this time,” he said evenly. He gestured to his face. “I have lived this life long enough. It will be a relief to put aside this identity.” His eyes swept hers. “Do you understand?”

      “You are ready to come into the light.”

      “Yes. It is time to put aside this facade,” he said, his gaze returning to the street, where his colleagues and peers lived. “Master Bastian will be no more.”

      Isa nodded, a slow dangerous smile sliding onto her face. “Good. I am ready.”
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      Kerrigan barely slept.

      Every time she fell asleep, she was either chased by Isa through the streets or, worse, trapped in a nightmare, walking down the aisle to March. By the time she shook herself out of bed, exhaustion tugged at her and all she wanted to do was crawl back into bed. That wasn’t going to be helpful tonight when she met Cleora for spiritcaster training.

      “You were seen!”

      Kerrigan nearly jumped out of her skin. She reached for her magic on reflex and stumbled out of bed. Then, she saw Valia in her bedchamber and released it all at once.

      “Gods, Valia, a little warning.” She slumped forward with her hands on her knees. “How did you even get in here?”

      Valia shrugged. “It’s easy.”

      “Right. Spy.”

      “Yeah, that,” she grumbled. “Anyway, how could you be stupid enough to be seen? I thought I was clear.”

      “It wasn’t my fault. And I handled Isa just fine, thank you. Nothing happened.”

      Valia pursed her lips. “One day, you’re not going to be able to handle Isa just fine, and all of this will be for naught.”

      “Okay, okay,” she said, reaching for a pair of pants and sliding them on her bare legs. “I hear you. It was a mistake.”

      “Good. I’m risking my life to work with you, Kerrigan.”

      “I realize that. It’s not like my life wasn’t on the line last night. They killed someone on that stage. That could have been me.”

      “Then, you understand why we both need to be more careful.”

      “I get it. But can we go back to them killing someone? Did you know that was going to happen?”

      She shook her head. The honey-blonde of her hair swinging in front of her face. “I had no idea that the Father could strip someone’s magic.”

      “How long have you been working for him?”

      “That doesn’t matter.” She evaded effortlessly. “What matters is what we do next. I can’t exactly sneak you into another meeting. They’ll be looking for you in the crowd now. If you had remained anonymous, then we could have kept doing this. We need a different plan.”

      Kerrigan groaned. “Right. I hadn’t considered that.” She bit her lip and forced down a yawn. “I don’t feel like me sitting through more Red Masks murders would be that beneficial anyway.”

      Valia nodded and crossed her arms. “I suppose not. So, what is our next step?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted.

      She ran a hand back through her hair and tried to piece together the night in her mind. Sleep dragged at her, making it difficult to concentrate. Something was nagging at her, but she couldn’t quite place it.

      She snapped her fingers. “The Collector.”

      Valia arched an eyebrow. “What about it?”

      “It has a memory of all the Red Masks who have touched it. If we could get our hands on it, then we could find a way to extract that information.”

      She looked skeptical. “How?”

      “I don’t know. We could figure it out together, but we need to get it first. Imagine what it would be like if we had a full list of everyone who agreed with the Father. Imagine if the Father touched it, Valia. We would have proof to take to the Society about all of this.”

      “Yeah, but how are we going to steal it?”

      “That’s where you come in. You have to figure out where it’s being kept. I can do the break-in.”

      “You didn’t even hear me come into your room,” she argued.

      “Well, are you going to steal it?”

      Valia bit her lip. “No. No, you’re right. If I was caught …”

      “We need more information first before we move forward. The Collector feels like the key to everything. If we can get our hands on it, even for an hour, it could change our entire mission.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. What are you going to do in the meantime?”

      “I’m on research duty.”

      “Miss Kerrigan,” Benton said from the other side of the door. “Are you awake? Should we call for breakfast?”

      “Yes, please,” she called back.

      Valia blended in with the shadows again. “I’ll sneak out later.”

      Kerrigan nodded and then brashly banged the door open. She spoke with Benton and Bayton, drawing them into the bathing chambers to help with her bath. She hoped it was enough time for Valia to get out, unseen.

      Even though she preferred bathing herself, it was a relief after the night she’d had to let someone else take over. By the time she’d bathed, changed into fresh clothes, and eaten a proper breakfast, she was feeling worlds better. A catnap still would have been preferable, but she didn’t have time.

      Her apprenticeship meeting was to take place any minute. She dashed down the halls, evading passing guardsmen and innocuous servants. She shot a smile at Audria as she slid into place. Roake snorted and leaned against the wall.

      “Almost late,” Audria called.

      “Almost.”

      “I heard you had an eventful evening.”

      Kerrigan’s smile wavered. What exactly had she heard?

      “The Season event,” she offered with an arched eyebrow. “I heard the king and queen invited you to have the wedding at Belcourt.”

      “Oh.”

      Audria stepped forward. “Still no word from Fordham?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve heard nothing.”

      “I’m sorry,” she offered, touching her hand.

      “It’s fine.”

      They both knew it for the lie that what it was.

      Their conversation was interrupted by the appearance of their mentors.

      “Master Bastian,” she said with a wide smile.

      “Walk with me, Kerrigan.”

      She fell into step beside him as they headed out of the training area and toward the exit to the mountain.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I prefer the air in the greenhouses,” he said easily. “Do you not?”

      Her heart constricted. That was one of the first places that she and Fordham had been together. They hadn’t confessed feelings, but things had gotten heated. She couldn’t even think about the greenhouses without thinking of him. All those years she’d snuck in there with Darby, Hadrian, and Lyam, and now, it was all overlaid with that one beautiful memory of Ford.

      “Of course.”

      They traversed the lower corridors until they came upon the eastern exit from the mountain grounds. They stepped into the vast greenhouses, containing every manner of plant from all of Alandria. Ancient Fae masters had created the enormous glass windowpanes that made up the main structure of the greenhouses. The air was cooler than it was outside, and a dampness permeated everything.

      “What would you like to get out of your apprenticeship, Kerrigan?” Bastian asked, inspecting a flowering bloom.

      “Honestly, I want to do good for the people. I want to find a way to help others.”

      He nodded approvingly. “Which was why you wanted to work with me.”

      “Yes,” she agreed easily. “Your work to get more healers throughout Alandria and a system to prevent fires from taking out whole districts, among so many other endeavors, has shown me how much a council member can do.”

      “And you want to be on the council?”

      “I wasn’t sure.” She knew Bastian wanted her to speak freely. He’d always been that way. “But I see the value in any modicum of influence. I didn’t ask for all of this to happen to me, but it would be foolish not to accept it as a gift.”

      “Indeed. We’ll work together to train you in the Society and government as a whole. There’s so much left for you to learn. I was pleased to see you excel in your studies of these subjects. History illuminates so much of what is to come.”

      “I’ve noticed that. History repeating itself.” She took a deep breath. She hadn’t planned to go in this direction with Bastian. But he was from the south, where most magical artifacts had been created. Perhaps he could help her without ever knowing what he was helping her with. “Like magical artifacts.”

      He paused over his assessment of a pepper. “How so?”

      “They were used in the Great War, and they are being used again even though the illegal ones were supposed to have been secured or destroyed.”

      “That is correct.”

      “The House of Shadows had them, and I’ve seen them on the streets of Kinkadia despite the Society attempting to eliminate them from the populace.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “What are you getting at? If you have a suggestion, then I am willing to hear it.”

      “I want to learn more about them. I’m sure there must be a list of all the kinds that have been developed. The ones we have in possession in the Society and the ones still out there to be secured,” she said, hedging around the fact that she was really asking to locate the Collector. “I keep coming up against them. I thought it would be valuable to train against them too.”

      Bastian’s eyebrows rose. “That is a large ask.”

      “I’m aware. But how are we to get better if we don’t practice against the very things we might come up against?”

      His eyes went thoughtful, and then a small smile graced his features, as if a thought had just been perfectly realized. “I would need a specific dispensation from the council to allow the artifacts to be taken out of the vault. I’d likely need a second one for training.”

      She swallowed. “Oh.”

      “It would be easier to start with the research. Let me work on getting the artifacts out of the Society vault.”

      “That would be perfect. Thank you so much.”

      Research was good enough for now. If she had a full list of magical artifacts, then maybe she could discover exactly what this Collector did and how to extract its secrets. Stealing it wouldn’t be enough if they couldn’t use it too. With Bastian’s support, she might even figure out how to go up against the remaining artifacts out in the world beyond.
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      A half hour to midnight, Kerrigan snuck out of her rooms. Benton and Bayton weren’t heavy sleepers, but they’d given up on trying to get her to behave like a lady. That clearly was not in Kerrigan’s repertoire.

      She arrived in the dragon aerie and touched a hand to Tieran’s side. “Ready?”

      He released a soft puff of air in ascent.

      She climbed onto his back and let him carry her, soaring out of the mountain. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation, even as the flying settled her. The air whipping through her hair. The cool temperatures as she escaped the summer heat for higher altitudes. The peace that suffused her bones. This was where she belonged. It was hard to remember that with everything else always weighing her down, but she had a dragon. One she loved despite their differences. The only thing she’d ever wanted was access to the skies. It was good to be reminded of that on occasion.

      The flight was over too soon as Tieran landed on a nearby peak.

      “I could do that every day,” she told him.

      Same. We need more training time in the skies and less time dealing with politics.

      She laughed. She couldn’t agree more. If only her every waking moment wasn’t already occupied by said politics.

      “You sure you want to be here?” she asked.

      Tieran blew hot air into her face.

      She suppressed a smile. That was answer enough.

      Tieran had insisted that he be there as she entered the spirit plane. As they were now tethered, he felt more comfortable, knowing he would be near to pull her back into the physical if anything went wrong. Plus, he protected her physical form while she was out of her body.

      The last thing either of them wanted was for her to die. When a dragon and rider were officially bound, if one died, the other died too. Even though they weren’t bound in that way and they knew that wouldn’t happen to them, it didn’t make it any easier. Not when years of conditioning and a year of dragon training had drilled the importance into their head. She’d grown attached to her dragon to say the least.

      Kerrigan slid off of Tieran’s back and landed in the mossy grass.

      You should let me come with you, he argued again.

      “I want you to, but I want to speak to Cleora first.”

      I don’t like it.

      “I know. I don’t either. Hopefully next time, Tieran.”

      How long will you be gone? he asked, changing the subject.

      “I’m not sure. Let’s hope it’s not all night. I would like to get some sleep.”

      She yawned to make her point. The fitful night before was really catching up to her.

      She sank into a cross-legged sit, and Tieran nestled closer to her. She leaned back against his secure body. Only a year earlier, their animosity had been overpowering. Tieran had been so against bonding that he’d resented her for it every step of the way and then resented her more for the bond not working. She was glad that they had grown together during dragon training. Now, she could call him her friend, her partner.

      “Here goes nothing,” she muttered.

      Kerrigan closed her eyes and settled deeper into herself. She reached into her well of magic, finding the endless basin that contained it. At the bottom, there was almost a rift. A space between one breath and the next that wasn’t quite the same shape as the rest of her magic. It was like a seam in her clothing. If she ripped it at the seam, it opened her to a whole new world.

      She picked at the thread. It tore with ease, filling her with spirit magic. The sliver of space became a gap, then a hole, then a chasm. She dropped like a stone in the sea into that abyss like diving into a pool of water. From one moment to the next, she was out of her body and on to the spirit plane.

      Billowing clouds drifted all around her in an otherwise endless cerulean sky. Nothing else existed for miles and miles. She lay back, using the puff of a cloud as a cushion and pillow, spreading her arms wide. She could have fallen asleep right then and there in the most comfortable bed of her life. It was incredible that this was even possible. When she’d first entered the spirit plane, tethered to the great dragon Gelryn, everything had gone awry, and she’d drained her magic almost instantly. Now, she had a semblance of control, and she could manage this without much effort.

      With a sigh, she pushed away from the cloud. This wasn’t why she was here. She didn’t need to remain among the clouds. Her mission was below.

      She tilted her body downward and drifted down beyond the endless sky. After a minute, a great expanse of green filled her vision until there was nothing to see but forest, packed earth, and a beach leading toward an infinite ocean. She had been here once before, drawn in by Cleora’s magic, and already the shape of the world was familiar. Her feet touched down onto hardened ground. A distant mountain range that was unrecognizable compared to her beloved Vert Mountains was off in the distance. She shivered slightly at the sight. It still unnerved her that those mountains could be so unfamiliar. That, in fact, she was no longer in Alandria. Rather on a completely different world.

      Cleora had explained it—or tried to explain it—the last time they were together. They were on separate worlds, they crossed at a specific point, and the spirit plane connected them. As if the spirit plane was a folded piece of paper, bringing two separate places into the same set place.

      Cleora had heard Kerrigan trying—and failing—to work her spirit magic. The noise had alerted her to a new presence on the plane and they were drawn together. Kerrigan was lucky to have drawn Cleora’s attention, because at the time, she had been burning up with magic sickness. It usually only happened to those advanced in age who never used their magic, and thus, their magic poisoned their blood. It was a mystery to all but her and Helly why it had happened to Kerrigan. Her inability to control her spirit magic was making her magic go wild and unpredictable. Finding a suitable teacher had only happened at her most desperate, at her greatest moment of weakness.

      “Well, at least you’re prompt,” Cleora said from behind her.

      Kerrigan whirled around. Cleora stood as impossibly tall as ever. Her white-blonde hair was in waves down her back, and she had changed into a crimson cotton dress with the stylized three slashes down both arms instead of the sash she had worn previously.

      “Hello again,” Kerrigan said with a smile.

      “My apologies about missing our previous engagement. I had something come up at the academy,” Cleora said. She waved her hand, and a sturdy wooden table and two chairs appeared.

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened. “Um, wow.”

      Cleora arched an eyebrow. “The language must truly be suffering wherever your world is.” She pointed at the table. “Sit.”

      Kerrigan sat.

      “Well, let’s review what we learned at our last meeting,” Cleora began. “I am Professor Cleora. I teach advanced theoretical casting at the Emperor’s Academy in Himera College in the great city of Rhithymna. Last session, we discussed crux, which you call magic?”

      “Yes,” Kerrigan said at once.

      “Ah, yes. Well, crux is the technical term, and we’ll use it here. Crux is your life force that you can manipulate into constructs. A construct is a forming of your crux, and they can become bonds based on the force of your intention. Some incredibly powerful crux users can create couplings, which is a construct without a physical form, held by the sheer power they possess. Few people can create couplings, so we won’t work with those. Does that feel satisfactory?”

      “Yes,” she repeated. “I … I managed to make a crux bond with my dragon.”

      “Oh good. You leashed the beast?”

      Kerrigan winced slightly at the assessment. Cleora and the world she lived in acted as if dragons were mindless monsters to be used like horses. The very idea infuriated Kerrigan. She had adjusted her crux bond with her intention to make it a two-way bond rather than a leash, as Cleora had described.

      “Well, my dragon is not just a beast,” she said softly.

      She waved her hand. “I am not here to argue dragons with you. My brother works with dragons, and they have killed many of his fellows. Your dragons might be different, but I would still be wary.”

      Kerrigan bit her lip. “My dragon, Tieran, actually requested to cross to the spirit plane and meet you.”

      Color drained from Cleora’s face. “A beast in the spirit?”

      “Well, in our world, dragons are known for their spirit abilities. They help Fae cross to the spirit plane. Surely, you’ve encountered them.”

      “No. I have only met you, and the dragon wants to meet me?”

      “Yes. His name is Tieran. Would you be okay with that?”

      Cleora looked half-ready to pass out. “And you believe it safe?”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Of course. I ride Tieran every day. We’re partners.”

      “Well, it’s not done, but if you can guarantee safety, I would be interested in meeting a dragon, if they are as you describe them. My brother will never believe me.”

      Kerrigan breathed a sigh of relief. Working with Tieran was always better than working alone. “Thank you. He will be pleased.”

      “It is odd to consider that a dragon has feelings,” she said with a shrug. “But that is not our purpose today. We have much to cover since we are only meeting one night a month.”

      “We could meet more often.” Kerrigan’s voice hitched with hope. How much more could she learn if they met even weekly? But the look on Cleora’s face dashed that hope.

      She frowned. “No, this is as much time as I can spare. Training you on the plane is draining for me.”

      Kerrigan nodded, trying not to let her frustration show. “Okay.”

      “Let’s begin then. In my advanced theoretical casting classes, we follow the five tenets of casting,” Cleora explained, back in her element. “Unfortunately, few students have more than a wisp of spiritual magic between them, and so much of what I will teach you is purely theoretical. Surely, the emperor and his offspring could work advanced castings, but they are trained with private tutors, not at the university.”

      “But you can do them?”

      “Lords, I wish that I could,” she said with a sharp smile. “I can do some of the castings. We’ll go through one at each of our sessions and see how far we can get through the workings. Does that sound satisfactory?”

      Kerrigan nodded. “What’s after the tenets? Will there be more material?”

      Cleora held a hand up. “The doctoral program is a minimum of five years of study. I have enough to teach you for the rest of your long life.”

      “Oh,” she said, her mouth popping open. “What is a doctoral program?”

      “Your little world is quite backward, isn’t it? It’s a degree of study at our university, a school for learning more advanced workings.” Cleora nodded approvingly as Kerrigan took it all in. “Now, the five basic tenets of theoretical castings are the spirit plane, dreamwalking, visions, illusions, and energy.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened at the list. Well, she could already tick off the spirit plane, visions, and energy as part of her abilities.

      “I say these are the basic tenets, but that does not mean that they are easy. In fact, each one is more difficult as you work your way through the tenets. The spirit plane, where we are currently, is the easiest, but spirit plane manipulation is more difficult, especially if you are fighting for control of the plane.”

      “Like conjuring the table and chairs.”

      “Yes. Or when I pulled you down here from the clouds at our first meeting. Try to do something simple—change your clothing.”

      Kerrigan focused on the simple black pants and shirt she was wearing. She brought to memory the black-and-silver dress she had worn to the Geivhrea celebration this winter. It was spectacular with a plunging neckline, covered by a glittery mesh that also worked its way down her arms and tied at her wrists. The skirts shimmered to almost liquid silver. She and Fordham had walked into Belcourt together as a matched set, clad in the colors of the House of Shadows, before it all fell apart.

      The dress materialized on her figure, and she beamed. “I did it.”

      “Yes, and that is quite a dress,” Cleora said with wide eyes.

      “It was for a winter holiday.” She ran her hands down the sleeves.

      “If I hadn’t already known you were from another world, I would have with that attire.”

      Kerrigan laughed, and then a second later, the dress vanished, and her black pants returned. “What?”

      “The plane belongs to whoever is the strongest in manipulation. At present, that is me. If you want your dress back, then you have to fight me to regain it. Or else you will always be subject to another’s whim.”

      Kerrigan concentrated, at first feeling nothing. Then, she fought harder for the image of that dress. The last dress she had worn for Fordham when he still loved her completely, without fear. It was that emotion that made her feel the seam of Cleora’s working. She had no idea how to unravel it and went for blunt force instead. She imagined a knife in her mind and ripped it down the working. The thing popped like a bubble, and her dress appeared again.

      Cleora gasped and rocked back in her chair. Her eyes were wide. She clutched her chest, as if Kerrigan had actually used the knife.

      “Oh gods, did I hurt you?”

      “No,” Cleora said after a minute. She eyed Kerrigan suspiciously. “How did you know how to break the working?”

      “I didn’t. I just sort of attacked it.”

      Cleora was silent as she assessed Kerrigan. “That was quite advanced for having never done that before.”

      “I’m pretty good with knives.”

      She chuckled. “I see. There are more subtle means to achieve what you just did, but your way was most effective.”

      “Subtly isn’t my specialty,” she admitted.

      “No, I could see that.” Cleora cleared her throat. “Well, we’ll leave that for now. You have the basics down. I would continue to work on developing your ability to control the plane in my absence … maybe with this dragon of yours.”

      “Tieran would like that.”

      Cleora looked faintly sick at the thought, but she pressed on. “We’ll move on from spirit plane manipulation then. The second tenet is dreamwalking. What do you know of it?”

      Kerrigan shook her head. “Nothing. Though I’ve had prophetic dreams before.”

      Cleora raised her eyebrows. “Visions?”

      “Yes.”

      She pursed her lips. “I want to hear more about these visions, but we’ll have to wait until next time. The emperor knows, bless him, that it’s impossible for me to teach the tenets out of order. Dreamwalking is dream manipulation. Have you ever done something like that before?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Good. It’s dangerous without proper training.”

      She was finding that everything was dangerous without proper training, and Kerrigan had just been fumbling around in the dark with this stuff since her visions manifested.

      “There are two types of walking. The first is pulling someone into a dream, and the other is falling into someone else’s dreams. Entering a person’s dream is easier but more dangerous, and pulling someone into a dream is harder but safer for you.”

      “And … how do I do that?”

      “It’s a lot like entering the spirit plane with someone else. Have you ever done that before?”

      “Yes,” Kerrigan admitted. “It wasn’t too difficult.”

      She’d had one spirit trainer before Cleora. Mistress Zahina had been the daughter of the last spiritcaster in Alandria. She had been the one to show her how to safely enter and exit the plane. Though when she realized exactly what Kerrigan was, she had dropped their training. Only another spiritcaster could properly train her.

      “That’s good. The same principle applies, but instead of thinking out of your body, you think into the mind.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened. “You can enter people’s minds?”

      “Yes. Some incredibly powerful spiritcasters of the distant past could manipulate minds and change the course of history with the power, but you should never do anything that violates free will while using your abilities.”

      “Yeah, that isn’t the plan.” Kerrigan shivered.

      “Good. We focus on a code of ethics here.” Cleora nodded her head approvingly. “We’ll begin by dropping in and out of dreams first. It’s much easier, but you do not want to stay for more than a second or two at a time, or you risk being pulled deeper into someone’s dream and not being able to leave. If you are injured or killed here on the plane, you will be injured or dead in the physical. Do you understand?”

      Kerrigan gulped. “Yes, I understand.”

      “It’s best to begin with people you are close with.”

      “Why?”

      Cleora laughed softly. “Well, some of them tend to remember you randomly appearing in their dreams. It makes more sense for them to explain that you showed up in their dream. It is another thing entirely for a complete stranger to recognize you from a dream. That can get very messy. And again, we have a code of ethics.”

      “Understood.”

      “Plus, friends and family are safer conduits.” Cleora nodded at her. “Now, think about your closest friend or family member, link your minds the way you would pull that person onto the plane, and instead of out, think in.”

      “How do I find them?” Kerrigan asked.

      Cleora looked at her sharply. “All this knowledge, and you know nothing of the shape of another’s casting?”

      “Um … I know that some people have individual signatures. I found my dragon on the spirit plane that way.”

      “Yes, similar concept. Once you know the shape of their casting, you can find them anywhere. A crux can sometimes help you locate a person. So, we’ll begin with that.”

      Cleora drew her magic to herself. Only spirit could be seen on the plane, and it lit up gold between her hands. She rotated her hands three times, as if she were turning a dial, and then held it before her.

      “Create your construct, and as you twist your hands, think about the person you are searching for. Put your intention into the construct and their signature, as you say, will be revealed.”

      Kerrigan thought about Clover first, drawing her spirit to her and twisting it up with all the feelings she had toward one of her closest friends. The red vest she always wore for Dozan. The sharp smile she used only for her. The flick of her hands as she dealt the cards. And then she smelled it—loch and cinnamon.

      She gasped at the unmistakable smell of Clover that enveloped her.

      “Good. Good. Now, think inward and not outward. Stay a heartbeat and pull yourself out.”

      Kerrigan concentrated and fell forward toward Clover. A second later, she was in the Wastes with Clover behind the card table. Darby stood to her left, and Hadrian stood to her right. She winked at one and then the other before glancing up in surprise to see Kerrigan there.

      She hastily yanked herself out and fell forward out of her chair and onto the ground. She took a steadying breath. “Holy gods.”

      “How did that go?”

      “It worked. I saw … a dream, I think. It was my friend. She saw me.”

      “That’s normal. You’ll want to jump in and out just as quickly, but not more than  two or three a week. You will tire from it, and it becomes too suspicious. If you get good at it, you’ll be able to cloak yourself in a dream. So that the user cannot see you and you can only peer in on them. But it takes years to master that level of walking, and it is only used by highly trained users. As far as I know the emperor himself only has one such dreamwalker for this level of subterfuge.”

      “People could spy on you through your dreams?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Indeed. I don’t recommend it.”

      “What do you recommend then?”

      “I find it preferable to draw someone else into your dream rather than the other way around. It is much more difficult than everything but cloaking.” She glanced backward, suddenly fearful. “We’ll save that for next time. Bring your dragon if you must and keep working on walking.”

      “But, Cleora—”

      Things were finally getting interesting!

      “I must go,” she said and then popped suddenly out of existence.

      Kerrigan sighed. She wondered what it was exactly that Cleora had been afraid of. But she was gone, and Kerrigan should go with her. She could feel her magic was depleted from the few things that they’d worked on. Now, she had homework until the next full moon.

      She stood from the chair, prepared to walk back into her physical body, and then she stopped. She knew how to find an individual person’s signature. Which meant she could theoretically find them anywhere in this world or the next. She had found Clover in seconds.

      Did that mean she could find Fordham?
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      Cleora had said dreamwalking was dangerous. Too dangerous to try to enter someone else’s dream for more than a second at a time. Kerrigan had learned nothing from stepping into Clover’s dream for only that moment. Only that she hoped for a future with both Darby and Hadrian at her side. Something Kerrigan knew already.

      She could enter Fordham’s dream, but she doubted she would be able to find where he was in the physical world. It would be so much better if she learned how to pull him to her. Of course, that was the dreamwalking that Cleora hadn’t shown her how to do. She was just supposed to study with dropping into people’s dreams for the next month until their next meeting.

      Another month without Fordham felt like torture. The last couple of weeks had been hard enough. She would have to deal with March all that time, pretend she wanted this insufferable marriage and cave to his stupid whims. The thought made her feel sick.

      No, she needed Ford. She needed to find him and break the curse and return to a life of normalcy. Not the horrible one she was enduring presently. He’d know what to do about the Collector and her nomination to the council and March. They would figure it out together. Without him, she felt only half a person. A thought that crashed over her with its reality.

      It steeled her resolve.

      Kerrigan reached for her crux and felt the ball of golden light warm in her hands. Then, she dived deep into her memories of Prince Fordham Ollivier. The first time they had met when he was an imperious prince who detested half-Fae. The time she stumbled upon his sad-boy poetry. When he had her back during the tournament despite their differences. Their first kiss in the gazebo before he told her of his curse. The look in his eyes when she followed his commands on the dance floor inside his broken kingdom. The feel of his fingers inside her in the greenhouse with his lips hot on hers. The wrath on his face as March slipped an engagement ring on her finger. The hot springs as he claimed what had always belonged to him. And the despair as his people had gone to war and he knew there was nothing he could do to save them. The agony he must have been in as he saw his world crumble all around him.

      The crux grew warmer and warmer until it nearly burned her skin, and then she smelled the signature scent that meant Fordham Ollivier—summer rain and charcoal. It was a strange mixture, but it was him.

      She could have wept with joy at the scent that enveloped her. He wasn’t beyond her grasp. He was right there. All she had to do was reach out and see him.

      A part of her knew that she wasn’t experienced enough for this, that she should do this under Cleora’s supervision, and that her magic was low. But she couldn’t come this close and walk away. She needed to see him, if only for a moment. As if a moment would ever be enough.

      Kerrigan breathed the summer rain and charcoal deep into her lungs, and then she pushed inward and fell into Fordham’s dreams.

      She was in the throne room inside the House of Shadows. The giant black marble pillars and white-and-black tiled floors made the room feel endless. King Samael sat on a black marble throne, as cold and hard as he was. Queen Viviana sat next to him in a much smaller white stone throne, looking down her nose at a female on the floor with her hands chained in iron.

      Kerrigan shivered with disgust. Iron wasn’t exactly toxic to Fae, but it was far from pleasant. Many believed it inhumane to use it for anything. Let alone to shackle a prisoner when magic dampening shackles existed.

      She drew her gaze away from the prisoner to where Fordham sat to the side of the throne. His face was hard as the marble he sat on. His features were drawn coolly into the mask he used to survive this place. He radiated sinister energy, even in these dark halls. He appeared to be looking down at the woman on the floor, but Kerrigan realized he was looking just past her, as if his storm-cloud-gray eyes couldn’t quite land on the woman.

      She should run away from this scene. It was intruding on Fordham’s private moments to remain any longer than this second. She needed to pull herself out of it, but curiosity got the better of her. Who was this female? What was she doing on the floor? Why couldn’t Fordham look at her?

      And worse. Just seeing him … oh, seeing him made her heart ache with longing.

      “You are a traitor to your people,” Samael growled down at the woman. “How do you plead?”

      The female looked up from where she was on her knees in a filthy white shift. Her eyes were furious, and she looked as if she was half-ready to rip the king to shreds. “If wanting to help those who are less fortunate than me makes me a traitor,” the female snarled, bent forward at the waist, “then so be it.”

      “Releasing humans and half-Fae from our realm is punishable by death,” Samael said. “What say you, son? Does Dacia deserve this punishment?”

      Kerrigan gasped. Dacia had been Fordham’s lover before he was exiled from the House of Shadows. He never spoke of what happened between them except on one occasion. That … that couldn’t possibly be this moment. But it was. It had to be. This was the moment Fordham had watched the female he loved die. He’d sat back and watched her head be cleaved from her shoulders.

      This was no dream.

      This was a nightmare.

      Fordham’s head jerked up at the noise, and his mask shattered. Those gray eyes turned stormy upon her intrusion. Before Kerrigan could yank herself free, the room dissolved around her.

      She screamed as she fell through darkness. She tried and failed three times to remove herself from the dream. When Cleora had said being dragged into someone else’s dream was more dangerous, Kerrigan hadn’t truly understood what she meant. But now, she couldn’t extract herself, and she had no idea where she was about to land. She was trapped in Fordham’s nightmare.

      After another minute, Kerrigan landed in a heap in a meadow, covered in bodies and blood. She coughed to try to expel the rank stench all around her. But she had only a second to recover before a horse nearly trampled her. She screeched and then whirled out of the way.

      Fear pricked her as she remembered what Cleora had said. If she died here, she died in the real world. There was no coming back from this. And she was on a battlefield.

      Fordham had mentioned that he had gone to battle in the meadow before Ravinia Mountain, where the House of Shadows resided. It was the one stretch of land that Mei’s curse had afforded them, and the three warring factions of the tribe took to this meadow to handle disputes. It was one thing to know that and another to be in the center of another battle. She was still recovering from the horror of the Battle of Lethbridge. She couldn’t imagine Fordham dealing with that on top of this. And doing it all alone.

      She found him then in the melee, covered in black armor, atop an enormous, armored horse. He clashed against another male, and they fell from their mounts.

      Kerrigan avoided another scuffle, picking up a sword from the ground to defend herself and activating her magical shield. The longer she was in this battle the more Cleora’s warning about dying in a dream meaning death in the real world felt all too close to reality.

      Fordham came again to his feet, a towering form against his opponent. His helmet had been crushed at his collapse, and he wrenched it free as he approached the other man. They began a deadly battle as Kerrigan fended off dream opponents.

      She wanted to leave this place, but she was anchored to the dream. As if Fordham had recognized her presence and clung to her for dear life.

      “No,” she screamed as his opponent thrust a sword toward the opening in Fordham’s armor.

      One second, Fordham was there, ready to be impaled, and the next, he dissolved into black shadow and appeared behind the male a second later.

      “No,” the male cried. “You don’t have your father’s gifts.”

      Fordham was winded, but his smile was deadly. “It appears that I do.”

      His eyes glittered with victory as he plunged his sword through the male’s back.

      The first time he’d used his shadow magic was on the battle to take another’s life. Fortunate but tragic.

      Kerrigan yanked on the bond, trying to escape again, but she could do nothing as she was plunged into darkness.

      This time, she landed in a stable. Tieran was saddled and ready to depart beside Fordham’s dragon, Netta. Her stomach dropped. Kerrigan remembered this memory well. She had been there for this one. They had been fleeing Belcourt to her home, Waisley, for dragon training. A decision she had made to avoid March, but he had stopped them before they could depart.

      She watched March appear out of the shadows. Saw through Fordham’s eyes as March removed her riding gloves and slid an engagement ring on her finger.

      “There,” March said with a self-satisfied smirk. “You always deserved a ring, and now, we are properly engaged.”

      Fordham bristled in a way that he hadn’t before, even when his lover died or he killed a man on the battlefield. He looked ready to remove March’s head from his shoulders. Kerrigan had never seen this from his perspective. Had never known how furious he was at the prospect. Just her own fury and horror ringing in her ears.

      March flashed a smug look to Fordham. “Take care of my fiancée, will you?”

      “Oh, I will,” Fordham snarled. His hands were clenched into fists.

      It was a miracle he hadn’t slaughtered him right then and there. That he hadn’t used those dark shadows and slid a sword into March’s back just as he had those many years earlier on the battlefield. But this was a different sort of battle, and he just reigned in his rage.

      March knew precisely what he was doing. He knew the anger roiling through Fordham. He’d stoked that fire on purpose. It was obvious on his face.

      “Don’t say a word,” dream Kerrigan snapped.

      She hadn’t wanted to deal with any of it. But she saw the hurt on Fordham’s face that she hadn’t wanted to look for. It was so obvious then that he was in love with her. That the curse was twisting him up. Had she been the only one not to notice until it was too late?

      Then, dream Fordham looked to her, and his brow furrowed. “Kerrigan?”

      She wanted to walk to him. To press a kiss to his lips and promise him that it would all work out. A promise that she couldn’t keep. She shouldn’t be here any longer. If this was a nightmare, then altering what had happened that day would be nothing but cruelty on top of his heartache.

      Fordham left the dream as it had happened and strode toward her. He couldn’t touch her. He couldn’t know that she was solid and real and looking for him. Not until she mastered this safely.

      She closed her eyes to block him out and then yanked as hard as she could. For a second, nothing happened. She could sense Fordham walking closer and closer.

      “Who are you? What are you doing here? How are you impersonating her?” he demanded, that fury returning to his voice.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and then she pushed as hard as she could out of his dream.

      Kerrigan landed back in her physical body with a crash. She leaned forward on her hands and knees and vomited.

      Tieran reared back in alarm. Kerrigan? Are you all right?

      She held her hand up to keep him back. She didn’t say anything until she emptied her stomach entirely. Then, she sank back on her heels and tried to steady her swimming head. After a moment of disorientation, she reached for her magic and felt a soft flutter.

      That dream had drained her dry, like opening a sieve. Scales.

      She needed to be more careful. Listen to someone else for once when they said something was dangerous. Except she couldn’t deny that seeing Fordham, however brief, had put a balm over her heart. He was still dreaming about her. Even if it was in a series of nightmares.

      Would you tell me what happened? Tieran demanded.

      Kerrigan nodded, coming slowly to her feet. She reached into her saddlebag and removed some water and bread. She’d known she might need the sustenance. “I’ll tell you on the flight back. But Cleora said that you could come next time as long as you don’t try to kill her.”

      Tieran huffed. I don’t try to kill people unless they bother me.

      “Maybe don’t tell her the second part.”

      Noted, he said softly into her mind. Are you truly all right?

      “I saw Ford,” she whispered.

      Oh, he breathed.

      “I don’t know if I’m okay,” she admitted as she climbed onto his back. “But I’m going to get better and stronger and I’m going to find him. I’m going to bring him back.”

      It felt like the least of her concerns, all things considered, and somehow her most important.
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      The DressWhen she returned to the mountain, Kerrigan threw herself into her studies. Bastian was waiting on the dispensation from the council before giving her more information about magical artifacts, but she had plenty to keep her busy. Plenty to keep her mind from straying back to Fordham.

      Plus, with her new birthday only a few weeks away, her father had given her instructions on what to get for the private event. She wasn’t quite ready for the Society and Bryonican nobility to know that he was transferring the house to her, but they would have to be told eventually. In the meantime, she needed a new dress.

      Darby met her at the entrance to the Artisan Village, and they strolled arm in arm down the wide street.

      “I am supposed to attend the opera next week for the opening of a new piece. Will you attend? I could get you a seat in Sonali’s box,” Darby said as they walked past the colossal Opera house.

      Kerrigan shook her head. “I have too much work.”

      Darby pouted. “But Kerrigan …”

      “Take Lord Trask instead.”

      “That’s unkind,” she said with a secret smile. “Lord Trask … doesn’t appreciate the opera.”

      “What does Lord Trask appreciate?”

      Darby shot her a look. “As far as I can tell, politics, drink, and females.”

      “How very lucky for you then that you have something in common.”

      “Kerrigan,” she gasped, swatting at her with her lace fan.

      They both knew that Darby had no interest in politics or drink. But females … that was another matter.

      “Shouldn’t you be unsurprised by my antics?” Kerrigan asked.

      “You would think,” Darby said with a shake of her head.

      They passed Carmine’s Books, and Kerrigan eyed it hungrily. She peeked into the window with the leather-bound books on display. She had taken Fordham to a poetry reading there during the tournament. She hadn’t known until she went to the House of Shadows how much that had meant to him. Coming from a world with nothing quite like the Artisan Village and its sense of frivolity.

      She dragged Darby past a little more quickly to reach Parris’ dress shop.

      “Do you think he will design something for me as well? Sonali said that he’s already booked up for weddings.”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “You know Parris, Darbs. You grew up with him.”

      “Yes, but …”

      Kerrigan yanked the door open. “Parris, the party has arrived.”

      A crowd of nobles squawked like ducks at her announcement. But Parris’ slight build appeared from amid the bustle of lace and fabric.

      “Kerrigan, darling.” He kissed both of her cheeks and then turned to Darby. “I have been waiting for you to arrive. I need all new measurements.”

      “Hello, Parris,” she said shyly. “Measurements for?”

      “The wedding, of course,” he said as if she were ridiculous. “Come to the back with me.”

      Kerrigan shot Darby a look that said, See, and they followed him past the row of ducks and into his private room.

      “I thought lace,” Parris said, draping a few options on a mannequin for Darby. “My thought was to show off this beautiful black skin as much as possible. Sophisticated and simple but dazzling.”

      “How did you know exactly what I would like? I never even asked you to commission a dress for me.”

      He waved his hand. “It’s my magic. And anyway, I insist on doing all the Dragon Blessed dresses. This one”—he stuck his thumb out at Kerrigan—“rips up enough of them. It would be nice to design for someone who won’t ruin it an hour after wearing it.”

      “I’ll cherish it for my entire life.”

      “See,” Parris said, poking Kerrigan. “Someone can appreciate my work.”

      “I appreciate your work. Why do you think I’m here?”

      “You want to see your wedding dress, of course!”

      “What? No.” Kerrigan shook her head vigorously. She did not want a wedding dress. “I need two name day dresses. One discreet and one as ostentatious as you can manage.”

      He waved his hand. “Name day dresses. Bah! You have a wedding coming up.”

      Kerrigan gulped. “You haven’t started it, have you?”

      “Of course I have, darling. Shall I show you what I have so far?”

      “Uh …”

      But Parris had already dashed through his maze of dresses in search of Kerrigan’s wedding dress. The last thing she wanted was to see the dress that she would marry Ashby March in. But she couldn’t deter Parris’ enthusiasm.

      “Breathe,” Darby reminded her.

      She sucked in a deep breath just as he returned with a sleek bag with his logo in gold upon it.

      “Here it is!” Parris said with a gleam in his eyes. “Now, this is just my vision. We can add any sort of ornamentation or …”

      “I trust you,” Kerrigan said.

      She held her breath as he drew aside the pocket that revealed the white dress beneath. He flung the dress across an awaiting mannequin, letting the flow of the skirts cascade across the floor. Parris arranged the bodice just so before stepping back and sweeping his hand forward.

      “There. What do you think?”

      Kerrigan had no words. It was the exact dress from her dream. It had the same V-cut bodice, the same empire skirts, the same adornment. Of course, it was just the beginning of the dress. He hadn’t done much but cut the pieces together to show her his vision, but Kerrigan had already seen the dress. She knew exactly what it would look like when he threaded his magic through the skirts so it glowed with faerie lights. She knew what it would look like in Belcourt Palace as she walked down an aisle toward March. She knew what it would look like when Fordham didn’t return, when he didn’t save her from this.

      “You’re speechless,” Parris said in delight. He nudged Darby. “She’s speechless.”

      “Kerrigan,” Darby said uncertainly.

      But words were constricted in her throat. She couldn’t get them past her lips, and so Parris barreled forward.

      “It’s not finished, of course. I was thinking sleeves here,” he said, gesturing to how the sleeve would drape off her shoulder. “And a bow for the waist to accentuate your figure. Probably boning. You’ll need to be held up.”

      Kerrigan was going to be sick.

      This entire time, she had been thinking that the dream was just that … a dream. It was nothing more than her own nightmares pushing into her subconscious. Even as the king and queen had offered her and March a venue at the Belcourt. Even after March had suggested sunflower petals. She’d been nervous about it, but not truly terrified. Not until she saw this dress.

      Because it hadn’t occurred to her that this hadn’t just been a dream, but a prophecy.

      She’d had her first vision at twelve. A second vision at sixteen. She’d had visions of her and Fordham working together all through the tournament last year. She’d had visions of the past when she connected with the barrier around the House of Shadows. And still, none of that had prepared her for this.

      Typically, her visions were indistinct and murky. This had been vivid. As if she were really at Belcourt. As if she were really marrying March, surrounded by sunflower blooms, in front of all of her friends and family. She might be a harbinger, a prophet, a spiritcaster, but she had known when she was having visions.

      This dress changed everything.

      Because she couldn’t have known exactly what dress Parris would create for her. She couldn’t have possibly guessed that. She’d never discussed it with him. In fact, despite her betrothal, she had avoided it all costs.

      Now, it was entirely possible that she hadn’t seen the dream for what it was because she couldn’t accept it as truth, but her visions had never been wrong. They hadn’t always made sense. They had always been true in some way.

      Was it possible that her visions were preparing her to marry March? She would rather die.

      “Kerrigan?” Darby asked in what sounded like alarm.

      Had she called her name more than once?

      “I … I’m sorry. I think I need some air.”

      Before she could glance at Parris’ hurt expression, she barreled back through the dress shop. She threw her shoulder into one screeching lady, managing an apology before she was out the front door. The bell jingled overhead, and then she was on the street.

      Heads turned in her direction as panic closed around her. She needed to escape this place. She couldn’t pretend to smile right now.

      “Kerrigan,” Darby called, worry in her voice.

      “I need to go.”

      Darby turned Kerrigan toward her. “Look at me.” Kerrigan met her steady gaze. “Breathe with me. Deep in, slow out.”

      Kerrigan followed her motions, letting the rhythm of her healer friend settle over her. The breathing relaxed her, and she felt her nerves slowly begin to ease.

      “Thank you,” Kerrigan said. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Oh, we both know that isn’t true.”

      Kerrigan shot her a bemused look. “Oh?”

      “It is not news to me that you do not wish to marry March. I do not wish to marry Trask either. But we will both fulfill our duties if we must.”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I suppose we will.”

      Kerrigan wanted to tell her about the dream, but it would make it too real. If the dream was prophecy, there was nothing she could do about it. But she would damn well try.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the two prettiest girls in the Village,” a voice called behind them.

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened, and Darby squeezed her hand. “It’s fine.”

      She took a breath and turned to face Ashby March. He was dressed in a swath of Bryonican navy, looking up Kerrigan as if she were a delectable treat. The gentleman beside him was one she had only met in passing at previous Season events, but she knew him to be Darby’s fiancé, Lord Trask.

      “Lord March. Lord Trask,” Darby said, falling into a deep curtsy.

      Her manners were impeccable. Kerrigan’s were not. “How did you know we were here?”

      March’s lips pursed. “Trask and I had a business meeting. This is mere coincidence to find our ladies in the Village.”

      Liar. He must be having her followed again. Probably the entire time, but definitely since she’d slipped out of their betrothal announcement party on the Row. He was keeping tabs on her. Dozan’s offer was looking more and more tempting.

      “Lady Darby,” Trask said. “Might we walk?”

      “Of course,” Darby said freely. She shot Kerrigan one last look and then disappeared with her fiancé.

      “Shall we?” March asked, offering her his hand.

      She was supposed to be feigning that she was falling for him. Not quite besotted, but at least interested, and it was nearly impossible to maintain that right now while she was on the edge of panic.

      But she put her hand against his sleeve without grimacing and began to promenade. For a moment, neither said anything as they strolled past the shops.

      “I confess that I was anxious to see you again,” March said.

      “Were you?”

      “Of course. I wish to spend more time with you, Kerrigan.”

      She forced a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “That’s lovely.”

      “And to that effect, I thought about our conversation and went ahead with a plan for your election.”

      Kerrigan furrowed her brow, not understanding. “What do you mean?”

      “Precisely what I said. I have money and influence. I have arranged to throw a party to help with your election to the council. Invitations went out this morning.” He slid one out of his coat and passed it to her.

      She stared down at the precise calligraphy with dismay. He clearly wanted her to gush over him and thank him profusely for his help, but she still felt too uneasy to manage it. And the date … was the night before her eighteenth name day. Well, before the day they all thought was her eighteenth at least. She certainly wasn’t informing him about her real celebration.

      “This is right before my name day.”

      “Yes. I thought it would be fitting to have a sort of second party. I knew you would have your own festivities on the day, but I thought we could celebrate together like this.”

      He looked so earnest. He was an incredible actor. He had nearly fooled her before the winter holiday until his plans began to unravel and the real Ashby March revealed himself. She couldn’t entirely believe his bullshit right now, but at the same time, she sort of needed this party. She didn’t have another option.

      But she hated every single thing that brought her closer to him.

      “That sounds wonderful,” she finally admitted. “Thank you.”

      His smile bloomed like a sunflower in the Bryonican countryside. “Anything for my lady.”
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      Audria fluttered a piece of paper in her face later in the week. “Look what I just received.”

      Kerrigan groaned. “I don’t want to know.”

      “Well, it’s not a wedding invitation, mind you. I am still waiting for that.”

      If it were up to Kerrigan, there would be no invitations. But Kerrigan had been pretending that marrying March wasn’t the last thing in the world she wanted to do. Audria knew she wasn’t thrilled, but Fordham was gone. Even she seemed to have moved on.

      “I’m sure they’ll go out soon,” she said.

      They headed into a history lesson with Mistress Movanna and took their seats. Roake hadn’t arrived yet, and Movanna was buried beneath a mound of dusty texts. Kerrigan didn’t want to be having this conversation with Audria right now. As close as they had become in the last year, she was still Bryonican nobility to her core.

      “You know what this is. It’s a party invitation at the House of Medallion Row estate, Kerrigan.”

      She sighed. “Yes, March is hosting an election event for me.”

      “That’s nice of him.”

      Kerrigan cut her a look. “Is that what you really think?”

      “Well, I think he’s trying to get in your good graces. Which, I admit, are hard to come by. You are naturally reticent toward everyone.”

      “It’s almost like I have a reason to be that way.”

      Audria’s face softened. “That’s true. I didn’t mean it the way that it sounded.”

      “It’s fine.” She waved her off just as Roake entered the room.

      He slumped into a seat and yawned. His eyes drooped. “Morning,” he grumbled.

      “Why are you always so tired?” Audria asked.

      “Master Gavilin has me working through the magic regulation laws from sunup to sundown. Have any questions about thousand-year-old regulatory law? I can probably help you now. It’s a lot to cram in.”

      Audria laughed. “Well, at least you’re succeeding in your apprenticeship. My healing is as abysmal as ever.”

      They looked to Kerrigan, and she shrugged. “My apprenticeship has been primarily theoretical so far. I’ve been reading governmental texts, taking long walks to discuss them, and sort of arguing with Master Bastian.”

      “Arguing with him?” Audria asked in surprise.

      “Not in a bad way. He encourages me to debate with him the benefit and consequence to everything I’ve read about. He doesn’t let me be satisfied with the official answer. He wants me to stretch my brain to think for myself.”

      Roake snorted. “As if you don’t already.”

      Kerrigan grinned. “Well, he’s making me better at it at least. I’ve never had a teacher quite like him. Everything is up for debate. I never really know what he actually believes. We go around in circles until my head spins.”

      “Sounds manipulative,” Audria said.

      “Well, I suppose it could be. I find it fascinating.”

      Mistress Movanna appeared from behind the stacks. She blinked behind enormous spectacles. “Oh, hello there. You’re here for a lesson today?”

      Roake snorted and threw his head back, ready to sleep through the class. Movanna was scatterbrained at best. She found anything after the Great War, a thousand years ago, to be too modern for her. Kerrigan liked her eccentricity.

      “Yes, Mistress Movanna,” Kerrigan said.

      “Where were we in our discussions exactly?” she said, rifling through her paperwork. “Ah, the Irena Bargain.”

      “Again?” Audria groaned.

      The Irena Bargain was the foundation for the formation of the Society. Historically, the tale was told that a great Fae maiden had gone into the heart of the beast to slay the great dragon Ferrinix but made a different call. Instead of killing him, she bonded with the dragon and became the first dragon rider. After that, the Fae and the dragons agreed to work together, so long as the bonding remained. The twelve tribes had put forth representatives to start the Society and maintain the peace between the tribes and the dragons from then on.

      Of course, realistically, there were hundreds of Fae tribes, and very little was actually known about Irena and the first dragon bonding. The bargain she had made was lost to legend. Though it was Movanna’s main focus of study.

      Kerrigan raised her hand, and Movanna blinked at her.

      “Mistress Kerrigan?”

      “I know we were going to discuss Irena,” she said, “but could we talk about magical artifacts instead?”

      Movanna tilted her head. “Magical artifacts?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t sure how much you knew about them. We’ve come up against them in battle, and I believe we’d all be better off, having a more thorough understanding about them.”

      Roake sat up in his chair, suddenly interested. Audria shot her a surprised look but then nodded her agreement.

      “Well,” Movanna said, her gazing shifting to the door and then back to her students, “we don’t typically discuss the illegal.”

      “I understand, but we need to know more to do our jobs.”

      Movanna slammed the giant book she had been reading closed. She grunted something unintelligible and then disappeared through the back door. Audria and Kerrigan shared a glance in confusion.

      Then, Movanna returned, dropping a manuscript onto the desk. “Aha, I knew I had it.” She waved a hand to clear the dust and then leafed through the document. “You want to know more about magical artifacts? Well, let’s begin at the beginning. Tell me what you already know of them.”

      “They come from the south,” Roake interjected.

      “Yes, yes, the south.”

      “From nonmagical tribes,” Audria added. Roake glared at her, and she held her hands up. “Sorry. The tribes who historically did not wish to use their magic.”

      “Yes, traditionally from Elsiande, Aude, and Genoa,” Movanna said.

      “Some of them are still legal. Many people use honeycombs pretty regularly,” Kerrigan offered.

      “And what do honeycombs do?”

      “They house excess magic,” Audria said. “We use them in particularly difficult healings.”

      “Precisely. Anything else?”

      The three of them looked around the room and shrugged.

      “They’re dangerous,” Kerrigan said.

      Roake sighed but couldn’t disagree. “We fought some in the battle.”

      “What kind?” Movanna asked.

      “Black orbs that created smoke and shadows and made you sick,” Roake said.

      “Ones that cast illusions,” Audria said, looking green.

      “An amber orb that incapacitated everyone with an uttered word in Ancient Fae,” Kerrigan said.

      “Historically, we classify magical artifacts as offensive, defensive, and special. Offensive artifacts are like the ones you witnessed in battle. There are ones that work defensively too. Some that make shields without using your reserves or dispel all arrows in the sky. As well as special pieces that were created for specific purposes.”

      Kerrigan leaned forward at those words. Special artifacts had to be like the Collector.

      “What could the purpose be for those?” Audria asked.

      “It depended on what the user wanted. I’ve read about some that could be used to make people tell the truth or swear an unbreakable oath. There was one in my youth that forced the feelings of true love for a period of time. They can be used for all manner of things. It’s all in the shaping of the magical work. Now that you know of the various kinds of artifacts, let’s discuss the history of it.”

      Movanna pulled the manuscript up and pointed at a map of Alandria. It was a large island continent, cleaved down the middle with mountains and ending in the middle with Draco Mountain.

      “You said that all magical artifacts came from the south.” She pointed at the rocky outcropping of modern-day Elsiande at the very end of the continent. “And that it was used to expel their magic, correct?”

      They nodded. As far as they knew, as that was all they had been told.

      “What if I told you that the first known artifact came from here?” She pointed at a mountain on the western portion of the Vert Mountains. A very recognizable mountain.

      “The Holy Mountain?” Kerrigan asked. That was where the dragons were from. It was the source of Tendrille, the rarest metal in the world and immune to magic.

      “Yes. It was created out of Tendrille and supposedly used in a bonding ceremony.”

      Everyone was silent. That was beyond historically inaccurate. Irena was the first person to have that bonding. And it was done within Ravinia Mountain, the seat of the House of Shadows. Not at Holy Mountain.

      Movanna smiled. “Truthfully, we don’t know, but based on the historical record of the time, the first artifact we have knowledge of was this metal crown.” She turned the page to reveal a jagged crown. Both beautiful and terrifying. “We have it in the vault beneath the mountain, and terrible things have happened to those who tried to use it. What does this tell us about our understanding?”

      “It’s all wrong,” Audria said slowly.

      “They don’t come from the south. They came from everywhere.”

      “But they do come from the south,” Roake argued. Considering he was from Elsiande, he would know best. “I know magical artifact workers.”

      “Legal artifacts now primarily do come from the south. But historically, everyone was making them. And it wasn’t a repository for their magic; it was a way to use more than just our elemental magic. No matter what artifact you had, all of it was shaped by the proper intention of the user who created it.”

      Kerrigan startled at that word—intention.

      That was the word that Cleora had used. Focusing intention was the only way that crux could be manipulated properly. This couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Why are they now illegal,” Audria asked, “if everyone was making them?”

      “Ah, the Great War,” Movanna said animatedly. “The House of Shadows used weapons that decimated troops. Many lives were lost, and the Society retaliated in kind. But at the end of the war, when we won, the Society decided to no longer allow weapons that could cause such destruction. There was a campaign to round up all artifacts that were now considered illegal, destroy those that could be destroyed, and put the rest away into the vault. We have enough ways to kill each other as far as I’m concerned. It was the right decision despite seeing some of them back in the world again.”

      “Could people be making more?” Kerrigan asked. “Is that why we’re seeing them again?”

      “It is unlikely. The books were burned,” Movanna said with a wince. “Any evidence of how to create them from the greats was lost. Only legal information is still freely distributed.”

      “But what if all the books weren’t burned?” Kerrigan said.

      “It is possible,” Movanna said pensively. “I feel it’s more likely that they retained old artifacts when they were initially rounded up.”

      Audria and Roake asked a string of additional questions, but Kerrigan was off in her head. She could now see the path for how the Red Masks had gotten that many artifacts into the hands of the House of Shadows. They had found a way to create new magical artifacts. The Collector might be ancient, but the ones they had fought during the battle were likely new models.

      She didn’t feel any closer to finding the Collector, but while she waited for a dispensation from the council, she at least had more knowledge. And knowledge was power.

      After class, she headed back up to her rooms to work on the paper that Movanna had assigned about the artifacts. Benton and Bayton had lunch spread out in the dining area when she arrived.

      “Thank you so much,” she said with a sigh. “How has your day been?”

      “We spoke to Mistress Helly, as directed, and she is in the process of certifying our place in your household. She said paperwork would be sent to you, and then we would get a stipend from your salary,” Benton said.

      “Which is unnecessary,” Bayton said. “We love our new life, miss—Kerrigan. We don’t need our own money.”

      She waved this same old argument off. Soon, she’d have the entire House of Cruse behind her. She could afford to pay them, and she had every intention of doing so. “You’re getting paid regardless.”

      Benton shot Bayton a look that said, Drop it, and came forward. “We also received this letter.”

      Kerrigan winced, anticipating the same letter Audria had been waving around with excitement. She didn’t need an invitation to her own party, but she didn’t put it past March to do it. As if she needed the reminder.

      But when Kerrigan looked at it, she didn’t recognize the carefully scrawled handwriting, and there was no return address.

      “Thank you.”

      She ripped it open and read through it once, her eyes going wide.

      The letter was no more than a handful of lines in an unfamiliar scrawl.

      It should have meant so little.

      Yet it meant so much.

      Arbor and Prescott had made it out of Lethbridge.
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      Kerrigan grabbed her cloak without another word and raced out of the mountain.

      Arbor and Prescott weren’t in the House of Shadows. Somehow, the two of them had made it into Kinkadia.

      As they were Fordham’s closest family, she had gotten to know them well in the weeks that she was at court in Ravinia Mountain. They were an odd pair, but their affection for Fordham was unmatched. If they were reaching out to her, then she felt obligated to respond.

      She came upon the apartment just large enough for two above a chocolatier shop in Central. It wasn’t much, but it was better than most refugees could manage. From what she had heard, the majority of half-Fae and humans were crowding the already-crowded Dregs. But Arbor and Prescott were neither half-Fae nor human. They were full-blooded Fae nobles.

      It had taken her a half hour of moving through the streets and backtracking to make sure that she wasn’t being followed before she located the apartment. March was clearly watching her, and the last thing she wanted was for him to discover this particular secret.

      Kerrigan trekked up the stairs and then knocked twice on the faded blue door. A pair of bright blue eyes, set in dark features, appeared on the other side of the door. For a moment, Kerrigan couldn’t stop staring. The face was so similar to Fordham’s in so many ways. The chiseled jawline, the black hair, the hardened expression. Only those blue eyes were wrong. He should have had thunderclouds in his irises, not the ocean.

      “Kerrigan,” Prescott said with a sharp smile.

      He drew the door wider, and she got a full look at him in a fine black shirt and fitted pants. The bounce to his step had never left despite whatever they had gone through to get here.

      “I came at once,” she said with a smile. She held the letter up as proof.

      “Come in,” he said, opening the door wider.

      She stepped inside the sparse apartment. It was hardly large enough for the grandeur of the pair. With a few small chairs, rough around the edges, and an open door revealed one bedroom beyond with a bed low to the floor. Arbor was seated on a chair when she entered. Her face brightened as she caught sight of Kerrigan. She rose to her full height. Her raven hair was loose to her curvy waist. She wore a House of Shadows black-and-silver dress and bright red lips.

      “Kerrigan,” Arbor said, rushing forward and wrapping her arms around her.

      Kerrigan hugged Fordham’s cousin in shock. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      Arbor brushed a stray tear from her eye. “Neither can we.”

      “How did this happen? Your letter was so short.”

      “We were terrified of it falling into the wrong hands,” Arbor admitted.

      Prescott shut the door behind them and came to her side. His hand settled on Arbor’s shoulder. “We weren’t even sure you’d see us after our letters to Fordham went unanswered.”

      Kerrigan grimaced. “Ah, you haven’t heard?”

      Arbor’s eyes were wide. “What happened? Is he okay?”

      “I wish I had answers to those questions,” she admitted. She hated having to talk about him with anyone, but they deserved to know what had happened. In fact, they knew him best. Maybe they knew something of where he had gone. Though she needed to find out more before she revealed the whole story. “He left as soon as he returned to the mountain. I haven’t seen him since.”

      “What?” Prescott asked in shock. “Why would he leave?”

      Kerrigan shook her head. “I think I’ll hear your story first before we go further.” She looked around the small apartment. It was nothing special, and yet it cost money to have something like this in a nice part of Kinkadia. Money that she had no idea how two refugees—even full-blooded Fae noble refugees—could acquire. “How did you get here? Why aren’t you in the House of Shadows? How do you have this apartment?”

      Arbor sighed, draping her hair forward over one shoulder. “Let’s sit.”

      Kerrigan followed her to the table. A far cry from the opulence they were used to back at court. It was just a simple wooden set with a loaf of crusty bread and a jug of wine. Prescott poured for all of them, but Kerrigan had no intention of touching the drink. She remembered how the siblings used wine to forget what they endured at the House of Shadows. Today wasn’t the day for it.

      “Fordham saved our lives,” Arbor began.

      Kerrigan opened her mouth as if to object and then thought better of it. That wasn’t what she had anticipated. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean exactly that. We were trapped in Lethbridge after the end of the battle, and he came for us. He used his shadow magic to get us out of the city and told us to come to Kinkadia, where he could help us.”

      “We had no idea that he would be missing when we got here,” Prescott said, squeezing his sister’s hand.

      “No. He made it seem as if we would have refuge here with him,” Arbor said soberly. She glanced once at their dire circumstances with defeat. “Obviously, that wasn’t the case. I was lucky to bring some money and jewels with me to arrange food and lodging as we trekked into the city. We’re using the money now to get by, but it won’t last forever.”

      Kerrigan knew exactly how far gold could get them in the city. They could probably stay here for a few months on whatever they’d taken with them, if they pinched their coins. But what did the nobility know of saving money? And worse … if they were caught, things could get a lot worse for them.

      “You know the terms of surrender? If they find you here, they’ll deport you back to the House of Shadows,” Kerrigan said evenly.

      “Yes. We heard the terms as soon as we arrived in the city. We’ve taken new identities. We’re Fae who are without a tribe. We came in from the north and are in search of employment,” Arbor said as if the story didn’t have a thousand holes in it.

      “And you need my help,” she gathered.

      Prescott leaned forward, placing his hand over hers. “You are the only person in the city we know. It’s not that we want to inconvenience you, but we know no one.”

      Kerrigan withdrew her hand slowly. Another refugee case that she didn’t know how to handle and a more complicated one because she couldn’t do what she had done for Ben and Bay for this pair of siblings. They were nobles and Fae. It would look strange if she employed them.

      “And as for Fordham, I’ve had no word from him in weeks. Before he vanished, he left me a letter, saying that he was going to break his curse. You wouldn’t have any information on that, would you?”

      Arbor and Prescott shot each other a startled look.

      “He said it was impossible,” Prescott said slowly.

      “Yes, because the witch was outside of the mountain,” Arbor said.

      Kerrigan’s heart soared for the first time. This was the first she’d heard word of someone knowing anything about the curse. Perhaps they could help her find him, keep him safe.

      “A witch?”

      “He must have gone after her,” Prescott said.

      Arbor nodded. “We might have an idea about where he’s going.”

      Kerrigan wanted to know more. She wanted to find out right now. But she understood then that this was transactional. In exchange for her help, they would help her find Fordham. They were the only ones who could.

      “I could help you get set up here. I know some people who might be able to help,” she offered hesitantly.

      “We’d never ask that of you,” Arbor said at once with a sad smile. “Honestly, we just want your friendship, and we wanted news of our cousin.”

      Kerrigan doubted that very much, but it didn’t help to say so.

      “We could send a falcon after him though. We could see if we could get ahold of him. Some of what we know might be old news,” Arbor said.

      Prescott agreed easily. “We have only been out of the mountain for a short time, and Fordham was cursed so long ago.”

      Kerrigan would take whatever they would offer her. Fordham had never mentioned a witch or anything like that when he mentioned the curse. This was all news to her. “Tell me about the witch.”

      Arbor leaned forward. “This is the story our mother told us. When Fordham was a baby, a woman came to court. She should never have been able to find the mountain to get inside, but somehow, she did. She came in a long white sheet and entered the throne room as if she owned the place herself. Everyone was in awe of her beauty and terrified of her presence. We hadn’t seen a new person for hundreds of years. Fordham lay in a bassinet beside the queen. Despite the queen’s protests, the witch placed her hand upon his skin and bestowed a gift. But the gift itself was a curse for the firstborn of the Ollivier line for a prior slight against her. After that, we were told she went north into the highest mountains of Erewa.”

      “But we never saw her again,” Prescott added.

      Kerrigan’s head spun. The story sounded … fantastical. Fordham had never told her that someone else had managed to get into the House of Shadows. Only those who were descendants of the human and half-Fae that had left during the war. Those people were their lone source of trade. It was unlikely that such a woman would have enough power to curse a full-blooded Fae royal.

      “Okay,” Kerrigan said softly, “so you think he’s going after this woman?”

      “Kill the witch and break the curse,” Arbor offered. “It was the only lead we had.”

      “And you think that you can reach him with a falcon? We could find out where he’s going?”

      “I can try,” Arbor volunteered. “I would be happy to try.”

      “He’s our cousin,” Prescott added.

      Kerrigan nodded, trying not to show them how much hope this gave her. It sounded insane, but why would they lie to her? What could they gain? For Ford, she would have helped them any way she could regardless. But she was running out of ways to find him. This might be her best bet until she got better at her spirit magic.

      “Let’s do it,” she agreed.

      Arbor’s hand came out. “Of course. I’m just so glad to see you. I hope we can see more of each other.”

      Kerrigan smiled. “Me too.”

      She said her good-byes with instructions to inform her when they released the falcon and if they heard anything from Ford. She should have felt excited about this new revelation as she walked back to the mountain. Instead, her insides were twisted.

      Arbor and Prescott had been friends to her in the House of Shadows. She had never been certain of their intentions while in there, but she’d suspected it was a result of the duplicitous nature of the court. Now, she didn’t know how she felt at all. But she was suspicious of all of their tales and didn’t know how to disentangle them.
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      “Well done,” Prescott said with a nod.

      Arbor bowed slightly from the waist. “Thank you. I thought it went well.”

      “You had her eating out of the palm of your hand.” Prescott took her hand and turned it over, pressing a kiss to her palm. “My genius sister.”

      She laughed. “The first part of the plan is in effect. I wanted her to want me more, but she gave us the ammunition with our cousin.”

      “And you’re going to send a falcon?”

      “Of course,” she said with a wink. “I desperately want to find my cousin.”

      He grinned and fell back across the couch. He reached for the wine and chugged straight from it.

      Arbor missed their life at court. The apartment the Red Masks had given them was hardly big enough for the life she wanted, but she realized she had to prove herself. It would take time with Kerrigan. That was why she hadn’t immediately launched into her suspicions about Kerrigan taking the wall down at the House of Shadows. If she started there, then Kerrigan would know she was up to something. She needed Kerrigan completely in her confidence. She wasn’t there yet, but they would get her there. That was all that mattered.

      “Now, onto the second part of the plan.”

      “And that is?” Prescott asked, offering her the drink.

      She took it and sipped it daintily before sinking onto the couch next to him. His eyes were wide and bright blue as he stared up at her.

      “You.” She pointed a finger at his chest.

      He snatched up her hand and held it against his heart. “What about me?”

      “You are the next part of the plan.”

      His brow furrowed. “How so?”

      “She is to fall in love with you.”

      He laughed and then stopped when she didn’t join him. “Whatever do you mean? She’s in love with our cousin.”

      “She is very plainly. But the good thing is that you and our dear cousin look very similar. Did you not see the way she looked at you when you opened the door?”

      Prescott swept a hand up over his head and struck a pose. “Do I look as conceited and furious as the crowned prince?”

      She rolled her eyes and came to her feet. “Of course not. You and Fordham are nothing alike, but your appearance is appealing.”

      “Why, thank you,” he said with a smirk.

      “You have the same face, the same hair, the same mannerisms. We can dress you in his clothing and have you smile that quick smile we practiced as children to get away with everything. Put thunderstorms in your eyes, and we have her hook, line, and sinker.”

      “And what if she doesn’t fall for it?” he asked.

      “Who can resist you after all, Pres?”

      “No one. Obviously.”

      “I have another plan,” she told him reassuringly. “Don’t worry too much. The endgame is all the same. Kerrigan Argon will spill her secrets to us, and we will take our place in this new world,” she said confidently. “There is no other option.”

      So, she dragged her brother out of the tiny apartment and out into the swirling, amazing city. She could do very well here. That she knew. She could become a queen in her own right in a city such as this. Kinkadia would bow to her, and she wouldn’t need Fordham or Wynter to get her onto her own throne any longer. Arbor was enough.

      She found the nearest falconry and spent her time picking out a bird. She had an affinity with the creatures. She always had. They did her bidding almost without asking. It was how she had found Fordham when he went out of Ravinia Mountain to begin with. He would listen to her now.

      She chose a particularly troublesome bird, bringing him to her arm without even a scrap of leather between them. “Nice now,” she told the bird.

      The beast dug his claws into her and cocked his head. She ignored the trainer, who was protesting at her treatment.

      Arbor had always wanted to be a bird. She knew what it was like to be caged and, now that she was free, how much she would never allow herself to have clipped wings again.

      “You will do my bidding,” she told the falcon, placing a slip of paper into the holder at his leg. “Do this for me, and I will take you away from this place.”

      It shrieked and then was gone. She smiled a dangerous thing, knowing the price of her own freedom.
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      The loch tasted like life force.

      Before she had discovered that loch was the only remedy to her debilitating chronic pain, Clover had suffered. Her parents were loving and attentive. They did everything they could to ease her pain, but none of it worked. Her father had been a clockmaker. He’d let her tinker with mechanisms as he fit tiny pieces together. He never faulted her for spasming while working with him. Her mother had worked for the Laments church. That was before most of them had been burned down by the Red Masks. She’d prayed to Laments for healing for her daughter, but nothing helped.

      No amount of praying could fix what was broken inside of her. Only the white powder that she inhaled greedily.

      “That’s your second within the hour,” Hadrian said as he adjusted his cravat in the mirror.

      She was still mostly naked with nothing but a sheet wrapped around her brown figure as she stared out at Kinkadia beyond. “So?”

      “You’re nervous about tonight.”

      It wasn’t a question. She’d never admit to it, but of course she was nervous.

      Tonight was Kerrigan’s name day event. When she had gotten the secret invitation, she’d thought it was a joke. Red’s birthday wasn’t for weeks, but it had been closed with the House of Cruse seal. Kivrin Argon wasn’t the type of man to make a mistake. The invitation said to tell no one of the event, that it was small and exclusive. Which meant she would be in close quarters with Darby. That hadn’t happened since she had discovered Clover and Hadrian were together.

      Even now, tucked away in his bedroom at his mentor’s home in Central, she could feel the weight of Darby’s disappointment.

      “It will be fine,” Hadrian said. “Get dressed. We should be gone soon.”

      A knock sounded on the door, and Hadrian glanced sharply at her. She was too much of a street urchin not to know that look, and she made herself scarce.

      “Fallon,” Hadrian said in greeting.

      Fallon was of tribe Galanthea and had selected Hadrian to join his household during the House of Dragons ceremony. Unlike his other fellows, he was a studious type, not a war-mongering fool. Clover liked him. And his time in the dragon tournament with the human Cyrene had made him more accepting of humans in general. Though … not of her extracurricular activities with Hadrian.

      “I am attending the opera tonight. We have a box, and I could introduce you to the latest scholar. Will you join me?”

      “Unfortunately, I have an invitation elsewhere.”

      Fallon made a skeptical sound. “You cannot spend all of your time with that girl and neglect your culture appetites.”

      “I assure you that I neglect nothing. I would be honored to attend another night but am otherwise engaged.”

      Fallon raised his voice, as if knowing that Clover was hidden within the room. “Tell Clover hello for me then. We will plan for another night.”

      “I will do that.”

      Fallon left, and Clover appeared from behind the wardrobe.

      “I should get dressed,” she said, letting the sheet fall.

      Hadrian’s eyes roamed her naked body. He reached for her, tangling his hands into her dark hair before she could utter a word. Their lips crashed together, and time disappeared. They had already been together once this afternoon, but he was trying to calm her nerves. And could she fault him?

      He laid her out across the bed, spreading her legs wide before him, and buried his head between them. She gasped at the drag of his tongue against her. He flicked out experimentally, causing her body to ripple with delight.

      “You taste…” Hadrian groaned, unable to even get words out.

      “Yes,” she gasped.

      Then, he drove two fingers deep, and she saw stars. The world tilted as her body arched off the bed.

      With how straitlaced Hadrian had always been, she’d assumed that he would be a shy lover. But she should have known the boy who had survived the streets all those years lurked underneath.

      She had been trying for years to goad this out of him. To get him to admit to where he had come from and not just the man he had been raised to be in the House of Dragons. She hadn’t expected to find it under the sheets, but she couldn’t control her delight that that was the case.

      Clover cried out as he brought her over the brink. She panted as she came down and reached for his laced britches, eager to get him out of them again.

      A knock sounded on the door once more. They both froze.

      “I’ll leave the carriage for you for the evening,” Fallon said through the door.

      “Thank you, sir,” Hadrian called back.

      Fallon cleared his throat, and then they heard his retreating steps.

      Clover burst into laughter. “Well then.”

      “I suppose … you should get dressed.”

      “I suppose I should,” she said and then went looking for her discarded clothing.

      Twenty minutes later, they were in Fallon’s carriage, heading toward the Row. Hadrian directed them to be dropped off several blocks away from the House of Cruse house, and then they took an alley toward the side entrance.

      Kerrigan’s father, Kivrin Argon, waited for them at door. “Were you seen?”

      “No, sir,” Hadrian said, offering his hand.

      “Good.” They shook. “I’m glad you both could make it. Come in. You’ll find refreshments in the lounge to your left. We’re waiting for one more.”

      Hadrian and Clover exchanged a look and then entered. She didn’t know who the one person they were waiting on was, but she could guess. Except that guess was shattered when they entered the lounge and found Darby seated on a divan, holding a golden goblet.

      Darby rose to her feet. “Good evening.”

      Hadrian grinned broadly and then swept his friend into a hug. “Hey, Darbs. I’ve missed you.”

      Their friendship was so easy. Years in the House of Dragons together. A quartet—Kerrigan, Hadrian, Darby, and Lyam—always getting in trouble. Now, everything was different, fractured. Clover hated it. She had wanted so badly to be a part of their group. And once she was, she had ruined it.

      “It’s good to see you, Darby,” Clover said.

      Darby looked wary. “Is it?”

      “Always.” Clover sighed heavily. “I want to apologize. I should have told you about me and Hadrian. It was cowardly of me to hide the extent of our relationship from you. No matter what we once were, I hope that you will always see me as a friend.”

      Darby’s eyes widened. “That isn’t exactly what you said last time.”

      “Last time, I was caught unawares, and I just reacted.”

      Hadrian nodded at her once reassuringly. “You should hear her out, Darbs.”

      “I want to be with you,” Clover said. “I know that you cannot allow that because of your status in Bryonica, but that does not change the fact.”

      Darby looked between her and Hadrian in alarm. “But you’re with him.”

      “I am.”

      Hadrian wrapped an arm around Clover’s waist and pulled her close. “And she intends to continue to be with me.”

      “Then, why are you saying this?”

      “Because … I’d like to be with you too. However I can be.”

      “I don’t understand,” Darby whispered.

      “I think you do,” Hadrian said.

      “But … we cannot all be together,” she said, her voice pitched high.

      “Why not?” Clover asked. “What rule says that we cannot?”

      “Hadrian wouldn’t want that.”

      “I want Clover to be happy.” Hadrian kissed her once on the temple. “I do not think her feelings for me waver just because her heart also yearns for you.”

      Darby shook her head and took a step back. “This is … this is too much. I can’t …”

      “Think on it,” Clover said. “You don’t have to make any decisions today. I understand that you’re still going to get married. I was wrong to push you to make choices. I want us all to be happy.”

      “If that means that at least we can all still be friends, be here for Kerrigan,” Hadrian reminded them both, “then I think that has value.”

      “I can be here for Kerrigan,” Darby said willingly. “The rest … I … I think I need more time.”

      “I understand,” Clover said.

      Though she wanted nothing more than to taste her honeyed lips and make Darby her own. She’d known Darby wouldn’t say yes. She knew it wouldn’t be that easy. But … she hadn’t exactly said no either.

      That was more than she had expected.

      More than she had hoped for.
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      The party officially began at midnight. Granted, it was less party and more a meeting for her eighteenth name day. She and Kivrin had decided that the fewer who knew about this little soiree, the better.

      Kerrigan stood alone at her father’s desk in the study at the House of Cruse Row mansion. A stack of paperwork rested before her. The official documents she would need to sign to hand the entire House over to her. She still couldn’t believe that it was happening. That she had agreed to this. As ridiculous as it was to bestow the head of household to an eighteen-year-old, it was worse, knowing that so many would detest her ascension to this position because she was half-Fae.

      She would officially be the lady of the house. It was a responsibility that she had never envisioned for herself. In fact, she had shunned the very idea of rejoining Bryonica. And now, she was here, right where she had started.

      “What is this about, Kivrin?” a voice asked, carrying down the hallway.

      “I’ll explain when we’re all together,” Kivrin said. “This way.”

      Kerrigan took a deep breath and straightened her skirts as she waited for her friends and family to join her. This was happening whether she liked it or not. She might as well take it head-on, as she did with everything else.

      Helly entered first, appropriately dressed in a stiff Bryonican navy dress. Her eyes were calculating as she took in the sight before her eyes. “Kerrigan, what is going on?”

      “Please take a seat.”

      Kivrin nodded his approval as he entered next, and then her friends followed—Clover, Hadrian, and Darby.

      She had been worried about inviting the three of them to something so intimate. They hadn’t been around each other since Darby had discovered the true nature of Hadrian and Clover’s relationship. She had expected there to be wary glances and uncomfortable silences, but it was as if they had gone back in time.

      Something had changed. They all seemed fine around each other. None of the awkwardness that had been there at the last Season event. Maybe it wasn’t precisely the same, but Darby didn’t shy away from them. Clover’s eyes lingered longer on Darby’s features. Hadrian seemed pleased.

      Well, good for them.

      “Thank you for coming,” Kerrigan said warmly. “Please take your seats.”

      The party sat before the large desk, and Kivrin took the chair behind it. Only Kerrigan remained standing. She was dressed in Bryonican navy silk that draped across her figure like a sheath. The material fluttered gracefully to the ground with a modest neckline, especially for her. The House of Cruse brooch her father had given her was attached to the front of the dress.

      “Shall I take the floor?” Kivrin asked.

      “I’ll start.” Kerrigan took a breath. “Today is my name day. Well, midnight tonight.”

      “But I thought it wasn’t for weeks,” Hadrian interjected.

      “So did I. However, my father apparently lied about my birth announcement.”

      “Whatever for, Kivrin?” Helly asked.

      “I was trying to keep her safe,” he said, as if that explained everything.

      “Regardless, my official name day is tonight. I will turn eighteen and be considered an adult. Which means that there are certain rights that can be bestowed upon me.”

      “You can’t be.” Helly sat up straighter. Her head swiveled between Kerrigan and Kivrin, as if she couldn’t believe what was being said. Her voice laced in shock, she said, “Kivrin?”

      “What?” Darby asked. “What is going on?”

      Kerrigan swallowed. “Apparently, at eighteen, I can become head of the household.”

      Darby and Hadrian gasped. Helly looked stricken. Clover just appeared confused.

      “What exactly does that mean?” Clover asked. “What’s so bad about being head of the household?”

      Helly shook her head. “There’s nothing wrong with it exactly. I have been in the Society for more than five hundred years and still find it too big of a responsibility to take on the head of household position for the House of Stoirm. My brother handles the house while I manage the Society. Though I am older and would be in line to take the House, I declined to focus on my duties as a healer and a Society member. I joined the council instead of being head of household.”

      “Yes,” Kivrin said stiffly. “That is how it is typically done. Siblings divide the responsibilities, but Kerrigan doesn’t have a sibling.”

      “But you yet live,” Darby gasped.

      Kivrin frowned. “Yes. I will continue to run the day-to-day operations to ease the burden on Kerrigan.”

      Kerrigan wanted to snort. Ease the burden. As if anything could really do that at this point.

      “But why transfer it at all?” Helly asked. “She is eighteen and dealing with so much at her age. Couldn’t you wait a hundred years or so for her to come more fully into her own? There is so much for her to learn before handling this responsibility, Kivrin.”

      “I have considered all of the options.”

      “Tell them,” Kerrigan said with a sigh. “Just tell them.”

      Kivrin looked stricken. “All right. There is a geas against the house. It says that anyone who holds the head of household but is not a member of the Society will lead the house into ruin.”

      Helly’s hand went to her mouth in shock. “Who would do such a thing?”

      “My mother.”

      “Oh dear,” she whispered. “I knew Mistress Enara, and that does unfortunately sound like something she would condone. I am truly sorry, Kivrin. Why did you not tell us? Perhaps we could have found a way to break it.”

      “You can’t break a geas,” Hadrian said quickly. He ran a hand back through his blue hair. “I have been studying them with Fallon. They’re very rare, but he had a client request to break one that resulted in a pox. They cannot be broken, only fulfilled.”

      The weight of that hung heavy in the room. That settled that. It was as she’d feared. She would have to go through with this. It would fulfill the terms of the geas, and the house would flourish once more. Or so she hoped.

      “I’m doing it. That’s what’s happening,” Kerrigan said, staying everyone else’s objections. “We already had the paperwork drawn up. I need to sign before witnesses. We asked you, Helly, here as a Bryonican noble to witness and my friends as additional witnesses. I wish no one else to know about this. My life is already frequently at risk. I would prefer not to give anyone else added ammunition. Will you sign?”

      Helly rose to her feet. “Of course. Will you take on the responsibilities of the household in name only?”

      Kerrigan looked to Kivrin, and he shrugged.

      “I’ll manage as much as the geas allows me to,” he said as a not-at-all-satisfying answer.

      “Understood,” Helly said.

      “Good. Then, let us begin.”

      Kivrin walked them all through the arduous paperwork. Hadrian seemed to have more knowledge of how it worked than the rest of them. He had always been the brains of their operation. She’d forgotten how much she missed having his straightforward answers and careful expertise at her side.

      Once they were through it all, Kerrigan signed, the witnesses signed, and it was over.

      Kivrin poured them each a glass of a rare faerie punch and toasted. “To the new head of the House of Cruse.”

      They lifted their glasses, giving cheers to her name. Then, Kerrigan drank deeply. She wished she could drink enough punch to forget this night had ever happened. That she had a new name day. That her life was once again irrevocably altered. That she was now the official leader of her people. She had already felt an obligation to them, but now … it was almost unbearable.

      Her friends each gave her a hug before going on their way, leaving her alone with Helly and Kivrin. They were arguing in hushed whispers as she drained her glass of punch. She went for another, but Helly’s voice cleared.

      “One is enough for now,” she said.

      “Ah, but this is my house,” Kerrigan said, gesturing wildly.

      “Not quite,” Helly said.

      Kerrigan cocked her head in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “You think signing some paperwork makes this official?”

      Kerrigan looked to her father. “But he said …”

      He frowned. “I was prevented from telling you the rest.”

      “You should grab a cloak,” Helly said. “We take to the skies.”

      “To the skies?”

      “Yes, Kerrigan,” Kivrin said.

      They marched toward the back of the estate. She grasped her cloak in her hands and followed them in confusion. She’d felt prepared for all of this. Sign the paperwork, toast her good fortunes, and then get happily drunk to forget it had happened. Why couldn’t it ever be that easy?

      “Where are we going?”

      “That I cannot tell you,” Helly said.

      “We can only show you,” Kivrin said.

      “I hadn’t planned to leave for the evening,” Helly said glumly, shooting Kivrin an irritated look. “Forewarning might have been appreciated.”

      “I didn’t want anyone to know.”

      “I’m aware,” she snapped. “Kerrigan, have you called Tieran?”

      She blinked. She hadn’t caught up to what was going on. They were really leaving, which meant she needed her dragon. She reached for the crux bond and called Tieran toward the Row. The houses here were large enough to accommodate dragon landings within their gardens. Even two dragons. As they exited into the darkened gardens, Kerrigan watched Helly’s magnificent dragon, Tavry, land effortlessly.

      Tavry had been Kerrigan’s favorite dragon while she was growing up. She was long and lean with plum-purple scales that almost shifted to metallic in the moonlight. They had ridden together countless times, and when Cyrene’s world had called for aid, Kerrigan had ridden with Helly on the back of Tavry to answer her request. It was her first glimpse at battle, and though many would have preferred that she remained in Alandria, she had been the one to warn them and refused to be left behind.

      The portal that took them to another world resided inside the mountain, closed and empty. Only a great magical user could turn it back on. Kerrigan had walked through it once during the tournament and still dreamed about using it.

      Hello, Mistress Kerrigan, Tavry said warmly into her mind. It has been many moons since I have had the pleasure of your company.

      “I missed you too, Tavry,” she said, putting a hand on his warm side.

      Then, Tieran dropped down beside him. He looked concerned by her late-night request. Is everything all right?

      “Uncertain,” she said, walking toward him. “Apparently, there’s been a change of plans, but I am not allowed to be aware of them.”

      So, an average night for you.

      She laughed. Leave it to Tieran to put her at ease. “I suppose.”

      “Will you ride with me, Kivrin?” Helly asked.

      Kivrin nodded. “Of course.”

      Kerrigan mounted her dragon, pulling the cloak tight around her body to keep her warm. Then, they were up in the skies, staring down at Kinkadia, so small and distant below them. Tieran followed neatly behind Tavry as they made a quick circle and then headed northeast, toward Bryonican land. The moonlight illuminated the peaks of the Vert Mountains, which turned into forest and then rolling hills.

      Home.

      Bryonica was home despite how she had been forced out. Now, suddenly, she was forced back in. The tides were shifting.

      They’d been traveling for nearly an hour when a lake came into view. Kerrigan’s breath hitched.

      “No,” she whispered into the wind. “It can’t be.”

      I know these lands, Tieran said reverently.

      They followed Tavry down toward the lake and landed on the black rock before a cave entrance. Kerrigan slid off of her dragon with her mouth hanging open.

      “Is this …” she gasped.

      “The sacred Fae lands, Draíocht,” Helly confirmed.
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      “Holy gods,” Kerrigan whispered as she surveyed the land before her.

      Draíocht was shrouded in mystery and reverence. She had heard the faerie tales of it as a child, but few ever visited it even though it was on Bryonican lands.

      The tale went that a Fae child who had just come into their sharply pointed ears was walking the lake edge when she discovered a cave system. A musical voice echoed from within, and the child followed, as if playing a game. Deep within the mountain lay a magical pool so clear that a stone could be seen for hundreds of feet beneath the surface. The child knew no fear as she passed into the water, still following the voice. As she reached the center of the water, she was pulled beneath and drowned.

      The child’s parents looked everywhere for the child, but none was found. Then, after seven days and seven nights, the child appeared at the cave entrance but changed forever. The child could heal with a magical touch that was passed down their bloodline for generations. And that had been the beginning of the water magic of Bryonican healers.

      “What … what are we doing here?” Kerrigan asked.

      Kivrin stepped forward. “We are descendants of the healing magic of the Draíocht. We give our life and blood to the water as thanks for the blessing originally bestowed upon us thousands of years ago. To pass the house properly, you must bathe in the holy waters and give a piece of yourself to the land.”

      She looked at him skeptically. “You want me to … bathe in the Draíocht? Where the child was drowned?”

      “Yes,” he said evenly. “Every head of household in Bryonica has done it since the dawn of our lineage.”

      “The house will not officially pass to you until the land recognizes you,” Helly informed her.

      Kerrigan froze, suddenly uncomfortable. “What if the land doesn’t recognize me?”

      “That is why we are performing the ritual,” Helly said gently. “We should begin our descent. We shouldn’t waste the night.”

      Kerrigan patted Tieran’s side. “I will see you when I’m through.”

      Tieran shall go with me, Tavry said. Your bond will anchor you in the waters below.

      They exchanged a panicked look. They had a crux bond but not a permanent bond. Would this be another test of that?

      It’ll be fine, Tieran said, nudging her. I’ll see you below.

      She nodded and then sidled up to Kivrin. “Why must everything be a secret with you?”

      “I wish that I could have told you about this, but it’s forbidden, except for when the next heir has agreed to the terms of succession.”

      “Lovely. Can you tell me what will happen?”

      He smiled. “Just believe in yourself, Kerrigan. I already do.”

      That hardly helped. She took one look down into the darkened caves and gulped. She was terrified of what lay below. The faerie tale that the child had drowned had always scared her when she was young. She didn’t want to drown to gain healing abilities. She didn’t want to drown at all.

      Still, they stepped up to the cave entrance, lighting fires to guide their way through the pitch-black, and began to descend deep into the tunnel. Water grew louder off to the right as they followed the noise deeper into the network of caves. She could hardly see more than a foot in front of her when the noise suddenly grew twice as loud.

      Helly held a light up, and Kerrigan looked over a sharp cliff face. The water abruptly came to a stop before cascading into a powerful waterfall hundreds of feet below.

      “Gods,” she breathed.

      No wonder her people believed that Draíocht was a holy land. She could feel her magic stirring and the rush of the waters—her weakest element—rising to the occasion.

      A set of stairs had been painstakingly carved into the side of the rock wall. They were steep and tall and wet, making it more of a hike than a walk, and a precarious one at that in her impractical shoes. Already, her silks were speckled with water from the waterfall. Parris was going to be furious that she had ruined another dress.

      Panting and legs burning, they reached the bottom of the stairs. She was upset with all of her training. They had done stairs, but nothing had truly prepared her for that many stairs, and it had been down. What would it be like climbing back up?

      Helly threw her light up to the top of the cave, and it illuminated the entire vast underground pool. It was just as she had imagined in the stories. The black rock that made up the cave system was the bottom of the pond, and the water was churning against the far wall by the waterfall. The crystal-clear water was a turquoise blue that expanded out into the darkness.

      “It’s incredible,” she confessed.

      “Our most holy land,” Helly agreed reverently. “I’ve done healings within the waters for our most injured. I was present for my brother’s transfer to head of household. That is how I was already aware of what was to come. I am glad to be here for yours as well, Kerrigan.”

      “Thank you,” she said, stumbling over the words. She looked to her father. “Are you ready for this?”

      He took her hand and squeezed. “My daughter, you are going to be magnificent.”

      She smiled. “I’m ready.”

      Helly directed them into the water until they were roughly waist high. Kerrigan’s dress was never going to survive this, but there was no turning back now.

      “We will tip you back in the waters, and I want you to reach for your dragon bond,” Kivrin instructed. “Tieran will help hold you. For those of us who had no bond, it was much more difficult.”

      Helly looked sympathetically. “My brother, too, has no bond. I can understand the difficulty for you.”

      Kerrigan glanced between them uncertainly. What was about to happen exactly?

      “Whatever you do, reach for Tieran,” Helly advised.

      “And trust us,” Kivrin said. “We love you.”

      Kerrigan bit her lip and then nodded. “All right. I trust you.”

      She let them draw her into the water until she was floating on her back. Her red hair drifted out around her head like a crown. She closed her eyes, reaching for the crux bond with Tieran. It wasn’t a real bond. So, she needed to steel herself for what was to come. And … for Helly and Kivrin to likely discover the lie.

      I am with you, Tieran told her confidently.

      She relaxed further at his voice.

      A knife slice cut deep into both arms. She gasped in shock as a rush of blood and pain followed. Then, without warning, Helly and Kivrin held her under the water. She kicked and tried to escape. To breathe. To do anything but be held under the water.

      But as much as she struggled, she could do nothing. Tieran was in her mind, reminding her to hold on to the tether. To trust that they wanted her to come out of this. To bind her to the land as well.

      She held her breath as long as she could.

      Her lungs burned. Her chest ached. Blood rushed to her face.

      She could hold on no longer. So, she let go.

      With blood floating all around the crystal-clear water, she inhaled, breathing in the Draíocht waters.

      And drowned.
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      Kerrigan awoke with a start, coughing up water onto the black rock of the Draíocht. She hacked until she expelled all the water. Her vision was blurry and her mind empty. Then, it came back to her.

      Being pushed under the water. Breathing the water in. Drowning.

      She had … drowned.

      Just like in the faerie tale.

      It made no sense. She couldn’t have drowned because she was still alive. She spat one last time and then assessed her surroundings. She was alone. Her father and Helly were gone. A light had been left behind for her to show the placid water lapping at her heels.

      She dragged her feet farther away from the sacred water. She had no recollection of how she had gotten out of the water and onto dry land. Her lungs ached, and her throat was raw. She still tasted the clear water on her tongue, tinged with her blood.

      Her eyes flew to her arms. Her father and Helly had cut gouges in her arms. But looking at them now, they were as new as ever. As if none of it had happened. Had Helly healed her? Or had the water?

      She had no answers. She needed to get out of here. She needed Tieran.

      Kerrigan reached for the bond with her dragon and felt all the air punched out of her lungs again. It was gone. She couldn’t feel Tieran at all. The crux bond had been severed in the water.

      She had known that they didn’t have a real bond, but she hadn’t considered that the water would be able to render what bond they did have free. She felt suddenly very alone. At least, normally, she would have Tieran to rely on, but she was back to square one again.

      For a whole year, she and Tieran had suffered without the bond. All she’d wanted was a way for them to work together. She wished she could reach down that line and call him to her now. But there was nothing.

      Her head swam as she put her hands on the hard black rock and forced herself to standing. There had to be a reason for all of this. An explanation for what had happened. Kerrigan reached then for her magic. At least that came to her readily. More than readily. She felt flush with magic, as if it were rushing out of every pore on her body. The world was suddenly bright with color. She hardly needed the remaining globe of light to see the entire expanse of the huge underground cavern. She ignited from within as the press of her magic threatened to overwhelm her. She’d never held so much magic at once.

      She remembered her training and tried to breathe through it. Let it suffuse her. She closed her eyes and settled her heart. This was the magic she had always been meant to have. She didn’t know how she knew it, but she did. This was everything. How it was always supposed to be.

      And in the same instant, she knew that she could do anything.

      Anything.

      So, she reached within herself and found the seam of her spirit magic. It was just a brilliant as the rest of her powers. Lit up and magnificent. The first touch felt as natural as breathing. Then she pushed further into that dream space that Cleora had told her about. She knew that to dreamwalk she had to push into someone else’s dream. She hadn’t been told how to pull someone into her dream. If this was a dream at all.

      But a part of her knew precisely what to do. As if the magic had always been right there waiting for her to take hold of it. It was a simple matter to pull someone here rather than push herself out. As simple as the crux bond. Even though the magic necessary for this should have been beyond her. It wasn’t. Not here.

      A second passed. The scent of summer rains and charcoal perfumed the cavern, and then she heard, “Kerrigan?”

      She opened her eyes and found Fordham standing before her.

      Her knees nearly gave out at the sight of him. The stunning visage of her crowned prince. His strong jawline was as sharp as ever with stubble only intensifying his attractiveness. His midnight hair was longer than she had ever seen it, falling forward into his eyes. Those thundercloud eyes looked back at her with both shock and somehow annoyance.

      “Fordham,” she whispered.

      It had worked.

      It had actually worked.

      She had pulled Fordham into a dream.

      The perfect black-and-silver silk had been replaced with sturdy travel clothes. He even had furs about his neck. He must be somewhere far north in the mountains then. Only in northern Erewa did a person need furs all year-round.

      “What is this?” he demanded uncertainly.

      “A dream.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’ve not had a good dream in a long while, but it does not have the feel of a nightmare.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s my spirit magic,” she explained. “I’ve learned how to pull others into a dream with me. As if on the spirit plane, but … well, it’s called dreamwalking.”

      Finally, his shoulders relaxed. “This must be true. I don’t believe that I could invent this myself.” His eyes scanned the rocky cave and the clear blue water. “Where have you brought me?”

      “Draíocht.”

      His eyebrows rose sharply. “Holy lands. What are you doing here?”

      She sighed. “So much has changed since you left, Fordham. It’s hard to explain.”

      “I did this for you.”

      Kerrigan reacted. She pushed him until he took a step backward, his worn shoes stepping into the water. “How dare you!”

      She expected anger from him, but instead, he laughed.

      “This isn’t funny!” she cried. “You didn’t do this for me. You did this for you.”

      “It’s not. It’s not funny,” he agreed, his hand coming up to stay her anger. “But only you would find a way to reach me just so you could be mad at me.”

      Kerrigan’s cheeks heated, but she released a laugh too. “Well, this is your fault. How could you leave like that? With just a letter. That’s a coward’s way out.”

      He frowned at that assessment. “I did what I thought was best.”

      “It wasn’t good enough! You have no idea what I’m dealing with, and you’re not there to help me. You should be at my side, or I should be at yours. We should be handling this together.”

      “If I’d stayed, then you would have ended up dead, Kerrigan. I couldn’t be responsible for that.”

      She wanted to rip her hair out. The same argument round and round. It was infuriating that he couldn’t see that he was causing his own curse to come to fruition.

      “So, you’d rather see me married to March?”

      “No,” he ground out.

      “You’d rather have me face the Red Masks alone?”

      “No.”

      “You’d rather I deal with the refugees of your people while you disappear into the wilderness somewhere, chasing after a curse?”

      “I am doing this so that I can come back and handle all of that,” he said, his voice finally rising.

      “And what if you’re too late?” she demanded.

      His eyes smoldered. Fury flashed across that perfect aristocratic face. He didn’t like that at all. And, gods, she didn’t like it either. He’d promised that he would fight for her. But the time to fight was right now. Not later.

      “I had a vision,” she spat. “I saw my wedding, and you weren’t there, Ford. What am I supposed to do with that?”

      “No,” he growled as if that was the only word he could think of at that statement.

      “Tell me what to do with it!”

      But he had no words. He simply seized her by the shoulders and crashed their lips together. She was tense for a matter of seconds as the anger she’d bottled up these long weeks tried to release. Then, his hands slid up her neck to cup her jaw, and everything relaxed all at once.

      She melted into him, gripping the front of his shirt in her hands and dragging him closer. They had so much to figure out. In that moment, none of it existed.

      All that mattered was his tongue sliding along the seam of her lips, opening her to him. The sweep of his tongue against her own. The delicious taste of him. The feel of his body, so real against her. She could almost believe that they weren’t in a dream at all. That his heat was truly pressing against her and this was reality.

      She wanted nothing more than to give herself to him completely. To surrender. It would be so much easier to surrender than to fight him. After everything they’d been through, this was all she wanted.

      Everything outside of this dream was so difficult. Tiresome, hard work. But Fordham, Ford was so easy.

      Their lips slowed, and he pressed a kiss to her nose, then one cheek, and the other.

      “I missed you,” he breathed.

      “I missed you too.”

      A tear fell down her cheek, and he swiped it aside with his thumb. “Don’t cry.”

      “Oh, princeling,” she said, burying her face into his chest.

      His arms came around her, holding her tight.

      “Halfling,” he joked.

      None of the bite remained in the stupid nicknames they’d given each other before they fell for one another.

      “I don’t want you to go.”

      “I know.”

      “Can you at least tell me where you are?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “If I do, you’ll follow me. I know you will.”

      She couldn’t contradict him. “We’re supposed to do this together.”

      “We will.”

      “Liar.”

      He kissed her again, drawing out the motion. “I’ll come back to you. I swear.”

      “Not soon enough.”

      “I know that I cannot escape you,” he said affectionately. “We’ll make this right.”

      “Sometimes I hate you.”

      He laughed, a soft, melodious note. “I know. I love you too.”

      And then, slowly, the dream dissolved. One minute, Fordham was in her arms, and the next, he was gone.

      She scrubbed the tears from her cheeks. It was more than she had thought she would ever get with him again. Still, it wasn’t enough. She wanted this dream to be done. For all of it to be done.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and let it all go.
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        * * *

      

      Kerrigan forced herself out of the water, sputtering. Hands helped her up.

      She could dimly hear someone saying, “It’s okay.”

      “We’ve got you.”

      “Just let it out.”

      She couldn’t differentiate any of the voices. She coughed, expecting to spew up water and expel it from her body,  but no water came up. Her throat wasn’t raw. Her lungs didn’t hurt. In fact, she felt completely whole. As if the water had healed her out of the drowning.

      She got her feet underneath her and rose slowly to her full height. She scrubbed her eyes and found Helly and Kivrin hovering over her.

      “Are you all right?” Kivrin asked, worry in his voice. “You were out for a long time.”

      Helly nodded, worry in her expression. “A lot longer than I’d anticipated.” She cleared her throat. “Hours.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes bulged. “I was underwater for hours?”

      “Yes,” Helly said softly. “I could still feel your heartbeat or else I would have revived you earlier. I’ve never known a ritual to take that long.”

      “Mine was a matter of minutes,” Kivrin said.

      Kerrigan looked between them. “You drowned me.”

      They shared a glance.

      Kivrin nodded. “We did. It’s part of the ritual to connect you to Bryonica. We never expected you to be out as long as you were. The water normally heals you, and then you come out, fully recovered.”

      “I am fully recovered,” Kerrigan said.

      There wasn’t a scratch on her. Her arms were healed. Her lungs felt strong. Even the normal scratches from everyday life were all gone. Not a single bruise.

      She reached for the bond with Tieran and found that it was still missing. The water must have knocked out the bond, just as she’d thought. She would have to create another one when she got out of this place.

      His mind touched hers. I was worried for you. When the bond severed …

      “I know,” she whispered.

      It must have terrified him. He must have thought she was dead. She was eager to rectify that.

      “We should go. As long as there’s nothing else.”

      “No,” Helly said, and Kivrin shook his head.

      Kerrigan looked one last time at the holy lands that had taken her life and given herself something more precious—a way to find Fordham. The dream was turning murky already. As if it hadn’t quite been as real as she thought. Her magic hadn’t been so vibrant. She hadn’t been able to pull him into a dream. His touch hadn’t set her on fire. But she knew it had happened. Somehow.

      They trekked back up and came out into the open again as dawn sparked bright on the horizon. All three of them gaped in shock when they reached the exit.

      “Gods,” Kivrin said.

      “What … what is this?” Helly asked.

      Last night, the valley surrounding the caves had been a blank expanse of rolling green hills with a lake in the middle. And now, for as far as the eye could see, sunflowers bloomed atop the hills.

      “How is this possible?” Kerrigan asked.

      Helly shook her head. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Kivrin wiped at his eyes. “I have. Just once. The land is blessing us for Kerrigan.” Her father got down on one knee and took her hand. “You are the rightful heir of the House of Cruse. The land has proclaimed it so.”

      Kerrigan’s heart hammered as she realized that the flush of magic she’d felt was her connecting to the land itself. And the result was a show of support … for her.
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      Sunflowers were seen from the foothills of the Vert Mountains all the way to the eastern coast of Alandria. Everyone flying in from Bryonica couldn’t stop talking about it. The arrival of the flowers was so shocking that they were being braided into crowns and worn at May Day celebrations.

      “It’s a sign,” March said from her side as they watched the younger children walk the Maypole.

      Kerrigan forced a smile. It had only been a few days since she’d had Fordham’s mouth hot against hers. She wanted to try to pull him in again but worried that it wouldn’t work without the added magic from Draíocht waters. She’d contented herself with popping in out and of her friends’ dreams to practice before she saw Cleora in two days’ time.

      “Don’t you think so?”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      She’d only agreed to walking the May Day celebrations with him because she’d always loved the holiday. At Geivhrea, she and Fordham had been crowned for the night. She had no intention of doing that with March.

      “Are you ready for your upcoming name day?” he asked, continuing around the Square. He offered Kerrigan a chocolate, which she accepted, popping it into her mouth so she didn’t have to answer. Anyway, March could carry on a whole conversation on his own. “I am most looking forward to it. I have had responses to three-quarters of the invitation for the election event. Everyone who is anyone is going to be there.”

      Kerrigan didn’t want to be there. She didn’t want to have to wine and dine a group of people who likely would rather see anyone but a half-Fae on the council, but she would do it. She had to do it. Even if it was March’s goodwill that had gotten her the party.

      As soon as she could get out of the festivities, she disappeared back to the mountain and up to the aerie. Most of the dragons were absent, out celebrating how they saw fit. It was a time for fertility, as March had told her more than once. Though thankfully, he hadn’t pushed for anything further with her—at least, not in public. She had a feeling he was going to want something for all of this work for the election. She didn’t think he was going to particularly like what he was going to get from her.

      Shouldn’t you be out below? Tieran asked when she found him curled up in the aerie.

      “Shouldn’t you?”

      He snorted, blasting her with air and closing his gold-slitted eyes. I probably should. I am missing Risa today.

      Kerrigan sank to her feet and leaned back against him. Risa had been Tieran’s mate. They had been together for years when she was killed with her dragon rider. Kerrigan couldn’t imagine the extent of his pain, knowing she was gone.

      “I’m so sorry. I miss Fordham today too.”

      Yes, he is yours as she was mine.

      Kerrigan nodded. Not mated. Not in the dragon sense. But she could almost feel like if she stretched out enough, she could sense him out there in the north, waiting for her. It was ridiculous. Even a mated pair couldn’t feel another across an entire continent. Nothing could stretch that far.

      Risa was beautiful. Her blood-red scales shimmered in the sunlight and the moonlight. She soared with the wind currents, as if they called to her. We would have had hatchlings in a few years.

      She had no words for the death of that union. She pressed herself against him and sat with his ache.

      After a few minutes, he nudged her. Are you ready for your next spiritcasting lesson?

      “Are you?” she shot back. “You’re coming with me.”

      I was born ready.

      She rolled her eyes, but it was good to hear the bravado back in his voice. He needed that. They stayed curled up like that until dinner forced them apart.
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        * * *

      

      She spent the next two days busy with work, anxious to talk to Cleora about what had happened with Fordham.

      When the time finally came, she and Tieran flew back to their secure mountain spot. She sank into a safe position, reached for Tieran across the new crux bond she had wrapped around them on the flight back from Draíocht, and pulled them both into the spirit plane.

      This time, when she landed among the clouds, she was on Tieran’s back. She laughed and sprawled backward. Lying atop his back in the clouds was how her life was supposed to be. She’d felt so grounded with everything happening in the Society. She’d forgotten how good it was to fly. Nowhere to get to and nothing to do.

      Eventually, she gave up the one perfect moment and she angled him down toward the ground. They landed in the same place she had met Cleora previously. Cleora was already seated at a table and chairs when Kerrigan dismounted.

      Cleora slowly rose to her feet and took one small step backward. Her head was high. If not for that tiny step, neither of them would have known that she was terrified. But she was clearly afraid of having Tieran in the spirit plane with her. No matter Kerrigan’s reassurances, Cleora still saw a mindless beast who would kill her at the first chance.

      Of course, Tieran was nothing of the sort. He had a mind of his own, and though he could easily rip her limb from limb, that wasn’t his purpose.

      “Cleora,” Kerrigan said with a easy smile. “Thank you for meeting me again. I would like to introduce you to my dragon, Tieran. Tieran, this is Cleora.”

      Tieran spoke into both of their minds. Good evening, Cleora. I have heard a great many things about you.

      Cleora jumped, her eyes flying wide with alarm. “Did you hear that?”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Yes. Dragons have mind-speak.”

      “How?” she gasped.

      Tieran inclined his head. It is our way.

      “Fascinating.”

      “He won’t hurt you,” Kerrigan assured her.

      “Do you have the crux bond in place?”

      “I do.” Cleora relaxed at that, but Kerrigan continued, “However, I modified it.”

      “Modified it?”

      “Yes. You taught me that I could make what I wanted as long as I shaped it with my intention. So, I decided that instead of having a leash where I was in control, I would create a two-way bond.”

      Cleora paled further. Her skin nearly blended in with the white-blonde of her hair and the white of her clothing. “That is … ill-advised.”

      “Just meet him first before you decide.”

      I will not bite, Tieran said and then showed his teeth unhelpfully.

      Kerrigan couldn’t help her laugh. “You’re an ass.”

      That is why we get along.

      “I thought that was out of necessity.”

      That too, he agreed.

      “He has a real personality,” Cleora said, following Kerrigan’s lead and slowly crossing the distance toward Tieran. Her hand was shaking as she bravely reached forward to touch his snout.

      I have a spectacular personality, Tieran said in mind-speak.

      Cleora jumped in surprise, but Tieran just eased forward, putting his snout in her grasp. She cried out but gently stroked the scales. “I cannot believe I am doing this. I have never been this close to a beast without an incredibly strong crux bond.”

      “Do you think they’re a different sort of animals than you have where you’re from? Our dragons are nothing like how you describe them.”

      “They must be,” she said softly. “Also, he is smaller than our dragons. They are as big as houses.”

      Some are, Tieran agreed. Most of the giants died out during the Great War. We have been breeding smaller as of late. Either way, I am small for my kind.

      “Fascinating,” Cleora said. “And you allow her as a rider?”

      She is mine.

      Kerrigan’s heart bloomed at those words. It had taken so long for them to overcome their differences. Something that simple made her feel complete.

      “He also has control over the spirit plane,” Kerrigan informed her.

      “Does he … do you,” she corrected herself, addressing Tieran, “have other abilities? Dreamwalking, visions, illusions, energy? That sort of thing.”

      He shook his head. I have never known a dragon with those abilities. Just Kerrigan.

      “Well then, we will continue with our training. I wish we had more time,” Cleora said with a sigh. “I would love to learn all there is to know about your dragons. I could write an entire dissertation on the differences. But alas, we are here for you, not me. How did your training go over the last cycle?”

      Kerrigan bit her lip. “Excellent.”

      She gestured to the table, and they sat. “Tell me about it.”

      “I managed to pull someone into a dream and carry on an entire conversation with them.”

      Cleora froze, momentarily shocked. “Explain how this happened.”

      Kerrigan wasn’t sure exactly what to say. How could she explain that she had drowned and that was how she had gotten sufficient magic to call Fordham? She settled with a base explanation. Cleora’s eyes got wider and wider as she explained.

      “My dear, should I be concerned about your safety? I feel as if you only told me half of what happened, and it sounded like … a ritualistic sacrifice.”

      Kerrigan flushed. Well, she wasn’t wrong.

      “No, it was a healing pool. When I was dunked under, my magic opened, and I was able to access it fully.”

      “That level of magic shouldn’t be within your grasp just from a healing pool. It must have been part of the ritual.” Cleora shook her head. “Well, it sounds outrageous to me, but I will try not to judge your unusual … customs.”

      She wasn’t exactly doing a good job of it.

      “You were able to perform dreamwalking, which is all that matters. Even without the ritual, it should be easier to do it again since you have done it once before. For now, we should move on to visions.”

      Kerrigan heaved a sigh of relief. She’d thought that Cleora would want to keep working on it. Kerrigan felt more and more like she was running out of time.

      “Visions are sort of middle of the road for the five tenets. Now, that isn’t because they are more dangerous than dreamwalking—they’re not,” she said calmly, getting into her element. “Dreamwalking is more dangerous in many ways to your physical form, but visions are problematic for your mental capacity.”

      “I understand that. I’ve had visions.”

      “Then, you understand their danger.”

      “Sort of,” she admitted.

      “Have you ever had a vision that was positive?”

      Kerrigan thought about it. Most of them had put her in life-threatening situations. But if she hadn’t followed the vision, she wouldn’t be where she was right now. She wouldn’t have gotten Tieran or joined the Society or had Fordham.

      “Well, no, but …”

      “Exactly. Visions are almost always harmful. They’re not going to show you a happy moment in the future. It doesn’t work like that. If you’re able to push your mental state into the future, it is going to cling on to the thing that is most important. Something that could alter history.”

      “Oh,” Kerrigan said, seeing how her visions had shaped her history. “That sounds right.”

      “It is,” she said cheerily. “So, they’re not dangerous, but they are problematic. Especially if you don’t know how to handle what you see. More often than not, they are all jumbled. They’re not a clear line of thought. Sometimes, they feel like dreams, jumping from one point to the next.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “Yes. I’ve seen that in the past.”

      “The problem with that is that people think they know what the visions means. They believe that they can interpret prophecy, but it’s rarely what you think it is. Chasing after prophetic visions rarely helps anyone, and usually, it hurts them.”

      She flushed. Well, if that wasn’t the truth. “Then, why do people get visions? Why even have this as a tenet?”

      “Sometimes you need to know the future. Any glimpse into it to help you judge the present. It’s not always easy, but great minds can sometimes put together a list of possibilities, and then we can all work together to mitigate the potential fallout. Sometimes it works, and sometimes it doesn’t.”

      “I see.”

      “Since you’ve already had some experience with visions, we’ll do a very short tutorial. I don’t think this is something that you should be doing on your own at all. There’s no way for you to interpret them alone.”

      “Yeah. I sort of made a best guess at what I thought was happening.”

      “Exactly. Guesswork is not that beneficial, long-term. We need precision.”

      “So, how does it work?”

      Cleora rearranged the spirit plane. The table and chairs disappeared. A moment later, they were seated in a wide circle of lit candles. This felt like what Kerrigan had done with Zina when she first learned how to enter the spirit plane.

      “The circle is a barrier against unwanted influences. It is also a way to keep your thoughts in. We want to ensure both to call forward a vision.” Cleora cleared her throat. “I’ve only done this successfully a handful of times, when the emperor demanded it of me. It was completely draining. So, you want first to have a full well of magic present and possibly other magical users nearby to supply you with more magic. Burning yourself out would do you no good.”

      Kerrigan gulped. Welp. That was what had happened to her almost every time she had a vision. Her magic had banked and then extinguished like a light until she passed out.

      “With the spirit plane, you push your spirit out of your body. With dreamwalking, you push your spirit into another or pull a spirit into your own. But here, you are going to try to cast beyond our time. It’s a throw, as if you were fishing. Do you understand?”

      “I think so?”

      “Gather your spirit close to you and then focus your intention. It might not work, but if you want to learn about a specific future, then you need to think about it. Then, once your intention is on the future, cast forward and let the vision take you.”

      Kerrigan did as instructed, feeling the well of magic inside of her. She couldn’t see or use it on the plane, but it was there. Then, she thought intensely on her wedding. Was what she had dreamed a real vision? She had to know.

      She cast the spirit forward and waited.

      She opened her eyes and looked at Cleora. “It didn’t work.”

      Cleora laughed. “Well, no. Of course not. It doesn’t work on the plane. You have to be in a physical body to access the magic for it, but did you feel the cast?”

      “Yes,” she said, disappointed. “I was hoping to try it.”

      “You should practice it, but not tonight. At midnight on the next full moon will be the best time.”

      “But that is when we will meet.”

      “I will be running late. I have to attend to the emperor’s daughter for a special session of the patricians. Meet me after you finish your casting.”

      Kerrigan had no idea what any of that meant, but it sounded important. “Okay. Is there a reason I can’t do it tomorrow night?”

      “You can do it whenever you like. However, liminal times are always most advantageous. I don’t want you to burn yourself out. Take every precaution. It should not be attempted frequently, or it can drain your magic and eventually cause illness.”

      Kerrigan guffawed. “Well, that explains a lot.”

      Cleora nodded, her gaze shifting back to Tieran. “Will you look after her while she’s casting?”

      Of course. It is my duty to keep her from her own stupidity.

      Kerrigan glared. Cleora laughed.

      “Well, I like him.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “Next month then,” Cleora said. “I look forward to hearing about another success story. Until next time, Tieran.”

      And then she winked out of existence.

      Tieran glanced at her, and then Kerrigan pulled them out of the spirit world. She wanted nothing more than to be able to cast her vision right then and there. But everything was wrong. She had no candles, it was bad timing, and there was no one around to help her if she burned through her magic. She hated that she had to wait when all she wanted was to see if her wedding was actually going to happen. Could she wait another month?

      You look as if you’re going to do something stupid, Tieran observed.

      Kerrigan sighed. “I want to cast now.”

      Cleora advised against that.

      “I know, but all my other visions happened whenever they wanted.”

      And you nearly died multiple times. Promise me you won’t do this until the next full moon, where we can do it safely together.

      She huffed but knew Cleora’s safety precautions were right. She’d almost been hurt in Fordham’s dreams when she ignored Cleora’s previous warnings. She shouldn’t do it again. No matter how much she wanted to.

      “All right. Next full moon.”
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      Audria twirled in place in a pale pink dress. It flowed out around her, and she giggled. “This is perfection.”

      “You look like a dream,” Kerrigan agreed.

      She wished that she could wear any sort of dress that she wanted. A flowy pink dress or a sexy black dress or a devastating red dress. But no. Tonight was her official name day party, and she had to look the part. She had to show up in Bryonican navy—a color she was seriously starting to hate.

      “Are you going to put your dress on?” Audria asked.

      She trailed her hand down the front of the purple bag that Parris had sent that morning with a happy name day tag attached to it and a bouquet of sunflowers.

      “Of course. Just … can’t believe I’m eighteen.”

      Even though she’d already turned eighteen. It was easier than discussing the mix of feelings rolling through her. Plus, she was still groggy from the night prior.

      “How are you still so chipper after being out all last night?”

      Audria grinned. “Benefits of being in the healing program. Are you still hungover? I could make you a tonic.” She pursed her lips. “Or better yet, I can steal you one. Mine really aren’t that great.”

      Kerrigan declined. She wasn’t hungover. She’d barely had anything to drink. Her exhaustion was purely due to being on March’s arm all night. Last night, March had thrown a party for her election nomination. She had tried to convince herself any which way to avoid the party, but she couldn’t see a real reason. She needed the votes. She needed his influence. She needed to be on that council.

      Though the party was endless hours of introductions with stuffy Society nobility, the whole thing grated on her nerves. She’d had to stuff Kerrigan deep down inside of her. The person who wanted to make snide remarks and roll her eyes at the insipid conversations. The person who wanted to end debates with a fight. The rash girl who would rather speak plainly than talk in circles until her head ached to understand everyone’s motivations.

      Felicity had had to come out. The person she would have been as a pretty Bryonican princess if Kivrin hadn’t taken her to the House of Dragons all those years before. She’d used Felicity to survive inside the House of Shadows. That backward court and the one she navigated with March felt utterly similar, except at least the House of Shadows had no pretenses of goodness. They knew precisely who they were.

      And March was the worst of them all.

      He kept her on his arm like an ornament. He spoke over her and for her. He charmed everyone in their orbit … but not her. Never her.

      Though he gave no inkling that the old March had returned, she could feel it simmering right under the surface. He ate up the party as if the entire thing had been made for him and not her. In almost every sense, it was a way for him to show that he owned her—a pretty bobble on display.

      “Are you certain? You look like you could use one,” Audria said.

      “I just need some more rest,” Kerrigan said.

      “Well, no luck tonight. It’s your name day. We’re going to party all night.”

      Kerrigan grinned at her, faking enthusiasm. All she wanted was for Fordham to be in attendance, so she could actually enjoy the night and not have to fake it for someone she hated.

      Audria slipped out, and Kerrigan turned, expecting Ben and Bay but found Valia instead. She’d entered so silently that Kerrigan would have never noticed her. How had Kerrigan ever believed her to be a regular girl?

      “Happy name day.”

      “Thank you. I haven’t seen much of you. Are you coming to my party?”

      Valia toed the floor. “I don’t think so. It’s not where I belong, but I have some news.”

      “You’ve located the Collector?”

      “Not quite.”

      “Ah. Would have been one hell of a name day gift.” Kerrigan shrugged. “We’ll find it. Meanwhile, I’m working on getting more information about it. Bastian is providing me a list of the artifacts they have.”

      “I heard. Also that you’re going to start training against them.”

      “Can’t beat them if I don’t practice. It would help to eliminate their advantage.”

      Valia grinned. “Indeed.”

      “But you said you had information?”

      “Something is coming,” Valia warned. “I don’t know what or when. The Father has been saying for years that we’re leading up to a moment when the Red Masks won’t have to hide anymore.”

      Kerrigan’s stomach dropped. “I don’t really feel like they’re hiding right now.”

      “It can get so much worse,” Valia said. “I hate dropping that on you on your name day, but the whispers are getting louder. I’m going to go silent again. I don’t want anyone to see me with you, which is why I won’t attend your party. I’m going to find who has the Collector, and when I find it, we will move.”

      “Do what you have to do, but don’t get caught.”

      Valia shot her a smirk that showed every ounce of confidence she kept hidden away. “I never have before.”

      Then, she was gone, as if she had never been there.
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        * * *

      

      A moment later, Benton and Bayton bustled in excitedly.

      “The carriage should be here any minute,” Bayton said.

      “Time to get dressed,” Benton said.

      One tidied her hair and the other excitedly reached for her gown.

      Kerrigan shook off the conversation with Valia. Something was coming. Well, she had suspected that for years. She just wished she knew what they were waiting for. But she let the anxiety pass and focused on what was before her.

      Parris’s greatest creation—a Bryonican navy gown that was as elaborate and over the top as possible. She’d wanted to make a statement. A dress fit for a queen. And the dark silk sat perfectly atop the layers of tulle beneath. The bodice was off the shoulder with a deep V, stitched with actual sapphires until she glimmered in the firelight. Benton and Bayton spent hours straightening out her long red curls and then braiding it up into an elaborate updo with a thousand hidden pins. Her makeup was stunning and almost as extravagant. She added her House of Cruse brooch and diamonds at her ears.

      “My lady,” Bayton gasped.

      Benton bowed low at the waist. “You are a vision.”

      “Thank you,” Kerrigan said with a smile for her friends.

      “We got you a name day gift, miss,” Bayton said.

      “Oh,” she said, startled. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It’s not much,” Benton said. “But we wanted to send you out on your name day with our traditions.”

      Benton handed her a small gift. She unwrapped it with care and found a star pin, a gold mark, and a knotted black ribbon.

      “A pin of stars for a bright future,” Bayton observed, taking the pin and adding it to the updo.

      “A mark for good fortunes,” Benton said. She slipped it into Kerrigan’s pocket.

      “And a lover’s knot for true love.”

      Tears pricked Kerrigan’s eyes at the thoughtful gifts. The promise of a good future when for so long, she could hardly envision it for herself. The twins took either end of the ribbon and slipped it twice around her wrist.

      “Thank you. I cherish both of you so much.” She hugged one and then the other. “And I actually have something for you.”

      “For us?” Benton asked in surprise.

      “But it’s your name day.”

      “I know, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      She headed toward her wardrobe and threw the doors open. She removed two more purple bags from Parris’ shop. She handed one to each of them.

      “I want you to come with me to my party. As guests,” she added quickly. “I want you to be there as my friends because you are my dear friends.”

      They gaped at her as they took the bags. They opened them to reveal layers of navy, black, and silver in exactly their measurements. Kerrigan had borrowed their dresses to make sure Parris could get them exactly right.

      “We … couldn’t possibly,” Bayton whispered.

      “This is too generous.”

      “You must attend. I insist.”

      The twins looked at each other and then burst into tears.

      “We would love to,” Benton said, dragging Kerrigan into a hug. Bayton followed.

      Kerrigan wiped at her own tears. “There’s more.”

      “More?” Benton asked. “Now, Kerrigan … a dress and a party are quite enough.”

      Kerrigan removed the paperwork out of her study desk and passed it to the twins. One for each of them. It was the first thing that she’d done after she came back from the ceremony at the Draíocht. Now that she was officially the head of the House of Cruse, she could invite anyone she liked into her house and into Bryonica.

      She watched the twins’ faces as they realized what they were holding. Shock and then more tears that ran harder.

      “Kerrigan?” Benton asked, her voice warbling. “This cannot be right.”

      “It is,” she assured her. “I am offering you an official place in my household as a member of the House of Cruse and tribe Bryonica.”

      Bayton burst into tears. “Oh my gods.”

      “This is … this is too much.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you would want to accept,” Kerrigan said quickly. “I’ll understand if you still have allegiance to the House of Shadows.”

      “No,” Benton said at once. “We have no affiliation with them.”

      “We want this so much, miss,” Bayton said. She wiped messily at her eyes and pulled out a handkerchief to blow her nose. “You have no idea what this means to us.”

      “I think I have some idea,” Kerrigan said softly. “I understand what it is not to be wanted, to be less than because of being half-Fae, and to have no tribe that would accept you. I was not enslaved and given away as a gift in my house. I can’t understand your trauma, but I do comprehend an ounce of what you have endured. What all half-Fae endure. And I want to end it. I want to end it all.”

      Benton and Bayton stepped forward, drawing her into a hug and accepting the terms of her favor. They would be part of her house. They would be full tribe members and retain all the privilege that afforded them.

      The twins rushed out afterward to apply some hasty cosmetics and get dressed. Then, Kerrigan escorted them down to their carriage and to their first ball.

      They were as nervous as a brood of littlings, and Kerrigan’s heart soared to see their excitement as the carriage stopped before the House of Cruse estate on the Row. Her estate.

      “Gods,” Benton breathed. “It’s enormous.”

      “And so beautiful,” Bayton said.

      “Would you want to live here?” Kerrigan asked.

      Their eyes widened. “What?” they squawked together.

      “We could live here, if you prefer. We don’t have to reside in the mountain.”

      They shook their heads in unison.

      “That’s maybe too big a step,” Benton said.

      “We’ve lived so long in the mountain. Draco Mountain feels … almost like home,” Bayton said.

      Kerrigan nodded, relieved herself. “I feel the same way. The mountain is home.”

      Then, a footman opened the door and assisted her out of the carriage. Benton and Bayton fell into step behind her. It was still nearly impossible to imagine that this house now belonged to her entirely. She felt like an imposter in Bryonican navy, impersonating her father and his friends. She had never wanted this, but the land clearly had chosen her. So, she would accept it for what it was.

      “Lady Kerrigan Argon, First of the House of Cruse of Bryonica,” the man at the door announced.

      Benton and Bayton were announced behind her, and the three half-Fae women stepped inside the home for Kerrigan’s official name day.

      All heads turned at once to get a glimpse of her. Kerrigan relaxed at the sight before her. Friends. All of her friends were in attendance. Clover and Hadrian stood just off the dance floor. Darby had her arm on Lord Trask’s sleeve. Audria twirled in place for Roake and the other former tournament champion, Noda, who had come all the way from the island tribe of Concha. Bastian wore a regal top hat and was engaged in a conversation with Hadrian’s sponsor, Fallon. Helly stood regally in Bryonican navy beside a tall woman with a bald head. Kerrigan was shocked to see Thea in person. She hadn’t seen her since Kerrigan had helped the Rights for All organization protest the treatment of humans and half-Fae in Kinkadia. And then there was Kerrigan’s father, but he wasn’t alone.

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened in surprise to find Kivrin Argon beside Anya Van Horn. Their story was complicated. They had been in love before Kivrin entered the tournament. Then, Anya had fallen for Lorian Van Horn and ended up switching to tribe Venatrix to marry him, leaving Kivrin alone without his lover or entrance into the Society. Lorian had been executed for treason two months prior. Alura might never forgive Kerrigan, but perhaps her mother had. Perhaps it would heal another old wound.

      There were only two people missing. Dozan, who Kerrigan had never imagined actually attending. And of course, Fordham.

      Then, the one face she hadn’t wanted to see stepped up with a regal bow. “My lady.”

      March held his hand out, and with another fake smile, Kerrigan put her hand in his.

      “You’re a vision,” he said. “Just as I always imagined you would look on this day.”

      He drew her into the room. She reached for that sense of relief at seeing all her friends in one place. The ballroom full of happy faces, here to celebrate her. They weren’t here for March. Tonight wouldn’t be like the crippling anxiety of yesterday. March just didn’t know it yet.

      Kivrin intercepted them before they got much farther. “I believe the first dance goes to your father.”

      Kerrigan smiled in relief. “As you wish.”

      She let Kivrin take her hand and carry her into the fast-paced dance. Her laugh rang out through the room as she let the steps sweep her away. She was pushed from one pair of arms to another. Each dance blurring into the next. Only the slow number with March made her forget her momentary excitement. Finally, she escaped the dance floor to get a glass of punch and gossip with her friends.

      Darby was the one who showed her the piles upon piles of presents in an adjoining room. Enough to befit her station from nobles from all over Alandria. Kerrigan’s eyes bugged at the sheer quantity. What would she even do with it all? But she didn’t have to decide tonight.

      Finally, the music was halted, and a large multitiered cake was brought forth to the center of the ballroom. A candle was lit with a flash of her father’s rarely seen magic, and everyone began to sing the traditional name day song to her.

      “Make a wish,” Clover cheered from the sideline.

      She closed her eyes and thought of precisely what—who—she wanted, and then she blew out the candle. Cake was distributed to those in attendance. Kerrigan devoured the raspberry delicacy as March approached her once more.

      “Kerrigan,” he said, sliding a hand onto her sleeve, “may I have a moment alone to give you your present?”

      “I …”

      Then, Kivrin appeared with a nod in March’s direction before turning back to his daughter. “It’s time.”

      “Oh. Now?”

      “Time for what?” March asked icily.

      “A speech,” he said with a fake smile. “Shall we?”

      Kerrigan nodded. “All right.”

      Her stomach rattled as she let Kivrin draw her away from March. It wasn’t as if she wanted to talk to him or get any kind of present from him. It was hard enough, wearing the gaudy engagement ring he had given her. But what was coming next was something she wished she could put off for longer. She just knew that she couldn’t.

      Kerrigan moved to the front of the room and stood on the first step of the massive marble staircase. Kerrigan used the voice-amplifying air charm to clear her throat. “Hello. May I have your attention?”

      Conversations died down, and the crowd turned to face her with a mix of interest and bafflement.

      “Thank you so much for coming to my name day party. I hope that you all are having a pleasant time. I just want a minute of your time before we open up the gardens and pools for your enjoyment for the rest of the evening.”

      There was a smattering of applause at that. Kivrin was known for having incredible gardens with water displays and fireworks.

      “As you know, today is my eighteenth name day. The day that most Fae are officially able to join the dragon tournament.” Kerrigan tilted her head. “I suppose I skipped a step.”

      The crowd laughed.

      “But there are other things that can only be done once someone has reached their eighteenth, and that is what I am here to announce today.”

      March’s brow furrowed, and he leaned forward in confusion. She smiled at him, and it wasn’t her mask, but her true face.

      “As of today, I am officially the head of household for the House of Cruse.”
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      The crowd erupted into shocked whispers at her announcement as head of household. Kerrigan felt the ripple of surprise like a real force. She had known it would come. She had felt it herself when it was first introduced. But she wouldn’t … couldn’t back down because of their unease.

      Kivrin held his hand up to gain silence once more. “Silence, please.”

      “The paperwork has already been signed, witnessed, and a copy will be sent to the king and queen of Bryonica to show that I am the new leader of my house. The estate that you stand in belongs to me, and I am responsible for the people of my land. I take this responsibility seriously,” she said calmly. “Some might have objections, but I have already been confirmed into my position, and it is final.”

      A tense silence followed. Kerrigan liked that much better.

      “As my first act as head of household, I have opened the House of Cruse to refugees who fled the House of Shadows. Any who wish to join Bryonica and become a part of my house are welcome.”

      This caused an even bigger stir than Kerrigan’s admittance as head of household. It was one thing for an eighteen-year-old to take this step, but it was another entirely to hurt the house. And Kivrin had warned her that it was what people would say. That she would be diluting the bloodlines.

      Fine by her. If she was a dilution and had become head of household and a Society member, then maybe they all needed a little more mixed blood.

      “I have already inducted two of the House of Shadows into our midst this very night,” she continued over their objections. “Any who wish to come forward will be given a place with me. A tract of land is already being cleared in Corsica Forest to create new housing for those who wish to leave the city and start fresh.”

      She inclined her head at Benton and Bayton, who stood with tears in their eyes. She hadn’t told them of her full plans. Just that they were included, but Kerrigan couldn’t stop there. No one was doing anything about the refugees. She couldn’t simply sit on a mountain of wealth when she could help so many people.

      “Again, thank you so much for coming,” Kerrigan said. “Enjoy the party.”

      And then, finally—finally—she turned her face toward March. He stood frozen in place, right where she had left him. Her father had warned her that March might be upset, but she hadn’t truly known what to expect. If she hadn’t looked over at him in that very moment, she wouldn’t have known his true feeling.

      The fury that flashed on his face was replaced immediately by calculation and then covered over by false enthusiasm. The same mask she’d worn with him the night before that he’d never guessed she was wearing. She could recognize it for what it was. And she had no interest in dealing with him.

      So, when Arbor and Prescott appeared at the base of the stairs, dressed in House of Shadows black and silver, she leaped at the opportunity to avoid March.

      “You made it!” she said cheerfully, pulling Arbor into a hug.

      “We did,” Arbor said with a laugh.

      Prescott flashed her a bright smile after she released his sister. For a moment, she was stunned at the likeness between him and his cousin. If she hadn’t just had Fordham’s lips on her in a delirious dream, she might have taken them as closer to twins. Especially with Prescott in the all-black silk that Fordham favored. But she had seen Fordham too recently, and the similarities just made her ache for the one person who wasn’t here.

      “You’re not exactly under the radar,” Kerrigan said, putting a step between her and Pres. “You might as well have your insignia emblazoned on your clothes.”

      Arbor waved her hand. “No one is going to suspect that we are who we truly are even if we’ve dressed the part. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Yes, don’t worry about us,” Prescott said, taking her hand and planting a kiss on it.

      Kerrigan swallowed hard at the gesture. She pitched her voice lower. “Any word?”

      Arbor shook her head. “I had my first message returned to me, unanswered. I sent two other falcons to search farther out, but I’ve had no luck yet. I’m sorry.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “That’s all right. We’ll find him.”

      “If I know my cousin, he won’t be found until he’s ready to be,” Arbor said. “Why don’t we focus on what we do have? It’s your name day. We should celebrate.”

      Prescott bowed. “I would be honored to have the next dance.”

      “I’ll get us some punch. I know you are fond of the red faerie punch,” Arbor said a wink and then disappeared.

      There was nothing Kerrigan could do but put her hand in Prescott’s and let him lead her back onto the dance floor. Whispers followed them. She couldn’t be the only one who saw the similarities between him and her missing prince. She hadn’t thought he would dress just like Ford when she invited them to her party.

      “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Prescott said, low and smooth.

      It was harder to reach for a joke when those blue eyes were staring down at her. She could see the shape of Fordham in him, as if they had been cast from the same mold but stretched and reshaped after. Prescott wasn’t Fordham. He was nothing like him. And still, looking at him hurt.

      “Of course not,” she said with a forced smile. “I appreciate you helping me, and I am glad that you decided to attend the party.”

      “Are you truly going to admit all the refugees into your tribe?”

      Kerrigan hadn’t considered what that would mean for Arbor and Prescott. They were technically refugees. Though she didn’t know if that would circumvent Society laws. Arbor and Pres were supposed to endure another year of isolation within their mountain. Until then, it wouldn’t be smart for either of them to try to expose who they actually were.

      “Yes. That is my plan. I’ll accept any who wish to join. Though I don’t know that everyone will want to.”

      “Will you take Fae too?”

      Kerrigan nodded slowly. “I was thinking the humans and half-Fae first. I know, technically, humans can’t join a Fae tribe, but they would still be welcome to be a part of my house. Since the rest of the Fae are in the mountain for the next year, it’s not something I’ve had to consider.”

      Prescott’s eyes shuttered, as if he realized precisely what she had just said. Then, his bright, bouncing energy returned. He twirled her out and then back into him tightly. “I find what you’re doing admirable.”

      “Thank you.” She stepped out of the embrace and continued with the dance.

      Prescott’s eyes remained on her the entire time. Unlike in the House of Shadows, when he’d been looking out for her for his cousin, she felt a different current run through him now, and it made her entirely uncomfortable.

      She was saved from having to do anything about it by Clover appearing at her elbow and stealing her out of the dance. Prescott’s face went blank with shock, but Kerrigan didn’t think twice, and Clover wove her out of the ballroom and down an empty hallway.

      “Thank the gods for you, Clover.”

      Clover laughed. “Yeah. Who the hell is that male? Another suitor? And why does he look like Fordham?”

      She had so many secrets that she couldn’t even keep them all straight. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Well, you were turning green at the edges, so I thought I’d save you.”

      They stepped out of the hallway and into a private garden off the west side of the property. Kerrigan opened her mouth to comment on how beautiful it was when another figure appeared before them. She brought her magic to her close, preparing for an attack, but dropped it almost instantly as she recognized the shape of the man.

      “Dozan,” she whispered.

      Kerrigan looked to Clover accusingly.

      She held her hands up. “I still work for him.” And then slunk off back into the house.

      “Hello, princess,” he said, his voice low and musical.

      “I sent you an invitation.” She took another step toward him. “You could have used the front door.”

      “Not my style.”

      She shook her head. “Why am I not surprised that you’d rather meet me in the shadows?”

      He brushed a straight lock of hair from her face. “I like it better curly.”

      “Well, that’s good because this takes entirely too long.”

      The red shone bright through his dark hair in the lit gardens, and he was dressed as ever in a black suit with a blood-red cravat. The Rook R pin revealing the king of the Wastes for who he truly was. And he was undeniably attractive. She’d dreamed of nights like this back when she was so obsessed with Dozan that she thought of giving up her entire world for this one man. Everything had changed, and now, she was choked with what could have been.

      “Do I get a dance then?” he asked, holding out a hand.

      “We have no music.”

      “Our bodies have never needed music before.”

      Her cheeks flushed as she put her hand in his and let him sway her side to side. She’d never loved Dozan. Could never love a man like this. He had his own aims to consider. The dance felt more like a good-bye than a rekindling of what they had once been. Obsession, infatuation, lust. None of it had been enough.

      After a few moments, Dozan whispered into her ear, “I have your name day gift.”

      “I don’t need anything from you, Dozan. I am already too far in your debt.”

      “Ah, that is true. I will have you forever in my debt if I can help it,” he said, easing her out of his embrace as he reached into his suit pocket. “But this, I give for free.”

      She took the small black box out of his hand. She shot him one last wary look before opening it. Nestled inside was a thin band of dark metal. She looked closer and saw a few ancient Fae characters, almost completely obscured around the ring. She’d seen it on his littlest finger for years.

      Her eyes shot up to him in surprise. “Why are you giving me this?”

      He plucked the small band from inside, took her hand in his, and slid it onto her thumb, where it fit perfectly. “Because you need it more than I do.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a magical artifact made out of solid Tendrille,” he said, tapping the ring once. “It makes the wearer immune to magic.”

      Her eyes widened. “But, Dozan …”

      He pressed a finger to her lips. “For you, Red. Happy name day.”

      Then he replaced his fingers with his own lips. He leaned into her hungrily, devouring her with every ounce of pent-up need between them. Her head was dizzy with it when he pulled back. He smiled down at her, a look of deep regret in his amber irises. A good-bye on his lips.

      But all he said was, “Don’t ever take it off.”

      Then, his eyes snapped up, and Kerrigan startled, turning to find someone watching from the shadows. She looked on in horror as Ashby March entered the gardens.
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      “I can still gut him if you’d like,” Dozan drawled beside her.

      “No, I can handle this.” She didn’t take her eyes off of March as she stepped in front of Dozan. “You should go.”

      “I’m not leaving you here to deal with him alone.”

      “And I’m telling you to let me handle this.”

      She could feel Dozan tremble with rage behind her, but he wasn’t stupid. Kerrigan could handle one male alone. She had handled much worse than him. And if the look in March’s face was any indication, she no longer had to bullshit him about her true feelings. The masks were down. Neither of them was lying any longer.

      “Go,” she ground out.

      And Dozan left. She didn’t doubt that he clung to the shadows, prepared to step in if need be, but she wouldn’t need his help. She was done pretending to be less for this male.

      “Hello, March,” she said evenly. “Lovely night.”

      He strolled forward, one hand in his pocket, the other lighting a flame to further illuminate the darkened garden. “Quite.”

      “Funny running into you here.”

      “I saw my betrothed fleeing to the gardens and had to follow her.”

      “Of course,” Kerrigan said flatly. “As you’ve been following me since we both returned from Lethbridge.”

      “Was it that obvious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You can understand my reticence,” he said, leaning almost casually against a pillar. “After what happened with the crowned prince, I wanted to ensure that your intentions were true.”

      “Ah, is that what you’re calling it? Not that you wanted to check up on your investment?”

      “I admit that you almost had me fooled.” His dark gaze was intent and focused. “I thought after Lethbridge, you’d come around. I knew it wouldn’t be immediate, but the more time together, the more you seemed to be leaning on me. The more you seemed to want what I was offering. And why shouldn’t you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you threatened to bring war upon my house and my people.”

      “Which I apologized for. I had no intention of doing so.”

      She snorted. “Yes, you did.”

      “It only came to that because of you fucking the crowned prince.”

      “That should have been enough to let me go,” she spat. “But no, you think I am the way to your crown.”

      “Our crown,” he corrected. “You’ve proven time and time again to be the sort of person who wants a crown.”

      “I have never wanted one.”

      “Yet your ambition outweighs mine,” he said with an arched eyebrow. “You joined the Society despite being ineligible in almost every way. You’re nominated for the Society council. And now—now,” he growled, “you’re the head of the House of Cruse.”

      “Here it is,” she said softly.

      “Why wouldn’t I think someone like that wants a crown? Especially as you’re already throwing yourself at a prince.”

      “These are things that happened to me. I didn’t go after them, but I’m not going to back down from helping people where I can.”

      “Ah yes, because sleeping with a prince at the winter holiday is really just a way to help others,” he said with no mirth in his voice.

      “Fordham has nothing to do with this.”

      “Because he left you?” March asked with bite in his voice. “Good riddance.”

      “I don’t need to have this conversation with you.” She took a step toward the exit, but he moved swiftly into her way. She was close enough that he could touch her now, and it was the last thing she wanted. “Let me pass.”

      “We’re not finished,” he snapped.

      “I am finished.”

      “You really had me fooled.” His eyes crawled her face.

      “It is not I who made you a fool.”

      He shook his head. “This is who you truly are. I thought last night was lovely. You on my arm. The two of us dancing the night away. A power couple for everyone to envy. But that wasn’t you at all, was it?”

      “No,” she ground out. “I never wanted this.”

      His nostrils flared in anger at her easy admission. “That is the game you have been playing. Keeping me on a string while you have your own aims.”

      “Are you mad that I played the same game you were playing or that I was better at it than you?”

      “Is that why you were slumming it? Can’t get your prince, so you’d rather tempt my anger with a lowly street thug.”

      Kerrigan laughed, high and hoarse. “Dozan Rook is the king of the Wastes. He’s far from a street thug.”

      March shot her an imperious look. “A lowly human than.”

      “Oh,” she said, understanding dawning on her. “You’re upset that I would prefer a human to you.”

      “A criminal at that,” he snarled.

      She couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Oh, March. Your poor ego.”

      His hands shot out and grasped her shoulders. “You dare!”

      But she had none of the demure, frightened little girl left in her. She had only the street fighter and dragon rider and warrior in her blood. She wouldn’t let him touch her ever again.

      She brought her hands up and broke his grip. Then, she whirled, chopping down on his arm as it came up, and swept his legs out from under him. He landed unceremoniously in a heap on the ground.

      “Don’t touch me,” she spat down at him.

      March glared at her before coming to his feet and dusting his suit off. “That was unnecessary.”

      “So was you putting your hands on me.”

      March’s blue eyes were dark when they finally landed on her face. “So, this is what is truly between us. You betraying me with other men,” he said, the fury he’d tightly controlled leeching into his voice. “And just when I thought we were on the same page, you prove that you are duplicitous. When were you going to tell me about head of household?”

      “Shouldn’t you be happy about that?” Kerrigan teased. She was riling him on purpose, but she had waited so long to do it that she couldn’t stop.

      Her father had told her all the reasons that March would not want her to be head of household when she accepted her position. If anything, it had solidified her resolve to do it. As head of the House of Cruse, she outranked March. Which meant that she could never give up the house without having someone to give it to. That meant March could never own her. She could never change her allegiance. She knew exactly how mad he’d be about that once he realized.

      “Happy? You went behind my back …”

      “Are you mad because I went behind your back to do it or because you can’t own me?” she asked, raising her chin. “I will never give up my house for you. Not ever. And you cannot force me to even if you become king. You have no authority over me in that manner.” She took a step forward. “You will never have authority over me. Never.”

      March’s fury hit a fever pitch at her taunt. He launched forward with his body and his magic. It was almost comical. She should never have let him push her around to begin with. It was her own fear of him that had swallowed her whole from childhood that stayed her hand. It was then the fear that he would go to war against her people. She hadn’t even been a Society member. She might not have been able to keep her dragon. So many fears bottled up into one.

      But she refused to cower before Ashby March a second longer. His first element was earth, and he used the stones beneath her feet to try to hold her in place. Even if she hadn’t been wearing Dozan’s ring, the attempt was laughable. The flame in his hand went out at his assault. As if he couldn’t control two elements at once. She had assumed he had all four elements to have gotten this far in life, but since he’d never entered the tournament, his control must have been meager. Now he was proving that to be true.

      It was certainly nothing compared to her own.

      She dodged his assault and then tapped her own magic to halt him where he stood. She smoothed out the stones he had called to, returning them to their earlier perfection. Then, she took a step forward as he stood, gasping in her tight air hold.

      “Do you even know who I am?” she asked him, meeting his anger with her own. “Do you have any idea what I’ve gone through to become the capable fighter that I am? I could kill you where you stand without even blinking. I have honed my skills into this, and if I can take on some of the greatest fighters of our time, then you stand no chance. I am going to release you, and you are going to leave.

      “You can’t touch me,” she snapped. “Do you understand?”

      March glared harder. It was all he could do.

      “Blink if you understand.”

      March blinked. Kerrigan smiled wider.

      She released him with a flourish for his benefit. He rocked back onto his heels as he regained full use of his body. He massaged his jaw, which he must have been clenching as she held him. His eyes were still furious. But he’d put one foot over the line, and she was done letting him do so.

      “You’ve made a grave error,” he growled.

      “I haven’t.”

      March stepped forward. “You have. You can’t get out of our contract. And now, you’ve proven to me that I have no need to care about your concerns.”

      “I am not marrying you, March.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “No, we won’t.”

      “Your father has the best lawyers in Bryonica trying to figure out a way out of it. If he hasn’t found a way out yet, do you think you will?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Fuck you.”

      Then, before she could even fathom what was happening, March backhanded her across the face. She stumbled back a step but didn’t fall. Her hand flew to her face, and her eyes went wide with shock. She turned slowly, dangerously, prepared to retaliate, but he was already walking back toward the party.

      “Clean yourself up. You disgust me,” he spat.

      It took everything in Kerrigan not to rush after him and do exactly what Dozan had suggested. Gutting him like a fish felt like justice at this point. He’d hit her. She still couldn’t believe he’d actually done it. And after she’d shown him how powerful she could be. After everything.

      No.

      No, she couldn’t marry this man.

      She had known before. She had known when he was a child. And she had realized all over again when he threatened her at Geivhrea. But it was certain now. He had actually raised a hand to her.

      Her hands closed into fists. All she wanted to do was walk back into that party, grab him with one hand, and punch him with the other. She wanted a real fight to end this insanity. She hated sparring with political jabs and ruthless words.

      Words wouldn’t fix this. Only fists could be sufficient for certain jobs, and this was one of those jobs. But if she went in there and destroyed him as she saw fit, then it would be her fault. She’d walk right into his trap. No one had seen him hit her. Maybe no one would even believe that he was capable of that. March had everyone fooled.

      What she needed now was a way out. She needed proof that she could get out.

      She gasped softly as realization hit her.

      There was a way to be certain. A way that she had been pushing off due to the consequences if she got it wrong. Well, she had to do it. And she had to do it tonight.

      No matter what Cleora said could go wrong.

      She was going to spirit cast into the future to find out the truth.
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      Kerrigan wasted no time. She collected a cloak and a bag full of candles from an unsuspecting servant. They looked very confused by the request but could deny the new head of household nothing. That was good. She also required silence on the subject. The last thing she needed was for someone to find out where she was headed.

      She took the side exit out of the house and moved through the shadows, away from the Row. Even with her cloak slung over her shoulders, she looked conspicuous in the streets. She would have never worn such a nice dress through Central as she headed toward the western border with the Dregs. Let someone attack her out here like this. They’d get the shock of their life.

      Despite receiving curious looks, no one came up to her. She marched along at a fast clip. It kept the onlookers at bay. And for that, she was glad.

      “Are you going in there?” a voice asked behind her.

      She whipped around, only to find Dozan Rook standing at her back with a knife in hand. “How long have you been tailing me?”

      He flipped the knife and slid it back into place. “Long enough to make sure no one knifes you in the back.”

      Kerrigan scowled. Well, maybe having a crime lord at her back was why everyone had left her alone. “Yes, I’m going inside.”

      Black House loomed before them. Several stories high, black as pitch, and ominous, the old building was an abandoned, haunted house. It had once been an orphanage, where the children inside had all perished—or so the story went. On the Night of the Dead, children dared each other to touch the door. They always ran away, screaming. She had done just that with Lyam on a Night of the Dead while Hadrian and Darby looked on in fear.

      That was so long ago. Now, she had actually been inside the house twice. Once to search for the weapons that the Red Masks were hiding there. A second time to work on her spirit magic with Zina on the Night of the Dead—when the veil between the spiritual and physical was at its weakest.

      She didn’t have that luxury tonight. It wasn’t a holiday or a full moon. She was still an hour from midnight, and she couldn’t wait for it. Spirit magic worked best at the witching hour. She had never had the luxury of choosing when her visions hit her. If she could survive them appearing to her in the middle of the day or when she had been twelve and barely understood her magic out, then she could figure out this casting business.

      Dozan stepped forward as she steeled her nerves to go inside. His hand came to her cheek, and he tilted her face into the light. He hissed, “Let me kill him.”

      Kerrigan jerked out of his grasp and covered her face. “Is it that bad?”

      “He hit you.”

      “You’ve seen me get hit before,” she muttered.

      “By an opponent you could crush with your will in retaliation. Not by a man you are bound to marry.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s what I’m trying to get out of.”

      Dozan growled, “No man should be allowed to touch a woman like that and live to tell about it.”

      “I agree,” she snapped. She met his amber gaze. “I will ruin him. I will destroy the foundations holding a man like that up. I will do everything and more. But I can’t do it if he’s dead.”

      Dozan nodded once approvingly. “Is that what this is?” He gestured to the bag she was toting around.

      Dozan Rook was one of the few people who knew about her visions. She’d kicked herself for being so young and vulnerable to tell him about them when he saved her at twelve. Now, she was glad that she didn’t have to explain.

      “I’m going to force a vision,” she explained.

      He startled. “You can do that?”

      “We’re about to find out. I can’t marry him. I want a vision to tell me what’s coming next.”

      “And you can be that specific?”

      She gritted her teeth. “It’s all about intention. I’m going to make it work.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “I don’t know if it’s safe,” she said with a shake of her head. “You should stay out here.”

      “I should,” he said, wrangling the bag from her shoulder, “but I’m coming with you.”

      Kerrigan could hardly argue. Dozan always did what he wanted. He was as likely to back down as she was, and it might be better to have someone watching her back.

      They trekked up the front steps of the haunted house. Dozan put his shoulder into the door to get it open. She followed him into the dusty mansion. It didn’t look like anyone had been here since she had been inside with Zina. The spirits buzzed all around her at her appearance. She smiled as they brushed against her skin. Somehow, they’d accepted her as one of them. Strange.

      Dozan didn’t seem to notice them as he dropped the bag at the center of the room. When he opened it and found the candles, he arched an eyebrow.

      “In a large circle,” she explained.

      Then, she helped arrange them on the dusty floor.

      She took a seat in the middle of the candles and gestured for Dozan to do the same. “If you’re going to stay, you should stay within the candles.”

      He sat across from her. “Can I do anything?”

      “Wake me if I go too far. Pull me back.”

      He looked grim. “I don’t have magic, Kerrigan.”

      “I trust you.”

      “Your first mistake.” His smirk was immediate and unrelenting.

      “Never.”

      Then, she closed her eyes and let herself relax. With a flick of her hand, the candles ignited all around them. The brush of the spirits disappeared from her mind, and she was in quiet. Dozan’s presence was a gentle brush. She could recognize the signature of him any day. She had known it for so long that it solidified her as she dipped down into her magic.

      She felt past her elemental magic to the spirit buried within her core. She remembered Cleora’s lessons. She had to hold on to the magic tight and then cast it not out or in, but to the future. She had no idea if she had enough power to force this to happen, but she had no other choice. She needed to find out about the wedding. She needed to know what would happen with March.

      Her entire intention was focused on the wedding day. She held it with precision focus. Then, she cast her magic to the future.

      She gasped as she felt the magic soar away from her, as if there were an invisible string connecting her to it. With the magic gone, she could feel how quickly she was draining. Not as fast as it happened when she had involuntary prophecies, but close.

      Then, her vision clouded, and a tangle of images appeared before her eyes. She gagged as the taste of blood was in her mouth. Blood, blood everywhere. It rained blood. She coughed and spat the blood onto the floor as tears ran down her cheeks. Then, the image sputtered, and another showed a circle of thirteen from on high. She blinked. That couldn’t be. Thirteen were never called together, except for great workings. They disappeared again, and suddenly, the portal room appeared just as she remembered it. A giant archway, large enough for dragons to walk through, carved into the mountain with a shimmery entrance that meant it was open. Another blink, and the portal was crumbling. She screamed as it closed and fell apart into nothing.

      She gasped, and the next second, she was lying on the ground in Black House. Dozan had scrambled to her side and was holding her head in his lap.

      “You’re okay,” he said softly. The softest she had ever heard him. “Come back to me, Kerrigan.”

      She coughed and spat, and blood landed in the circle. The blood from her vision had pushed through the veil into her. She came to all fours, gasping in breath.

      “Oh gods,” she said, sitting back on her heels and wiping at her tears. “What the hell?”

      “What did you see?” he asked, wide-eyed.

      “I … I don’t know. It wasn’t the wedding.”

      “You were convulsing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” he growled. “You’re pale and shaking.”

      “It was … something else. I have no idea. Blood, a circle of thirteen, and the portal destruction.”

      Dozan remained very still. “What does that mean?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Nothing about the wedding. I need to do it again.”

      Dozan arched an eyebrow. “Did you miss that I said you were convulsing? You can’t do it again.”

      “It didn’t show me what I needed to see,” she said, already returning to her seat.

      “Red,” he spat. “Listen to yourself. You don’t need to do this again.”

      “I do.”

      He took her hands. His look was pleading, a face she had never seen on her own personal monster. “If you don’t want to marry him, don’t marry him.”

      She yanked her hands back. “It’s not that simple. He threatened me. He is going to go to war if I refuse. There’s no legal recourse to get me out of this, Dozan. I need to know if there’s a way. I need the visions to tell me.”

      Dozan sighed. “The legal recourse is, you kill him. Then, you’re free and clear.”

      “Fine. If the vision tells me to, then I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t you fucking die,” he snarled.

      She met his amber eyes and saw the fear there. The fear that she wouldn’t come back.

      “I’m not going to. Just bring me back.”

      He looked dubious but scooted forward and took her hands. “Pull yourself back. You’re still in my debt, princess. You’re not allowed to die without paying it.”

      Anger flared in her chest, and she realized that was what he had hoped for. He wanted to get her magic flowing so that she could do this thing that she was going to do regardless of what he said. She would pull herself back.

      She closed her eyes. Finding her magic was twice as hard this time. She was near empty. That was never a good starting point, but still, she refused to back down. Not until she had answers.

      So, when she cast her magic into the future again, she focused her intention on March and the wedding and whether or not Fordham would object. She needed to know.

      Immediately, she knew that she hadn’t cast as far as she had the first time. With less magic behind her, she could do so little. Even then, she could feel it expel from her like it was being wrenched out of her grasp. She took it like a punch to the gut.

      This was the wrong thing to do. As soon as it was gone and her magic pulled taut like a bow, she knew that she could die like this. She could cast and burn herself out. Dozan would be able to do nothing to help her.

      But already, there was nothing she could do about it as she pitched forward and found darkness.

      A vision materialized before her eyes.

      

      She was in a forest on a mountain. Snow fell despite the summer season. Snow blanketed the mountainside. Wind whipped through her red hair, pulling it free from its tie. She was chilled to her bone, but she knew that she had to keep going. She had to continue forward.

      Then, she scented it on the air—blood.

      Kerrigan ran harder and faster. Trekking through the snowdrifts. She would never be warm again. But she still had to keep moving. Had to get to him.

      Then, she crested a rise and saw him on the ground.

      Blood pooling in the cold white snow marked where Fordham lay with a dagger in his chest, dead in the snow.

      

      “No,” she screamed as she came out of the vision.

      She jolted upright, immediately turning away from Dozan and vomiting into the circle.

      “Kerrigan, what happened? Your heart stopped beating,” Dozan said, his voice furious from the fear of the moment. “I thought I’d lost you. We should get you to Amond. He needs to look you over.”

      “I don’t need your healer,” Kerrigan said, struggling to her feet. She waved her hands to douse the flames and only made it halfway before staggering to her knees.

      “Gods, Red,” Dozan said, offering her an arm.

      “I need to go. I need to go north.”

      “You need a healer.”

      A wave of dizziness threatened to send her under again.

      “Fordham,” she gasped. “Fordham is going to die. I have to … I have to save him.”

      Dozan sighed. Fordham and Dozan had their differences. In fact, they detested one another. But they had learned to work together for her. She had chosen Fordham in the end. Dozan shouldn’t have been surprised that she would do anything to save his life.

      “You saw him dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “And have your visions ever been wrong?”

      She gulped. “No.”

      “So, you won’t be able to fix it.”

      “You don’t know that,” she gasped. “I’m not going to let him die.”

      He nodded. “I know. But can I at least get you checked out before you gallivant out into the north to rescue him?”

      She finally rose completely to her feet. She met his gaze, full of fear. And she understood. If she looked half as bad as Fordham had, she completely understood. But it didn’t mean she could sit back and do nothing.

      She put her hand on Dozan’s chest. “Thank you for everything. But this, I have to do. I’ll call Tieran and set out tonight. Let my father know I didn’t just disappear, will you?”

      He snatched up her hand. “You’ll owe me, princess.”

      “What else is new?”

      Then, she extracted her hand, called Tieran, and was gone.

      She had a prince to save.
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      Darby still hadn’t given her an answer.

      She stood on the opposite side of the room, laughing with her fiancé. Lord Trask didn’t seem like much. In fact, he seemed uninterested in the greatest gift he could have ever received at his elbow. He kept looking at other women as they walked by. Clover wanted to stab him for the audacity.

      Even if Darby was never going to be interested in him, she should have had the benefit of a man who was infatuated with her.

      “I’m going to get some air,” Clover said to Hadrian.

      “Shall I come with you?” he asked.

      But he was deeply engrossed in an intellectual debate with his mentor, Fallon, and other fellows. Clover had zoned out ages ago. This wasn’t her scene. She missed the Wastes even though it was her night off from dealing. The anonymity was much more enjoyable.

      “That’s all right,” Clover said with a smile.

      She disappeared back the way she’d deposited Kerrigan. She hadn’t come back yet. Maybe she and Dozan had finally decided to have it out. She nearly collided with March as she turned the corner. Her eyes widened. Oh shit. That could not be good.

      “Watch where you’re going,” March spat and then roughly shoved his way past her.

      “Lovely,” she grumbled.

      She hurried out to the gardens but found no evidence of Kerrigan or Dozan. They could handle themselves, but March finding them alone together was never going to be a good idea. She sighed and continued through the maze of gardens.

      When she came upon a gazebo, she took a seat within and pulled out her father’s necklace. She traced the familiar lines of the metal circle. It was the only thing she had from her parents. They had died so long ago that she struggled to remember what either of them looked like or the sound of their voices or the feel of their touch upon her brow. All she remembered from her childhood was a spattering of happy memories and pain. So much pain.

      She fingered a loch cigarette in her pocket. Then, she shrugged and struck a match, fitting the smoke between her lips. She breathed in deeply. Hadrian wouldn’t approve of her doing this so publicly, but oh, it felt so good.

      A throat cleared.

      She hastily wafted the smoke away. “Who’s there?”

      “Don’t let me stop you, Clover,” Thea said, stepping into the light. “There will be worse things that others consume while here tonight. And you have your reasons.”

      Clover relaxed at the words and inhaled again. “It’s hard on days like this.”

      “I believe you. May I sit?”

      Clover nodded, and Thea took the seat next to her. She had been Clover’s mentor for the last year as she worked with the RFA to try to get rights for people like them—a half-Fae with just enough magic to be dangerous and a human with not a drop of magic.

      “That’s an interesting necklace,” Thea said.

      “Thanks. My … my dad left it for me.”

      “Can I see it?”

      Clover bit her lip and then took the necklace off and passed it to her. She immediately felt empty inside. She never took it off. Seeing it in someone else’s hands made her want to yank it back.

      “What a fascinating piece.” She turned over the metal disc and ran a finger down it. “Your father was very talented.”

      Clover shot her a wary look. “I didn’t say that my dad made it.”

      Thea smiled. “I knew your father.”

      “What?” Clover jerked backward in alarm, coming quickly to her feet. They had known each other for a year and Thea had never mentioned it. All those moments they had been together and she’d never said a thing.

      “Don’t be frightened,” Thea said, holding the necklace back out to Clover. She yanked it back and hastily pulled it over her head. “I mean no offense. I have wanted to tell you for some time. I worked in the Laments church with your mother the year before they died.”

      “No,” Clover said. “No, everyone was killed in that church.”

      “Yes, I know. I lost many of my friends and colleagues that day. I was on a mission to eastern Alandria at the time.”

      “Why did you never tell me?”

      “I was worried that you wouldn’t want to speak with me.”

      Clover grasped the necklace tightly in her hand. “You’re right. I don’t.”

      She turned to head out of the gazebo, but Thea stopped her. “You don’t know what that does, do you?”

      Clover stopped in her tracks. It was a trick. It had to be. No one knew her father or her mother. They’d been murdered, and she had been sent to the Laments church in the Square. When that burned inside, she hid in the catacombs in debilitating pain for two days. She’d found Dozan Rook after that and started a new life.

      “Clover, do you know what your father was working on?”

      “He was a clockmaker,” she growled.

      “Indeed. But that is not a clock, and it’s his work.”

      Part of her knew she should turn around and let Thea tell her everything there was to know about her parents. They had been gone so long. But another part reminded her that her mother had told her to run and never look back and never trust anyone.

      “Why should I believe you? Believe anything you’re saying?” she demanded.

      Thea sighed. “That’s fair. I understand why you would be reticent to trust anyone. That was why I wanted to get to know you before approaching you about this. But Clover, it’s time to let the past go and move forward.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Because I know that your father wasn’t just a clockmaker. And I think you know too.”

      Clover shivered at those words. She turned slowly and met her gaze. “How do you know?”

      “He showed me the amulets he was working on,” Thea said carefully. “Small metal discs with ancient Fae etched into them. Do you know what his aim for the amulets were?”

      She shook her head. Her stomach knotted. She’d blocked it out. Her dad had made clocks. He hadn’t made anything else.

      “Do you know the reason he was killed?”

      “Stop,” she said, clutching her stomach. “I can’t talk about this.”

      “Clover,” Thea said gently. “You know the truth.”

      “He wanted a way for humans and half-Fae to get magic,” Clover whispered.

      The memory of that day came to her in a flash. Her father in his shop as he chiseled away at the necklace that lay against her chest. The words he’d spoken to it that snaked around like a lullaby. The way to open the Tendrille to be able to access magic, even for a person without any magic at all. The magic was from outside rather than within. A dangerous dream in a world that already detested half-Fae and humans alike.

      “Yes,” Thea said.

      “But he never finished it,” Clover said, her hand going to the necklace.

      “And they killed him for it. Killed everyone for it.”

      “Yes,” Clover said, near to tears at the words.

      “What if I told you that I’ve had people trying to finish his invention?” Thea asked in a whisper.

      “No,” Clover said. “You’ll all be killed, just like him.”

      “No one will ever know. It’s utterly secret. But if we had your help, we could get so much farther.”

      “My help? Why?”

      “You were there. You have his last amulet. If we could unlock the secrets of it—”

      “No,” Clover said sharply, backing up. “There are no secrets in my necklace. I want no part in this.”

      “This might be the only way to save our people, Clover.”

      “Then, find another way,” she shot back and dashed out of the gazebo.

      Her hands were still shaking as she raced back into the ballroom. Hadrian’s arms came around her.

      “I was looking all over for you. You’re shaking. Is everything all right?”

      “Fine,” she lied and let him hold her close. “Just got turned around.”

      “Okay,” he said uncertainly.

      But Clover couldn’t divulge the truth. Not to him or anyone. And Thea was better off, letting this be buried with the dead.
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      Tieran carried Kerrigan back to the mountain, but he’d been half-tempted to leave her behind. You’re reckless and infuriating, he growled.

      “I know,” she said weakly.

      She could barely keep her head up. The magic drain hadn’t stopped. She hadn’t anticipated that. She was practically empty, and still, somehow, it was as if the casting were spooling out beyond her, pulling more and more magic from her reserves.

      Are you even going to tell me what you did to make you like this? he demanded.

      She had nearly told him right away, but she had been worried that he’d leave her behind. She promised not to do this without him. She promised not to do it until the full moon. She promised a lot of things. But as usual, she’d recklessly gone ahead with her own plan.

      One day, she was going to have to think with her head and not her heart. Yet she couldn’t regret it. Not if it saved Fordham’s life.

      “When we get to the mountain,” she said and then lay her head on Tieran’s scaled back. She closed her eyes, sinking toward oblivion as they made the quick flight into the aerie.

      He landed heavily inside a few minutes later, and she groaned as she slid off of his back.

      Talk, he said stiffly.

      So, she told him. She told him everything. From March to Dozan to Fordham. The tangled web she had with the men in her life and the visions that she’d seen.

      Tieran went from irritated to furious in a split second. You did this without me? That was dangerous!

      “I know. I know all of this already. But we have to go. We have to save Fordham.”

      Did you hear anything Cleora said? Visions are not linear, and they’re dangerous for the people who try to interpret them. How can you think that you would be able to interpret it when no one else can?

      “He was dead,” she said. “A knife in his chest, bleeding out in the snow. I think it was pretty easy to interpret.”

      It could mean anything. It could be a trick, Tieran berated. Leaving now would be detrimental to you. We have no idea.

      “So, you won’t help me? You’ll leave Fordham and Netta to die?”

      Tieran paused over those words, as if he’d forgotten that Fordham was bound to Netta and that if Fordham died, so would his dragon. Another big loss for him.

      You are insufferable.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      Fine. We’ll go. But we are going to be very cautious.

      “Done. I’m going to get cold weather gear and some supplies. We’ll leave as soon as I’m back.”

      Tieran nodded. Do you even know where we’re going?

      She had an idea, but she also knew that she would be able to find Fordham the closer they got. She had always been pulled to him like that. If she went all the way to the north Erewa mountains, then she was damn sure she’d be able to find him.

      “North,” she said and then prayed to the gods that she had enough time and strength to get to Fordham before something terrible happened.
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        * * *

      

      Kerrigan was in the skies before the sun rose on the horizon. She was exhausted from the night before, but at least her magic had finally settled. That was a relief and something Cleora should have warned her about. Though she probably hadn’t thought Kerrigan would be stupid enough to cast twice in one night.

      All she wanted to do was sleep off the exhaustion, but they needed to get as far north as they could. It was several hours north to the House of Shadows. Then, they had to veer northeast and through the heart of the mountain range. It would be a full day from there to get into Erewa and worse to make it through their mountains.

      She could push Tieran to make the trip as quickly as possible, but it would be safer if done in legs. Plus, she would be useless to Fordham if she showed up to him without her magic. She needed to replenish as she went so that she could face whatever was necessary.

      They camped down near Ravinia Mountain at the end of their first day. She ate her fill of the supplies, and Tieran left to hunt for his meal. She cast her eyes northward, anxious to be with Fordham.

      When Tieran returned, Kerrigan decided to leave the supplies with him to scout out the heart of the House of Shadows. A day in the saddle had been rough on her body. Her steps were awkward and painful as she crested a rise and came down upon the town of Cavour.

      It was the cutest town she had ever seen. As if it hadn’t been touched by time in a thousand years. Which it hadn’t.

      Cavour and the House of Shadows had been isolated from the rest of the world. Seeing it and remembering her walk through the town with Fordham made her chest ache. Back then, she had been so upset with Fordham. He’d dragged her into all of this without warning, he hadn’t been able to admit his feelings, and she’d felt lied to.

      Now, she was racing across the island just to see him … to save him.

      Cavour looked much the same, except quieter. So many of the residents had been half-Fae and humans. But as she surveyed the town, she saw only Fae. What must it be like for Fae to have to learn to do all their own menial tasks after the Society stripped them of their servants? It served them right.

      Kerrigan was glad that she could give those previous servants a new life either in Kinkadia or in the new town in Bryonica. They deserved more than this.

      She wished that she could get some insight into the mountain, but she was too recognizable to walk through the village. They were isolated for a reason. Any new visitors had to be a shock.

      Then, she heard a trumpet. She ducked lower, uncertain where the announcement was coming from. The last thing she wanted was to be caught. But then a royal trumpeter marched through the center of Cavour with a large, fit Fae male in black-and-silver House of Shadows livery.

      “In the name of Her Majesty, Queen Viviana Ollivier of House Blanchard, all Fae are to tithe to the throne,” the man bellowed.

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened in alarm.

      What in the gods’ name was Viviana doing? Her people were suffering. They’d been stripped of so much, and just as the wall came down, she returned them to isolation and taxed them?

      A woman with three littlings sobbed into a handkerchief. The fact that she even had three that young was amazing. Fae didn’t have children easily.

      “If you cannot pay your taxes,” the man bellowed over her crying, “then an indenture will befit you.”

      Kerrigan’s nails dug into the grass. Despicable. So, Viviana had lost her servants, and she had found a way to create more. Instead of hiring the Fae who remained and end the poverty that most of her citizens lived in, she was putting them into an indenture to pay off their newly acquired debt. That was barbaric.

      She needed to get to Fordham sooner than later. This was a disaster. The House of Shadows needed him more than ever.
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        * * *

      

      Kerrigan returned to their camp shortly afterward and fell into a fitful slumber. She was up with the dawn the next day to be on their way. After a few hours, they left the Vert Mountains behind, crossed the northern hills and moved into Erewan territory. The temperature dipped below freezing in the skies as they flew ever northward. Even in wool clothing, a cloak, and heavy winter garb, she could feel the bite of the cold through her. Tieran had to fly lower so that her eyelashes didn’t freeze.

      Are we close? he asked through the wind.

      She huddled down close to him. She had no idea how close they were. They had just reached the Erewa mountains. That was clear. In Kinkadia, it was summer, and here, it was perpetual winter. But she could barely think, let alone search for Fordham in the snow.

      “We need to get lower. We need … a fire,” she said, blowing against her frozen fingers.

      Even though her magic was returning to her, it seemed to be taking its sweet time in replenishing her supply. She was less than pleased.

      I see smoke on the horizon, Tieran noted.

      She peeled her eyes open and scanned the skyline. Snow dropped heavy into her lashes and on her face and into her eyes. She squinted, trying to see what his keen eyesight could pick out.

      As much as she wanted to get out of the skies and enjoy someone else’s fire, the people of Erewa were notoriously unpleasant. They holed up in their mountains, wearing the fur pelts of the enormous mountain animals they hunted for food and clothing. They isolated themselves from the rest of Alandria by the height of their mountains and treacherous nature of their land. The few who made it through the dragon tournament and into the Society finished off their training and headed back to the mountains rather than stay in Kinkadia.

      The last tournament, one of their competitors had instigated a riot and killed many of her fellow competitors. She was part of a fringe faction that wanted to escape Society rule and run their tribe as they saw fit. Kerrigan was unclear how many people agreed with her, and whether a dragon would be welcome in these parts.

      At the same time, she was far from turning her nose up at a fire.

      “Let’s get lower to see,” she said through chattering teeth.

      Tieran circled low around the clearing and found a cave mouth that had been shoveled empty. A fire was burning within, and the smoke was coming out of the entrance. It was the only smoke they’d seen for miles.

      “Drop me off nearby and stay close in case I need backup,” she told him.

      You still don’t have full control of your magic.

      “But I can fight like the best of them.”

      Without the ability to feel your toes?

      Kerrigan huffed. “I’ll make do.”

      Tieran did as instructed, and she slid to her feet into the ankle-deep snow. She crept close to the entrance of the cave. The warmth from within hit her first, and she shivered all over. Next was the smell of some roasted animal with intense spices. Her stomach growled at that.

      She was still debating how to approach the entrance to the cave when a knife slid over her throat.

      “Not another step,” a voice said, low and dangerous.

      Kerrigan stilled and raised her hands. “I mean no harm. I am merely walking through, looking for another stranger in these parts.”

      “Liar. You’ve come to steal from us.”

      “I swear to the gods that I have no interest in stealing from you. That I simply am looking for someone.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      The person behind her tied Kerrigan’s hands behind her. She could have broken the knot if she wanted, but she wanted to use her magic as a last-case scenario. She didn’t know how skilled this person was. Surprise would always be better.

      She was marched forward into the warmth of the cave. A half-dozen mountain males squatted around a raging campfire. Their furs were pushed back off of their faces, and a large boar roasted on a spit before the fire. The closer she got, the more she realized that two of the Fae were actually female. Their hair was cut short with a long braid at the front to indicate rank, as far as Kerrigan remembered.

      “Look what I found.”

      Then, she was tossed forward onto her knees.

      She winced as the stone floor bit into her, but she was glad that at least she was closer to the fire. “I apologize for the inconvenience. I am not here to make trouble. I am simply looking for a friend.”

      The person stepped forward, and Kerrigan got a good look at the female. She was enormous. Twice Kerrigan’s size with a string of braids wove into a crown on her head.

      “I don’t believe her. We don’t have strangers up here. Certainly not ones who would be stupid enough to trek up the mountain in nothing but a bit of wool,” the woman barked.

      The group laughed, and one of the other females stood. “I’ll tie her up, and we can decide on her story after our last one arrives.”

      Kerrigan was lifted over the woman’s shoulder as if she were a sack of potatoes and deposited roughly to the edge of the cave. The other woman smiled kindly as she tied her hands to the stone.

      “No worries. We’ll make a decision before dawn.”

      Kerrigan objected, but they both walked away without another word. She stared in shock. Well, this was great. She could call Tieran, but what exactly would he do, except fire them out of the cave? He would hurt her too. She could break her bonds to escape, but she hadn’t regained full control of her magic. She only had one chance, and she’d rather take it when they were unsuspecting.

      “Where the hells is he?” the female who had apprehended her asked in irritation.

      “He’ll be here.”

      Then, she heard the crunch of snow as their final fellow stepped into the cave. He was covered head to toe in furs with a row of mountain rabbits hauled over his shoulder. His face was covered by a beard and a thick winter mask.

      “Sorry I’m late.”

      It wasn’t until the sound of his voice that Kerrigan realized who had entered their midst. The stranger pushed his hood back to reveal midnight hair and thunderstorm eyes. His smile was rueful as he shook off the snow and stepped fully inside.

      “Fordham?” Kerrigan gasped.
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      Fordham startled at the sound of his name. Then, his eyes went wide with blatant shock. “Kerrigan? What in the gods’ names are you doing here?”

      “You know this stranger, Ford?” the female who had taken Kerrigan hostage asked.

      “Of course he knows me. He is the stranger that I was talking about.”

      “Ford is no stranger,” the female bellowed. “His folks are from Erewa, and he’s trying to get up the mountain.”

      Fordham ground his teeth together. Apparently, he’d been impersonating the Erewan people. How he did it when their manners were so foreign to a prince was beyond Kerrigan. But he had done it, and she had unknowingly given him up.

      Fordham seemed to make his decision. “I am trying to get up the mountain,” he said slowly. “But unfortunately, I let you come to the conclusion that I was mountain folk, Enta.”

      Enta didn’t look hurt; she looked murderous. “You lied to us?”

      “No. I merely allowed you to make up your own mind. I wear your clothing. I understand your mannerisms. I pull my own load. Those are qualities you admire. It was easier.”

      “Easier for you,” Enta growled.

      “Yes. For that, I apologize.”

      He sounded sincere, but Kerrigan doubted very much that that would matter to any of them.

      “Then, who are you?” the female who had tied her up asked very softly.

      Fordham bowed to her. “I am the prince of the House of Shadows. I was cursed by the witch of the mountain at my birth. I am here to break that curse. That is why I wish to go up the mountain. That is my aim.”

      Silence lingered after his revelation. Kerrigan reached for her rekindling powers so that she would be ready to act if this went south.

      “A prince,” Enta said in disbelief.

      “He is odd,” the other female said.

      Enta glared at her and then back at Fordham. “You have disrespected our tribe.”

      “I meant no disrespect, Enta,” Fordham said carefully. “I highly value your people.”

      “And this girl?” she snarled. She threw her hand to Kerrigan. “A half-Fae? Is she your servant? That’s what they say about the House of Shadows.”

      Fordham’s gaze finally settled fully onto Kerrigan. All the air left her lungs at that one penetrating gaze. Gods, she had missed him. She’d missed him so much. Even with a beard, covered in furs, with braids in his hair, he was still gorgeous. She could see the prince underneath it all. She had no idea how anyone could miss it in his commanding presence.

      “She is mine,” Fordham said simply but fiercely. “I have no prejudice against half-Fae, as you should know, Enta.”

      Enta narrowed her eyes further. It was then that Kerrigan realized that the massive female was half-Fae. Her ears were slightly pointed. In fact, there were two other half-Fae at the camp. Kerrigan had no recollection if half-Fae were treated horribly here, as they were everywhere else. She had always assumed that everywhere was like that.

      “Mendy, if you would, untie her, or she will escape on her own, and you won’t like that at all.”

      Well, he knew her.

      The female who had tied her up to begin with scurried over to undo the bonds.

      “You command no one in this abode,” Enta growled.

      The tension bristled through the cave. Kerrigan’s magic was taut as a rope and ready to unleash if need be. She could feel the tides swirling within the room and knew that at any moment, this could go all wrong.

      “Oh, shut it, Enta,” one of the males finally muttered. “You’re just mad you can’t marry him now.”

      Enta lifted a knife from her belt and angled it toward the male. “Be quiet, or I will make you so.”

      The male guffawed. “Try it, Enta. We’ve all seen you mooning over him. It’s good to know something can throw you down a peg.”

      “We will leave,” Fordham said quickly to try to forestall the violence.

      Mendy had finished with the bonds. Kerrigan rose hastily to her feet and hurried to his side.

      “I have done a disservice to your people by impersonating you. For that, I am sorry. We will not delay you any longer.”

      “Wait,” the male said, shouldering past Enta. He clapped a hand on Fordham’s shoulder. “Any male who can make us believe he’s Erewan is a male that I wish to know. You are welcome at our fires.”

      “Aye,” Mendy agreed.

      The rest of the circle cheered their agreement. Only Enta looked furious and red with embarrassment.

      “Thank you, Darvin,” Fordham said, putting a hand to his chest and bowing slightly.

      “You and your girl can stay the night,” Darvin said. “Isn’t that right, Enta?”

      “Fine,” Enta grunted. “You are welcome at our fires.”

      “I would like to hear your story. A prince of the Dark Court who has fallen for a half-Fae enemy,” Darvin said. His gaze between Kerrigan and Fordham was keen. “Regale us this night. It is not many who could have a lover follow them up the mountain.”

      Fordham nodded to Kerrigan, and then they entered the Erewan circle. A fur coat was draped over Kerrigan’s shoulders to ward off the cold. Food was passed around the circle. Enta still sulked in irritation. All her plans had unfolded in the span of an evening. Kerrigan felt sorry for her, but she wasn’t giving Fordham up for anything.

      As they ate, Fordham told them his tale—his exile, the dragon tournament to join the Society, and his curse. It was hard to believe all they had endured together, and how much more there was to go. Even Enta leaned forward as he told the more daring and dangerous parts of their story. By the end, they were enraptured.

      Darvin nodded. “This is a worthy cause. A worthy reason to climb the mountain. It is not an easy journey, but in the morning, we’ll take you as far as we can go.”

      Fordham bowed his head. “Thank you.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “We appreciate it.”

      The rest of them dispersed at the end of the story, bedding down into rolls around the fire. Fordham’s gaze slid back to her, and she saw the fury he’d carefully contained as he feared for their lives. He jerked his head to the side, and she followed him away from the mountain folk.

      When they were nearly back into the snow, Fordham pulled her to a stop and slammed her back against the rock wall.

      “Hey!”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he snarled. “You blew my cover. Do you have any idea how long it took me to get in with these people? Do you know how close they were to killing us?”

      Kerrigan shoved him backward. “Don’t condescend to me. I was there. I know exactly how close we got. But I wouldn’t have had to do any of that if you had told me where you were. If you had asked for my help.”

      “I told you that I didn’t need your help,” he barked back.

      “Clearly, that’s not true. Because it was only by me coming here and blowing your cover that you got what you had come for. We’re going up the mountain.”

      “No. No, we,” he said. “Just me.”

      “Fordham, I am going with you.”

      “I didn’t want you here, Kerrigan. I wanted to handle this on my own.”

      “Why?” she demanded. “Why must you do it on your own? Haven’t you learned yet that we’re better together?”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “Why?” she bellowed at him. “Why? Just tell me why.”

      “Because I can’t lose you,” he roared. He leaned forward, one hand on the wall at her head. His breathing was ragged as he hung his head. “I can’t lose you.”

      “Ford,” she whispered. Her hand came to his face, lifting it up to look at her. “We’re better together.”

      “Until this curse is lifted, I can’t guarantee your safety. And the last thing I want is for me to get this close—this close—and to lose you.”

      “When I’m not with you, I can’t guarantee your safety.”

      His eyes sparked like lightning in a thunderstorm. As if he’d never thought about it from her perspective. Never considered how much she had been worried about him out here, all alone.

      “Please,” she whispered. “I can’t leave. I can’t leave you here. I had another vision.”

      His eyes rounded for a second before flattening. “You haven’t had one since the tournament.”

      “And you might have noticed that I’m working on my powers. That was how I found you in that dream.”

      He blinked. “That was real?”

      “Yes. There’s so much I need to tell you, Ford. So much. But it was real. I don’t know if I can do it again. There were special circumstances that made it possible. I learned something else after that. I can cast for visions now.”

      “What did it show you?”

      She swallowed. That, she didn’t want to reveal. She didn’t want to tell him. “It doesn’t matter. I just knew I had to see you.”

      “That isn’t how your visions worked in the past. What did you see?”

      “You,” she said slowly. “I saw you in the snow.”

      He arched an eyebrow, intuitively knowing she was holding something back.

      Her breathing hitched. “With a knife in your chest and blood in the snow, dead.”

      Fordham went preternaturally still. “I see. Then, the curse has caught up with me.”

      “No,” she said fiercely. “You don’t know that. I am here to stop it.”

      “We both know that isn’t how it works. Your visions rarely make sense until they happen, but if I’m dead, then I’m dead.”

      She shook her head. “We don’t know that.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. I have to go up the mountain.”

      “I’m going with you. You can’t stop me after my vision.”

      He looked at her with a resigned look in those eyes. “I suppose that is true.”

      Silence lingered between them. Kerrigan reached out and threaded their fingers together. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable. Not when she was finally here with him again.

      “So,” she said, smiling deviously, “when were you planning to tell me you were marrying an Erewan female?”

      Fordham shot her an imperious look. “I had no such plans.”

      Kerrigan could barely hold back a laugh. “She seemed pretty set on it.”

      “You’re as insufferable as ever. Your mouth is the end of me.”

      “Then, maybe you should make me be quiet,” she whispered.

      He smirked and then tilted her chin up, up, up. He was so much taller than her that she could stand on her tiptoes and still not meet his eyes. They hung in that moment, together again after so long. The kiss they’d shared in the Draíocht was a dreamlike haze in memory. It couldn’t compare to here and now with their bodies nearly pressed together and their breath intermingling.

      Fordham drew a line down her jawline, down her neck, and across her collarbone. “You are temptation incarnate.”

      She leaned forward into those words. Her chest against his. Her lips ready and waiting. “I missed you too,” she teased.

      His mouth dropped until he was nearly upon her lips. She whimpered with need at the intimacy of the moment. The heat radiating off of him. She’d wanted this for far too long.

      “After the mountain,” he promised.

      She dropped backward against the cave wall. “Ford …”

      “When we’re safe and the curse is broken, I am yours.”

      “I’m holding you to that. You’re not allowed to die before.”

      He nodded once. “As my lady wishes.”
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      Kerrigan bedded down in a separate bedroll. She’d reached out to Tieran on the spirit plane to explain the situation. He scouted the rest of the way up the mountain but could only go so far before it was too cold, even for him. They’d agree that he should find Netta, who, Fordham had confessed, had been fending for herself during his time in Erewa since they were unwelcoming to dragons, and she would reach out again when they completed their mission.

      Between the anxiety, the hard ground under her back, and every little unfamiliar noise jolting her up, she slept horribly. Her magic appreciated even the small amount though. She felt much more herself in the morning. She would need every drop of her magic by the end of this.

      She ate leftover boar, packed her bags, and was provided all new clothing for the hike. Enta laughed at her meager cold weather gear. Apparently, what she was used to in the south was nothing compared to this. Her thanks were met with more disdain, and Kerrigan left off.

      “Tie this around you,” Mendy said, offering a rope.

      “Uh … why?”

      “It is to make sure we don’t lose anyone.”

      “Comforting,” she grumbled as she knotted the rope around her.

      Mendy grinned. “The mountain we climb today is so old that its name has been lost to time. We simply call it the witch’s mountain or the mountain. No one climbs it lightly, and few have made it past the barrier. Fewer have lived to tell the tale. If you wish to reach the top with Ford, then you will follow our every word and try not to upset Enta.” Mendy looked back to her fellow and shrugged.

      “I’ll try,” Kerrigan said nervously.

      She had never made a climb like this. She had no experience. She could keep her tongue under control long enough to let their guides get them to where they were going.

      “And put on these.” Mendy gave her a pair of almost flippers that were flat and attached to the bottom of her boots. “You’re lucky we had an extra pair after Hornace didn’t make it back from his last leg up the mountain.”

      Kerrigan gulped. But she added the odd snowshoes to her feet and then got into line behind Fordham. They were tied together. He shot her a grim look, but it was laced with excitement. All of his time here in the mountains had been leading up to this moment. Now, they were finally going to get there.
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      Kerrigan was freezing before the sun fully rose through the fog of snow. The furs and new boots helped. Not to mention, the snowshoes that kept her from sinking down into the snow and rather kept her on top of it. But still, she was cold.

      It certainly didn’t help that while all the others had been born in this climate or spent months adjusting, she had come from Kinkadia a few days prior, where summer was in full swing. Her body was used to heat and humidity, not snow. Not by a long shot.

      But she couldn’t complain. She had no doubt that the Erewan would leave her behind rather than turn around now.

      She used spurts of magic to conjure a flame in her hand to warm up her extremities, but even that she couldn’t sustain. She had no idea what she was going to go up against once they made it up the mountain. She would need every ounce of her magic.

      When they stopped for a short lunch, Kerrigan collapsed with her bag against a tree. The snow had ceased an hour earlier, leaving a dry chill, which was somehow worse than a wet chill. Every blast of wind bit into her skin. She pulled her mask up higher against the cold, but it did little to keep back the wind.

      “Don’t rest too long,” Darvin warned. “Your body can get too cold.”

      “Or do,” Enta grumbled, staying on her feet and stalking away.

      Fordham offered a hand and hauled her back up. “How are you doing?”

      “Freezing.” She took a sip of her water, which she’d had to heat to keep from freezing. Then a bite of her bread and meat. The cheese was hard as a rock, and she’d given up on it.

      “And your magic?”

      “Fine,” she grumbled.

      “You had a vision. I know what that does to you.”

      She met his gaze. “I’m not backing out. I’ll make it to the top.”

      He stared her down, surely hoping she would change her mind. But he should have known better than that. She would never back down from a challenge.

      Finally, he nodded. “Keep your reserves up as much as you can but stay warm. You can lose fingers and toes to the cold out here if you’re not careful.”

      She wiggled her cold fingers in her gloves. “So far, so good.”

      Hours later, she was cursing herself for agreeing to do this. The wind had picked up, so the rope was half there to keep her from blowing away. She was roughly half the size of the Erewan people and clearly not meant for these extra conditions. Fordham picked her up out of the snow twice. Finally, she found a large stick and hacked it off of a tree to use to help her keep her footing in the snow. It did just enough to manage her center of gravity that she didn’t need anyone else’s help until they reached a sheer cliff.

      “What the gods?” Kerrigan groaned. She tilted her head to look straight up. “Can we go around?”

      “Up,” Enta grunted.

      “And then we’re there,” Darvin added. “A hundred feet straight up, and then you go from there.”

      “What do you mean? That’s not the top?”

      “The top is inaccessible,” Mendy said. “We can’t go farther.”

      “Then …”

      “Only those seeking the witch can step through,” Fordham said. “It’s like a story. Those old faerie tales that were passed down.”

      Kerrigan stretched her memory for one that he meant but came up blank. “There’s a faerie tale about the witch of the mountain?”

      Mendy nodded brightly. “It’s our most told story. The witch of the mountain lives in a cottage alone in the woods. She grants wishes but only to those who can pass her tests. The first female who tried was turned aside, for her wish was something the witch could not grant—bringing back a dead lover. The second male had a vengeful heart and hoped to slay his enemies. He crossed the barrier but failed the witch’s tests. The third was a female, pure of heart. She wanted to unite her people with the dragons. She passed the tests, and the witch granted her wish—to become the first dragon rider of her people.”

      Kerrigan blinked. “Wait, you’re telling me that Irena went to the witch to bind Ferrinix? I’ve never heard that before.”

      “The tale varies by tribe,” Fordham said softly. As if admitting that was tantamount to disproving what they’d just said.

      “This is the oldest story to date,” Darvin said defensively.

      Kerrigan couldn’t fathom it. Every time she thought she knew the full tale of the Irena Bargain, new pieces were unfurled about her. She wondered how much of it was even true.

      “So, you will go with a pure heart,” Mendy said. “And if you are worthy, you will pass the tests and make your request of the witch.”

      “But first, the cliffside,” Enta growled.

      Kerrigan gulped. Right. The cliff.

      The mountain folk went first, displaying an incredible aptitude for mountain climbing. Once the first few were at the top, they dropped the rope to secure around the next who would make the climb.

      Kerrigan glanced at Fordham as they each tied a rope around their waist. “Glad we had that rigorous training for a year right about now.”

      He looked upward. “Not much mountain climbing though.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “We can do this together,” he reassured her.

      Kerrigan swallowed and stepped up to the mountain. She had watched foot and hand placement while the others went up the cliff. Now that she stared at it, it looked like an enormous, impossible obstacle.

      “One at a time,” Fordham said. “I’m the one who is afraid of falling after all.”

      She grinned. “Right. How are you going to do this?”

      “Don’t look down,” he offered with a dramatic gulp.

      She laughed and then put her hand to the face of the mountain wall. The first few feet weren’t terrible. The mountain folk called down foot and hand placement suggestions. She listened as much as she could while focusing on the task at hand.

      Halfway up the wall, she reached for a rock. She grasped it tight and then gasped as it slipped out of her hand.

      Kerrigan screamed as she clung hard on to the one piece of rock. Her feet dangled below, and the rope pulled taut, constricting around her ribs.

      “Kerrigan,” Fordham cried. “I’m coming to get you.”

      “No,” she shouted. “I … I can do it.”

      “Don’t move.”

      But she didn’t listen. She slowly eased her body flush with the mountain and kicked until she found footholds to take the weight off her arm. The one that held all her body weight felt stretched too far, and her shoulder ached in the socket. She rolled the joint a few times.

      “Hey,” Fordham said. He’d moved over a few feet until he was within arm’s reach. “How are you doing?”

      “Arm hurts, but I can finish.”

      “Do you want to follow my movements?”

      She nodded, placing her hands and feet into the crevices he suggested. The only problem was that he was so much taller than her. Some of the arm placements were simply out of reach. She had to find smaller spots and climb twice as many times to get to the same place he’d gotten.

      But finally, Fordham climbed his way over the edge. Kerrigan breathed out heavily and then made a huge mistake. She looked down.

      Her eyes widened as the ground seemed to rise up to meet her a hundred feet below.

      “Oh gods,” she breathed, clinging to the mountain wall.

      Fear snaked its way up her throat. She could fly on a dragon and have no fear of heights, but all that held her now was rope. If she fell to the ground here, nothing would cushion her fall and she’d die.

      “Kerrigan,” Fordham said. “Look at me. Look up at me.”

      She slowly eased her head away from the ground and found the solid eyes of Fordham. Her Fordham.

      “You can do this. I believe in you. Keep going.” He held an arm down. “Reach for me.”

      “I … I can’t.”

      “Kerrigan, you can. What did you say yesterday? We’re better together. Let me help you.”

      She closed her eyes and shivered. She had to do this. She had faced worse to get to where she was. Much, much worse. She wouldn’t back down today.

      She met Fordham’s eyes again and then made the next climb and the next. Until she could reach far enough up that her fingers met Fordham’s fingers.

      “Just a little farther, halfling,” he said teasingly.

      “You’re such a bastard, princeling,” she ground out.

      “Come up here and say that to my face.”

      She gritted her teeth and then pushed herself off of the foothold. She was suspended for a moment, completely in free fall. Then, Fordham latched around her wrist.

      “I’ve got you,” he said in relief. “I’ve got you.”

      Darvin reached down and grasped her other wrist. Together, they hauled her the rest of the way up the mountain. She collapsed backward in the snow. Her breathing came out in white puffs. She would cry if it wouldn’t freeze on her cheeks.

      She’d done it.

      She’d made it up the mountain.

      Enta towered over her. “Well, I didn’t expect that of you.” She offered her a hand, and Kerrigan slapped hers into it. She dragged Kerrigan to her feet. “Maybe you’re not so bad.”

      Kerrigan winced at her abraded hands. “Thanks.”

      “Maybe,” Enta said with a shrug.

      Fordham stepped up to her with a grin on his face. “A bastard, huh?”

      “I’ll try for something more colorful next time.”

      He laughed softly. “Next time.”

      “All right,” Darvin said. “We trek up this rise, and then there’s a cave to the east. We’ll camp there for the night.”

      “We don’t go on?” Kerrigan asked in surprise.

      “You can’t cross the divide, except under the light of the moon,” Mendy told her. “Best to rest before you try to enter.”

      Enta nodded. “Ahead we go.”

      They trekked the rest of the rise up the mountain. It was a sharp incline, but nothing compared to what they’d just done. Kerrigan was still out of breath when they reached the cave mouth, which had clearly been used before. The Erewan started a fire with what kindling they could locate, and they gathered around it for warmth, eating more of their supplies.

      By the time night fell, Kerrigan was warm and sated. Her magic had recovered significantly, and she finally felt prepared for what lay ahead.

      Enta nodded at Kerrigan and Fordham. “It’s time. I will show you the way.”

      They repacked their supplies and followed Enta out of the cave mouth. She was silent as they stalked through the tree line, stopping a half-mile later when they reached a clearing in the snow.

      “This is it,” she whispered reverently.

      It didn’t look like … anything.

      “You’re sure?” Fordham asked.

      Enta glared at him. “I would know the lands sacred to my people.”

      He bowed to her. “I meant no insult. I wanted to be sure.”

      “It’s a clearing,” Kerrigan said uncertainly.

      Enta nodded. “Pass through, and you are on your way to the witch. I wish you the best.”

      Then, she was gone.

      Fordham looked to Kerrigan with a raised eyebrow. “Well?”

      Kerrigan tilted her head and tried to find the shape of the working. With Mei’s barrier around the House of Shadows, she had felt the difference in the air. But there was no such thing around this clearing. To anyone who did not know where they were, it was simply a clearing. No witch at all.

      “Let’s go.”

      She put her hand into his, and by the light of the moon, they crossed into the unknown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            THE FAERIE TALE

          

        

      

    

    
      The barrier was like walking through molasses—viscous and slow. The more she tried to push her way across it, the more it held her firm. It probed her mind and body, trying to discover her intentions. She focused on her need to break Fordham’s curse, her love for him, her true heart. She’d had so many opportunities in his absence to take another lover. March had done his best to make her his wife. Dozan had offered on multiple occasions for them to be together. She could have given in to him so easily. Been the girl she was before she met Fordham and realized there was so much more to life. That love wasn’t one-sided and it didn’t have selfish aims. It was a partnership, and she would stop at nothing to help him.

      Then, all at once, the sap released from her feet, and she popped out on the other side.

      Kerrigan gasped. Her hands went to her hair and her body. She was shocked to find herself completely whole. Then, her eyes skimmed the room she had been deposited into with alarm. She was no longer in the snow. In fact, she was in an enormous foyer for what could only be described as a palace. Giant marble columns led down a pink-and-white tiled hallway. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, reflecting the candlelight. Everything was more beautiful and over the top than she had ever seen. Even Belcourt Palace held nothing on this place.

      Just as strange, she was no longer in her hiking clothes. Her winter gear had been replaced with a white ballgown with a princess skirt, threaded through with Bryonican navy flowers. The bodice was high-necked with delicate lace to her wrists. The navy flowers bloomed up to her elbow and across her chest. The magic that had created it must have known her to make the flowers that color.

      A second later, Fordham popped into existence next to her in a black suit with a silver cravat at his neck and the stitching of the House of Shadows upon his lapel. He was cleanly shaven, and without the beard—which, she’d admit, had been striking—he looked more like her prince than ever.

      “What …” he began. Then, he found his clothing and jolted. “How is this possible? Where are we? Where did these clothes come from?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. It must be a spell with the barrier.”

      His eyes tracked the stunning room before them in dismay. “This must be one of the tests. The trick from the faerie tale.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I don’t like it.” He patted himself down. “My weapons are missing.”

      Kerrigan hadn’t even thought about it. She was certain nothing could be hidden in this bodice. She had no knives under her skirts. She felt for her magic, and to her relief, it blasted forward with ease. Almost as potent as it had been in Draíocht. This felt like holy land.

      “We still have our magic. We’re not defenseless.”

      He nodded solemnly. “My magic feels strong here.”

      “Mine too.”

      “Well, that’s a relief at least. I can always jump us out of here if need be.”

      “That isn’t going to be necessary,” she assured him. “We’re going to break this curse. Whether we get a wish from the witch or have to kill her. We’re going to do this.”

      “Maybe don’t announce our plans,” he said with a grim look.

      Kerrigan laughed. “As if that barrier didn’t read our minds.”

      He grimaced. “Right.” Then he took a breath and offered her his arm. “Shall we, my lady?”

      Kerrigan set her hand in the crook of his elbow. “Together.”

      They moved down the pink marble hallway toward the sounds of a soiree. Kerrigan kept expecting something to jump out at them. She was ready for an attack, but nothing ever came. Perhaps it was worse that they had entered the sleeping bear cave. The trap had already been sprung.

      At the end of the hall was a large, open room, filled to the brim with food and drink. The display made the boar that the Erewan Fae had roasted last night look like nothing. Platters were heaped with a dozen different kinds of succulent meat, fruits like she had never seen, bread so soft that it looked like pillows with slabs of sweet butter. The desserts were elaborate, ranging from tiny little macarons to the multitiered cakes. It was as if she had entered another world, and she wanted to try everything.

      Kerrigan’s stomach growled noisily at the display, and her mouth watered. She could see the hunger painted on Fordham’s face as well.

      “Welcome,” a male said, stepping out of a side door.

      Kerrigan jumped before she could stop herself, but the man smiled and offered her a golden goblet on a platter.

      “Drink?”

      Fordham eyed it skeptically. “What is it? And who are you?”

      The man ignored the second question entirely. “We have punch, red and white wine, and sparkling. Though if you have a preference, I can consult the cellar for your specialty.”

      “Where are we?” Kerrigan probed.

      The male looked at her and offered her the platter. “Drink?”

      “Can you hear me?” She waved her hand in his face. “Where are we? Who lives here? Who are you?”

      He moved the platter to the other hand and put it in front of Fordham. “Drink?”

      “I don’t think he can answer our questions,” Fordham said.

      “What if we don’t want to eat or drink anything?” she asked, even as her stomach cramped at the thought of ignoring the food.

      The Fae male bristled at that comment. “You can eat until you’re sated and then enter the party. Otherwise, you may leave the way you came.”

      Kerrigan frowned. “We’ve heard the faerie tales. Once a human has eaten in the halls of the Fae, they can never leave.”

      Fordham scowled. “That was a long time ago.”

      “When do you think this place was built exactly?”

      “Then, you shouldn’t eat or drink anything. You should go back. He said you could go back.”

      Kerrigan glared at him. Then, she snatched up the closest goblet and took a long drink of the punch within. Once the cool, fruity liquid touched her lips, she couldn’t seem to stop drinking. She downed the glass as quickly as she could. The red liquid ran out of her mouth and down her chin, staining the white of her dress.

      She clunked the goblet down onto the platter. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

      She reached for another glass. She had never had anything so delicious. She simply couldn’t get enough of whatever that was. It tasted like the nectar of the gods. Something a mere mortal should never have been able to taste.

      “No,” Fordham said, lunging for the glass.

      “Let go,” she snapped.

      “One drink is enough.” He wrangled it out of her hand and took a sip of it. Instantly, his face fogged over. Then, he poured the rest of the contents down his throat. “That is …”

      “The best thing you have ever tasted?”

      “Yes,” he breathed.

      Their eyes moved to the food on all the many platters. They could indulge here. They could devour the entire contents on display. It would be so easy and still never be enough. Kerrigan tried to shake the feeling, to clear the fog settling in her mind. But the food was right there. It somehow looked even more delicious than before they tasted the wine. The hog glistened. The enlarged fruits looked bursting with flavor. The desserts were twice the size. Everything made her stomach physically uncomfortable because she wasn’t pushing it into her gullet.

      “Fordham,” she groaned, holding her stomach. “I’m so hungry.”

      “Then, we’ll eat.”

      He took a step forward, and she grabbed him.

      “Wait.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      He tried to rip his way out of her grasp. She doubled down and held him tighter.

      “Were you hungry before this?” she asked, fishing in her memory. “We ate. We ate, remember? Before we came in.”

      “What are you talking about?” Fordham asked. “We’ve been here for hours. We’re starving, Kerrigan. We need to eat. Let me go.”

      She pushed her body in front of his. She was hungry. She wanted to eat the food more than anything in her life, but this also felt wrong. Something was wrong.

      “Look at me.”

      Finally, after a harried few minutes, he met her gaze. His pupils were blasted out so far that his eyes almost looked black. But the longer he looked at her, the more his eyes settled back to their thunderstorm gray. His breathing relaxed, and his shoulders dropped.

      “It’s a trick,” she said softly. “I still want it, but … but we had enough.”

      He ground his teeth together and nodded. As if he were physically unable to speak or he would rush the tables again.

      She put her hand in his, grounding them, and then stepped away from the buffet. One step at a time to escape the temptation of feasting for eternity.

      Once they were out of the room, Kerrigan finally felt as if she could breathe easier again. The hunger dampened by the distance.

      “That was close,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he said softly. “For saving us.”

      “I don’t know how I did it. I wanted to eat all of that food.”

      “Yes,” he said with a cough. “I still want to turn around and go back.”

      She nodded, holding his hand tighter. “Then, let’s go on and see what other faerie tale is in store for us.”

      He pushed his shoulders back and took another step away from the food and drink. She stayed at his side. The farther they got away from the refreshments, the better she felt. Until they stopped before two enormous gilded doors.

      A male stepped out of another door and bowed low to them both. “I shall announce you.”

      The doors swung open, as if of their own accord, revealing the largest ballroom Kerrigan had ever witnessed. It mirrored the rest of the palace, done up in the softest pink-and-white marble. A mural was painted upon the ceiling that seemed to shift the longer Kerrigan tried to make out what it was. Hundreds of Fae danced in time to the music, played by a full orchestra upon a dais against the far wall.

      When the song ended, the dancers ceased and applauded the dance. Then, they turned to the doors and stood, waiting.

      The male announced, “Fordham Ollivier, son of Samael and Kamara of Tribe Charbonnet, exile of the House of Shadows, prince of the Dark Court, king of nothing.”

      Fordham startled at that introduction. So many truths splayed out before a host of strangers. His face was hard as a rock as he stepped forward. She could tell that he resented those titles. Now, she feared how she was going to be announced.

      “And Felicity Kerrigan Argon, daughter of Kivrin of Tribe Bryonica and Keres of Andromadix, head of the House of Cruse, nominee of the Society council, and descendant of He Who Reigns.”

      Kerrigan stared at the man in utter confusion. Only half of those words made any sense to her. Keres was her mother. But Andromadix? What was that? Was that her mother’s surname or where she was from? She had never heard that word or anything like it here in Alandria.

      Also, who was He Who Reigns, and how was she descended from him? He Who Reigns felt like a title, but there was no such title that followed her family line. Somehow, she had more questions than answers.

      Still, she had to step forward. If this male was anything like the last, he would give her no answers. Only the witch could answer these questions. Perhaps that was precisely why they had been put before them.

      “What was all of that?” Fordham asked her softly.

      “I have no idea.”

      “What do we do now?”

      The music began again, and Kerrigan’s stomach went to her feet. “I think we dance.”

      “That is obvious, but why?”

      “Were you not told the faerie tales?”

      “They were more … suggestions rather than fears,” he admitted with a frown.

      “Right. House of Shadows,” she grumbled. “Anyway, they told little half-Fae and human children that if you danced in Faerie, you’d never cease. You would dance until your feet fell off … literally.”

      “And like the food, I’m gathering … you would want to.”

      “Precisely.”

      A male stepped forward, bowing low before Kerrigan. He was strikingly handsome. “My lady, may I have this dance?”

      A group of females tittered to Fordham’s side, each anxious to have him add his name to their dancing cards.

      “Together,” Fordham said quickly. “Don’t let go.”

      He swept her into his arms, and off they went. The other dancers filed in around them, unperturbed by their refusal. Perhaps it was enough to get them out on the dance floor.

      As soon as the music began anew, Kerrigan felt the entire world shift. She had always loved the dances at court. Her father had taught her them all at a very young age. She had avoided them in the House of Dragons to stall the ache in her heart at the loss of everything she’d once had. But now that she was free to enjoy them, she found she never wanted to leave the dance floor.

      “Look for an exit. We can escape as soon as we get near one,” Fordham said.

      But Kerrigan’s ears were clogged with cotton. She didn’t hear another word out of his lips. Something about a witch. Something, something about a cottage. She didn’t know. All she knew was that one song ended and the next started.

      Another male offered her his arm. Fordham protested, trying to keep her for himself, but that wasn’t fair. A lady should dance with everyone equally throughout the night. Showing favoritism toward one male would be wrong. She needed to have a full card and dance the night away. That was all that mattered.

      One dance turned into three and then five.

      Then, a hand was on her sleeve in the middle of the fifth dance. She blinked in surprise at the indecent arrangement.

      “You will wait your turn,” the male said.

      But when she looked up, she found a handsome face with thunderstorm eyes. Her fog lifted, if just for a moment. She should be with him. Be dancing with him.

      “Kerrigan, look at me,” he said, wrenching her out of the other male’s embrace. “Look at me and know me.”

      “Fordham?” she whispered.

      “Good. This way.”

      They danced across the room, and as they reached a corner nearest the orchestra, he ripped them out of the dance.

      She startled and protested. “No, wait …”

      “Walk the gardens with me,” he purred. “We can dance more after you’ve had a breath of fresh air.”

      She blinked. Yes, she wanted fresh air. But the dance …

      She looked backward and ached for the dance like nothing else she had ever wanted. Fordham was dragging her away from the dance, and suddenly, they were through the door and into the starry night air.

      “Oh,” she gasped. “Oh.”

      “Welcome back.”

      She blinked. “How long was I dancing?”

      Her feet ached. She bent double and wrenched off the shoes she had been wearing. The soles were worn through. Much longer and she would have bloody feet. Scales.

      He shook his head. “I have no idea. It felt like a few minutes, but it could have been days.”

      She showed him her shoes. “It might have been days.”

      He grimaced. “I lost you. I thought they would steal you away from me and I’d never find you again.”

      “Did … did you get lost to the dancing too?”

      “For a time,” he admitted. “But without you in my arms, it felt wrong.”

      She frowned. How had she escaped the drink but not the dancing? How had he escaped the dancing but not the drink? This faerie trick made no sense.

      “And look,” he said, pointing beyond the elaborate gardens.

      She squinted and saw smoke on the horizon. “Is that the cottage?”

      “I would guess so. We hike down to it, and that’s our witch.”

      Kerrigan frowned. “You think it’s that easy?”

      “Do we have a choice?”

      “Good point.”

      The gardens were hundreds of acres. They sprawled as far as the eye could see, complete with a hedge maze, dozens of enormous fountains, and a river running through half of the grounds. They crossed the pebbled stone walkway between blooming bushes to a magnificent stone staircase that led down to a fountain.

      “Do you think it’s a wishing well?” Kerrigan asked. “I heard they used one at the last dragon tournament.”

      “Ah, I heard that.”

      “Before Cyrene found you,” Kerrigan teased.

      Fordham smiled fondly. “Cyrene was unlike anyone I had ever met.”

      “You sound as if you fell in love with her.”

      He laughed. “Ah, no, she was more like a hurricane, wrecking her way through the House of Shadows and tearing down everything I thought I knew a human could be.”

      “That sounds like her.”

      “Sounds like someone else I know,” he said, his gaze suddenly landing on her face.

      “I learned from the best. Cyrene taught me to be fearless.”

      He choked on a breath. “I don’t think anyone needed to teach you that. You were born fearless.”

      He stopped before the fountain, turning her face up to him. The moonlight shone bright upon their faces, and the stars twinkled overhead. It was a perfect night. So pristine as to be halted in time on this very moment.

      “Fordham,” she breathed, wanting to extend this second into eternity.

      “I have missed you so much.”

      “How could you leave me?” she asked, taking a step into him. “How could you leave me all alone?”

      “I never wanted to. I left for you.”

      “Can you admit that you left for you? We could have lived through this curse. We could survive anything. We were amazing together.”

      “I wanted nothing more than this, but if my curse was between us, you’d end up dead, like my mother, like Dacia.”

      Kerrigan closed her eyes against the pain of those names. His mother and his lover both dead, and he blamed himself. “Can you not see that their deaths are not on your hands? We’ve been together for a year, and I am still very much alive.”

      “And how many times have you been close to death?”

      “That isn’t because of you.”

      “How can you know? It is only with me in your life that you have been closer and closer to perishing.”

      “That is hardly true. I was in trouble long before you got here.”

      “I only make it worse!”

      Then, why have my visions put us together?” she asked, grasping the front of his suit and pulling him closer. “Why are we always pushed into each other’s path? I can find you anywhere. I know you belong to me. Just admit it.”

      He had no words. His lips dropped onto hers, and the world vanished entirely. There was nothing that could pull them apart in that moment. There was only the here and the now. Her brain was foggy with need for him. Their lips bruisingly fierce against the other, tongues volleying for dominance, bodies pressed tight together.

      “Kerrigan,” he groaned, sliding his hands down the back of her dress. “I need you.”

      Her heart galloped in her chest. It was all she had wanted for so long. Just to hear those words. When he had left, she had been bereft. Nothing could fix the pain in her chest. The curse didn’t matter. Only them together.

      “Please,” she gasped.

      He pressed kisses to her ear and neck and across her collarbone. She was too warm. She wanted to rip their clothes off. No one else was in the gardens. No one would see what was happening here. And if they did, she was beyond caring. They had waited too long. Far too long.

      Fordham hoisted her into his arms and spread her out upon the fountain wall. His hands were under his skirts, hiking them up and out of the way. She gasped as his lips landed on her knee and then slowly—agonizingly slow—up her inner thigh. Each kiss was a brand so fiery hot that she gasped with every press against her skin.

      “More,” she pleaded, incoherent with need.

      He kissed higher and higher until he was nearly where she wanted him to be. Her face flushed in the moonlight. Her chest heaving.

      A tongue licked up her center, and her body shuddered, unleashing in that one move. She’d never come undone that fast in her entire life. Her body trembled as she came down.

      She reached for the stays of his pants, wanting more, wanting him. He was poised at her entrance, ready to complete what they had started, when their gazes locked.

      Her knees held him in place. His body stilled. Everything went deathly silent. Only their ragged breathing existed in the moment.

      “Ford,” she said as tears came to her eyes. “I think … I think we …”

      “We said we were going to wait,” he finished for her. “Right?”

      “I … I …” She touched her head, still so empty. “You wanted something else. Something more than this. Something to complete this.” He dropped his head, but she put her hands up and brought their eyes back together. “What was it? What were we talking about before this?”

      His storm cloud eyes were blank. “I want nothing more than you.”

      She groaned as he tried to move forward. She bit her lip to keep from allowing him to finish what they’d started. She could barely keep it together to remind him that something was off.

      “You stopped this in the snow,” she breathed.

      “The snow.” He looked around at the perfect summer night, cool and breezy. The stars winking their approval at their clandestine activities. Then, his gaze dropped back down to her, and the wall shattered. “The curse.”

      He pulled back, righting his clothes. His pale cheeks tinged with red. Kerrigan sat up on the fountain wall, straightening her skirts. She was just as flushed with need and embarrassment. They’d gotten so carried away, so fast. As if everything else about their mission had disappeared.

      When she’d imagined walking through a faerie tale, she’d always made fun of the poor fools for getting caught up in the tricks of the mischievous, ancient Fae. Now that she was in the middle of her own tale, she understood. The spells were too strong. They preyed on exactly what she wanted. And what she wanted was Fordham. More than anything. She’d braved a blizzard for him. Climbed a mountain for him. Walked into a literal nightmare for him.

      “Are you okay?” Fordham asked, his throat raw.

      “Feeling a little foolish.”

      “As am I,” he admitted. He held a hand out and then hauled her to her feet. “That was a dirty trick. I can never resist you.”

      She pressed one more kiss to his lips. “I thought we were getting quite adept at it.”

      “Then, perhaps it’s a blessing that our bodies remembered we were supposed to stop.”

      “Perhaps.”

      He laced their fingers together. “Ready?”

      “Let’s get that witch.”
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      Despite her bravado, the closer they got to the cottage, the deeper Kerrigan’s fear. How powerful must this witch be to create all of this? She’d heard of love spells. Sometimes, faerie punch was laced with it, but nothing compared to what had just happened. Not to mention, the palace, all the Fae, the grounds. It was too much for any one Fae to conjure on their own. Even the spell that hid it all from the rest of Alandria was beyond what any living Fae was capable.

      They’d trekked out of the gardens, through a forest footpath just large enough for the pair of them to walk shoulder to shoulder, and came upon a waist-high stone wall. The wooden gate that barred their entrance was old and rickety, creaking as Fordham pulled it open. The cottage beyond was much the same.

      The stone was a light gray with a thatched roof and tulips growing out of the trellises. A vegetable garden was growing verdant in the front lawn. The trickle of a small fountain was the only sound. Smoke billowed from the chimney, and candlelight flickered in the front window.

      “Plan?” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “Hope for a wish.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      He shot her a look that she knew all too well. When diplomacy didn’t work, plan B was always violence.

      “All right,” she said with a nod. Then, she took the last few steps to the front door and knocked.

      Fordham’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

      “The people in these stories are always so rude. Just walking into houses and eating other people’s food and sleeping in their beds. I thought it best to be polite and see if that helps our circumstances.”

      Fordham looked aghast, but a moment later, the front door creaked open. No one stood at the entrance. It blew inward, as if on a faint wind.

      “Hello?” Kerrigan said, her voice wavering. “Is there anyone home?”

      “Come in,” a lilting voice called.

      Kerrigan glanced at Fordham. He shrugged. They’d come this far. Together, they stepped across the threshold. She half-expected the cottage to disappear and another glorious palace to appear, but everything remained the same.

      The cottage was simple with a small fireplace, kitchen area, and a separate space for the sleeping quarters. A spinning wheel rested in one corner. A female sat in a rocking chair with needlework before her. Golden hair hung forward over her face. Her clothes were basic, probably from her own weaving.

      “It has been many years since I’ve had visitors,” she said in that same musical voice. “To whom do I owe the pleasure?”

      Fordham stepped forward. “I am Prince Fordham Ollivier, crowned prince of the House of Shadows, and this is my companion, Kerrigan Argon, First of the House of Cruse.”

      “Hmm,” she said.

      Kerrigan pushed him backward. “I am Kerrigan, and though I do have a long title now, I once had no title. I was abandoned by my father, and my mother was killed in childbirth. I have been an orphan and unwanted, but I have found my place over time.”

      “And you?” she asked Fordham.

      He clenched his hands into fists and then released them. “I am Fordham. I have abandoned my titles, my life, and my love. I was exiled, and now, I should be king. But my titles matter less than what I have found beyond them.”

      “What is that?”

      “Love. A love worth fighting for.”

      Slowly, she tipped her head up from her needlework. Kerrigan nearly fell to her knees right then at the sight of her beauty. She was ethereal and beyond stunning. The most beautiful face Kerrigan had ever witnessed. Wars had been waged for that face. If she’d had doubts before, she had none now. This was the witch of the mountain.

      “My lady,” Fordham said, dropping to one knee and bowing before her.

      Kerrigan curtsied low. She was in the presence of such immense power that there was nothing else to do but grovel before her.

      “Rise,” she said evenly. “You have not come to fall on my floor. Ask your question.”

      They both came to their feet, but still, it was hard to even stand in her presence. Hard to look at her too-beautiful face.

      Fordham’s eyes were wide with awe. “Who … who are you?”

      “Is that the question you have journeyed all this way for?” she asked with a melodic laugh. “Is my identity that important?”

      Kerrigan could think of no more important question in her presence. She couldn’t fathom that this was anyone other than a goddess of old. But Fordham had not come before a witch to find a potential god for nothing. He had come here with purpose.

      “My lady, at birth, a mysterious stranger came forward to give me a blessing that was a curse. Any who I love will end up dead, and I will end up alone. I have seen my mother die before my eyes. My first lover was beheaded in my presence. I fight for love, but I cannot fight a curse of this magnitude. I want to live a life with love. I ask that you remove this curse.”

      The female was silent a moment before rising to her feet. She was nearly the same height as Fordham but seemed to tower over him. Then, to Kerrigan’s shock, she laughed. It was a melodious sound that made Kerrigan want to lean in.

      “Oh, you poor child.” She set her needlework aside and walked forward, placing a hand on his brow. “I cannot lift your curse.”

      Fordham crumpled under the weight of those words. “You cannot?”

      She shook her head once. “I cannot.”

      “But … were you not the one to place it upon me?” he asked, scrambling for anything to recover from this.

      “Indeed. I placed a gift upon your house.”

      “My house?”

      The female strode around him. “You look much like him. Though I do not know how many generations it has been since King Grenard sat on his throne.”

      Fordham’s eyes rounded. “Thousands of years, my lady. That was my great-great-great-grandfather.”

      “Then, you still bear the weight of Grenard’s failure.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “Grenard was my lover for a time,” the female admitted. “I frequented your realm more regularly then. Children still fascinated me. They hadn’t yet wrecked the world.”

      Kerrigan tried to hide her shock at the words spilling from her lips. This female had to be over five thousand years old. Perhaps older.

      “I charged him to take better care of his tribe. I saw the divisions forming between his people, between the houses, between the humans who had always worshipped me, and I told him to stop.” She came to a halt before Fordham. “I told him that if he did not, then he would see those he loved perish and receive the enmity of his children.”

      Fordham was shaking now. Hearing this old tale for the first time clearly. Something that the generations had hidden from him.

      “He did not stop, and it went to his firstborn and then his firstborn and then his.” She gestured to him. “And to you.”

      “There must be a way to stop it,” Fordham gasped, suddenly desperate.

      “Only you can stop it, child of the night,” she said. She placed a hand on his cheek. “Renounce the old ways and find peace with your subjects and the humans. Bring Charbonnet back into the light.”

      “I must … reclaim my throne,” he choked out. Fordham looked as if he had been punched in the gut.

      All this time, he had suffered under the weight of such an old curse. He had been certain he could break it, only to find out that the way to do so was to head back on the path he had given up. That humans and half-Fae were to live in peace with the Fae of the House of Shadows. That as king, he could enact these very measures. It was all so much.

      “Wish fulfilled,” the woman said.

      Then, she turned her gaze away from Fordham, who was still processing this information.

      “And you. It has been even longer since I have seen one of your kind.”

      Kerrigan bristled at that word. She had just said that she appreciated the humans who worshipped her. And now, she was going to insult her.

      “What is your wish, child?”

      A million questions came to mind. With the kind of power this female possessed, Kerrigan could get anything she wanted. Yet she couldn’t escape those words—your kind.

      She needed nothing from someone who would say that. Kerrigan had been doing just fine. She wasn’t here for a wish. She hadn’t even been in search of the witch. In fact, she’d believed that Arbor’s story was all a fallacy until she was told about it by the Erewa. This wasn’t her journey, and she would accept nothing.

      “I don’t need a wish,” she told her. “I was here for Fordham.”

      The female smiled, and Kerrigan felt her knees go weak. She had to lock them to keep from falling down in supplication.

      “Then, you have passed the final test.”

      Kerrigan blinked. “I did what?”

      “The proof of a pure heart is a selfless act for another.”

      The room felt dizzy at the confession on the female’s tongue. She hadn’t known there was a final test. She had thought they had already passed all the tests.

      “For that, I will give you a boon.”

      Kerrigan opened her mouth to object, but nothing came out.

      “My name is Titania.”

      Kerrigan gasped at the same time Fordham fell to his knees. Tears came to Kerrigan’s eyes, unbidden.

      “The mother of the Fae,” she whispered.

      Titania inclined her head. “That is one of my many titles. As you have proven, titles do not tell the whole story.”

      “But … you were one of the first Fae,” Fordham said, awestruck.

      “Yes. I was in the garden with my husband and sisters. I have seen the age of Fae thrive. I have seen my children flood the earth with offspring. I have seen it all wane.” Titania put a hand to Kerrigan’s cheek. “You are of my daughter Brigid. You have her touch of prophecy.”

      She lifted Fordham’s chin to look into his roiling gray eyes. “You are descended of my nephew Samil from my sister’s line. Mab would approve of you, I think.”

      Fordham looked thunderstruck. No words passed his lips.

      Kerrigan couldn’t believe she was in the presence of one of the first Fae. Their names were more legend than reality. She had never dreamed that any of them lived. Let alone still in Alandria.

      Titania tilted her head slightly as she gazed upon Kerrigan. “You wear something from one of my children.”

      She took Kerrigan’s hand and plucked the metal ring from her finger. Kerrigan had completely forgotten she had Dozan’s ring on. Little good it had done. Titania’s magic had still worked its way through her with or without a ring.

      “I have not seen its like in a long time,” Titania said. She brought the ring up to the light and twirled it once. “Fath don mes gathrian de noux.”

      Fordham’s eyes widened. “Find no passage through me.”

      “Correct,” Titania said.

      “That is the Ring of Endings,” he said reverently.

      “It has been called that. But when it was forged by my son Belenus, he wanted to create an object that could harness his power of healing.”

      “Healing?” Fordham choked. “Isn’t it known for vanquishing its enemies?”

      “Life and death are two sides of the same coin.”

      Kerrigan blinked at them both. “What are you talking about? I was given this for my eighteenth name day because it’s immune to magic.”

      “That is one of its characteristics. More a consequence than its purpose. After all, it did not stop you from entering my abode.”

      “Then, what does it do?”

      Titania’s eyes glittered with mirth. “It depends on the intention of that who wields it.” She placed the ring back on Kerrigan’s finger. “Take care with this.”

      Kerrigan pressed her hand to the ring, which felt much heavier than when Dozan had slipped it onto her finger a few days earlier. “I will.”

      “Now, my wishes have been fulfilled,” Titania said with a knowing smile. “I will permit you to stay with me for the evening, and tomorrow, you will leave with my blessing.”

      “Even me?” Kerrigan forced between her lips.

      Titania lifted her chin. “Even you.”

      “In these tales, the human is meant to stay forever.”

      “You’re not human though, are you?”

      “Half-Fae,” Kerrigan blurted out, as if the mother of Fae couldn’t tell the difference.

      Titania’s smile was full of mischief. “It would be a test of wills to see if I could stop you.”

      Kerrigan gaped at her, but Fordham guffawed. “At least she can read you.”

      “Now, baths for the both of you and then bed. Morning will come sooner than you know.”

      And there was nothing to do but agree.

      When Titania, the mother of Fae, told them to bathe and bed down, they went without complaint.
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      The bath was glorious. Kerrigan hadn’t known how much she needed it until she was dipped into the hot spring and scrubbed clean by a pair of Fae. She wanted to ask where they had come from, but having met Titania, she realized some things were beyond understanding.

      Once she was towel-dried and her hair heated until it was no longer wet, a fresh navy silk robe waited for her. She drew it around her body and stepped into the adjoining room.

      Fordham sat with his back to the door she had entered. He was draped in a black-and-silver robe of the finest quality. His head bowed over a piece of parchment as his fingers flew over the page.

      “Sad broody-boy poetry?” she teased, leaning against the doorframe.

      He jerked around in surprise. “Kerrigan.” His throat bobbed. “I thought you’d have your own room.”

      “Apparently, there’s only one bed.”

      Fordham arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      “I’m not going to question it.”

      “We just walked through a palace the size of Kinkadia. She can surely give you a second room.”

      “I’m sure she could,” Kerrigan said, crossing to where he stood. “Are you going to question her judgment?”

      He paled slightly. “No, that doesn’t seem wise.”

      “I agree.”

      She dropped her hands onto his shoulders and then slid into his lap. His arms came around her waist, tugging her close to him. He buried his face into her neck and breathed her in.

      “Here I thought, you’d prefer me to sleep elsewhere,” she teased.

      He nipped at her shoulder. “I wasn’t sure we’d ever have this moment.”

      “Whose fault is that?” she demanded.

      His gray eyes were wide and sincere. “I can admit when I was wrong.”

      “Can you? I’d like to hear it then.”

      He laughed softly. “I was wrong. I should never have left you behind. I couldn’t have survived this place without you.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, leaning back against his chest. “Oh, that was very good. I like that very much.”

      “You’re insufferable,” he said with an arched eyebrow. Then, he brought her lips up to meet his. “But you are mine.”

      “Mmm,” she groaned against his lips. “That, I am. And we just faced down Titania together.”

      “The mother of the Fae,” he breathed. “Who knew she was still alive?”

      “I have no idea how it’s possible. She spoke about her children as if it had been days since she’d seen them, not millennia.”

      “And your ring.” He found it against her thumb and circled it. “I cannot believe you bear the Ring of Endings.”

      “Dozan would be very displeased if he learned its true identity.”

      “Dozan,” Fordham said with a sigh. “Why am I not surprised? He gave this to you?”

      She nodded. “It was as much a good-bye as a name day present.”

      “A good-bye? Where is he going?”

      Kerrigan pushed his chest. “I think he realized that I would never give up on you. That I had already made my choice.”

      “That never stopped him before.”

      “You know he would never admit it out loud, but he might actually like you.”

      Fordham made a noise of disbelief. “If you say so.”

      “How are you feeling about all this? Reclaiming your throne?”

      He buried his head into her neck again and made a few incoherent noises.

      “Fordham, we should talk about this.”

      “I have you all to myself after months apart,” he said, suddenly standing and taking her with him in his arms. “Maybe we could talk later.”

      She laughed but could hardly deny that she was thinking the same. Especially after what had happened in the gardens. They had been this close to being together as part of some twisted spell. This time, she wanted it to be because they were in full control of themselves. No more secrets. No more hiding. No more running.

      “I suppose it would be wrong not to use the bed Titania gave to us,” Kerrigan said as he laid her out on it.

      She stretched her arms up and let the silk robe split down the middle. Her pale legs spilled out of the slit up to mid-thigh. Fordham’s eyes tracked the movement. His own robe tenting as desire gripped him.

      “We wouldn’t want to be rude,” Fordham agreed.

      She grabbed him around the neck and crushed their lips together. When he had left her, she had been terrified that she would never see him again. That she would have to marry that oaf to save her people and never know the touch of true love again. Now that he was here with her in this bed, it almost felt unreal. Only days earlier, she had been on the brink of a breakdown with March. She had been willing to do anything to get rid of him. All she’d had to do was trust in her and Fordham, and it had worked out exactly as it always should have.

      Tomorrow would bring its own challenges. That was always a certain with them. But tonight was certain.

      Their tongues moved against one another as Kerrigan brought her bare legs up around his waist. He growled deep in the back of his throat as their bodies pressed tightly together. She was beyond ready for him, and the hardness pressing against her was all the proof she needed on his part.

      “I will never get enough of you,” he said as he trailed kisses down her neck.

      “And I you.”

      His hand found the tie at her waist and tugged it loose. The silk fell away from her body, baring her before him. His eyes drank her in hungrily. As if one look at her naked body was enough to send him over the edge.

      “Gods,” he breathed.

      He took his time, running his hands down her sides as he kissed a path across her chest, between her breasts, and down the plane of her stomach. She squirmed as his kisses moved lower.

      “Fordham, I …”

      But her words were drowned out by the first press of his tongue against her. She gasped. They had just done this in the gardens. She had come undone within seconds, thanks to the magic. And still, it was nothing compared to the two of them with no barriers between them. Just this moment alone in a room with only one bed.

      “Oh,” he groaned as he slipped a finger inside of her easily.

      Her body was already primed and eager. When another finger followed the first, she suddenly couldn’t think of anything else. Just the sensations he coaxed out of her and the urge to rock her body against him. Everything was so much. Almost too much. Until she shuddered all at once, reaching a crest and crashing against the surf.

      She gasped as everything contracted over and over again. “Ford.”

      His look was victorious as he slid up her body. “I want you to make those sounds for eternity.”

      “Scales,” she muttered, opening her eyes to look up at him.

      He settled his hips between her open legs. A hand landed on her hip, making figure eights into her skin as he observed her with the look of a satisfied predator.

      “Come here,” she purred.

      Then, she kissed him. It didn’t matter that he tasted of her arousal. Only that she needed him in that moment. Needed all of him.

      She broke from his lips only long enough to gasp as he thrust forward. Her eyes were wide as they met his. The gray so dark that they were almost black. The need so apparent that it seemed to swallow her whole.

      She could barely breathe as he fitted himself to her perfectly. Her body singing with the sweet feel of him.

      He laced their fingers together, pushing her hands over her head. Her eyes widened as he withdrew and then pushed back inside of her.

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he groaned and did it again.

      She was helpless against him. He had always been bigger and stronger than her. She had spent the last year trying to keep up with his extended reach and his added weight and excessive height. Now that he was using all of that extra build to satisfy her body, she found being helpless with him here was the only way to exist. The only place she could let down all of her guards. Where he could use his dominance and that dark energy that always seemed to radiate off of him for her advantage. And she didn’t want him to stop. Not ever.

      Their joining turned rougher. Both of them aching for a connection that could obliterate all those hours and days and months without the other.

      There was no time or space that could do that. But they met with a fury and need that made it almost seem possible. So much time to make up for and never a way to accomplish it. All of it coalescing into a volcano on the edge of erupting.

      Then, as their lips met once more, they both exploded.

      Kerrigan had never felt anything quite like it. Never experienced a linking so intense that she literally had no words afterward.

      Fordham folded over her body. His head in her shoulder. His breathing a ragged mess. She ran her fingers through his midnight hair, finding peace in the moment.

      They sat like that for ages before she finally asked, “What are you going to do when we leave?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “You know what I must do.”

      “Return to the House of Shadows.”

      “Yes. I need to reclaim my mantle.”

      “I have a feeling it will be welcome.”

      He frowned. “I’m not so sure.”

      “I stopped there on my way here,” she admitted. “I didn’t get too close, but Viviana is taxing the poor, and if they can’t pay, then she is giving them an indenture and forcing them to be servants.”

      Fordham went deathly still at those words. His words were like ice when he said, “She dares?”

      “She’s queen. The rightful heirs are missing or presumed dead,” Kerrigan reminded him. “Unless you’ve heard from your sister?”

      Fordham shook his head. “No. I’ve heard nothing of Wynter since we fought at Lethbridge and she disappeared under the rubble. She could be anywhere.”

      “Then, it’s just Viviana, and she hates humans and half-Fae the most. I am not surprised she is turning on those Fae she deems lesser.”

      He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “I have much work to do. I’ll have to call Arbor and Prescott back from the country.”

      Kerrigan shot him a look of confusion. “What do you mean?”

      Fordham sighed. “I meant to tell you, but I didn’t know how. I saved my cousins from Lethbridge.”

      “I know,” she said in confusion. “They’ve been in the city for a few weeks. You sent them there.”

      He stared at her in alarm. “I did no such thing. I told them to go far away from here. To take a new life and never be seen again. She wrote to me to say that she and Prescott had found a place to stay in the countryside and not to worry about them.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. She said you sent her to Kinkadia. She and Prescott came to me to ask for help in navigating the city. They had some jewels to get as far as they were, but they needed help. She was the one who told me the story about the witch to begin with. I was suspicious, but …” Kerrigan sighed in frustration. “She said she’d heard no word from you.”

      “I responded, asking her not to contact me until I completed my mission.”

      She and Fordham stared at each other in the space, as if realizing they had both been played.

      “Why would they do this?” Kerrigan asked.

      Fordham shook his head. “I’ve no idea. I know Arbor played the game to survive the House of Shadows, but this is beyond that.”

      “I’ll have to investigate further when I get home. Maybe they wanted a fresh start. Don’t worry about them. I can look into it.”

      “So, you will return to Kinkadia after this?” Fordham asked.

      “I was nominated for the Society council.”

      “You’re a first-year member,” he said in alarm.

      Kerrigan nodded. “I am aware. Doesn’t change it. The election will take place soon. I have to be there for the week of parties to try to sway the Society members to vote for me.” She made a face. “Should be terrible.”

      “I wish to be there with you through all of it.”

      “But your throne …”

      “I will reclaim it and return to you as soon as I can.” He brought her fingers to his mouth and placed a kiss on them. “I did say that I would court you properly after the curse was lifted.”

      “I will await you then,” she said, not wanting to burden the moment with all her other fears. They would have plenty of time for the rest of it. Until then, she would make do with the time they had in this bed.

      She slid her legs over his lap, straddling him. He arched an eyebrow, but she silenced him with a kiss, pushing him back onto the bed.
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      The next day dawned a perfect summer morning. Golden light suffused the cottage bedroom when Kerrigan awoke in Fordham’s arms with the sheets knotted around their legs. Breakfast waited for them on a tray in the corner, and after they groggily woke from their dreamscape, they broke their fast with hidden smiles for the other.

      Titania awaited them when they left the room, freshly dressed and ready to go. She was as stunning as ever, her golden hair spilling over one shoulder and her eyes as mercurial as ever.

      “It has been a blessing to have the company. I hope you found the accommodations to your liking.” She had a twinkle in her eye that said she knew precisely how they had used her accommodations. “Your clothing and weapons will be restored to you once you exit the enchantment around my home.”

      “Thank you, Titania,” Kerrigan said, dipping a low curtsy.

      Fordham bowed deep. “Your generosity is greatly appreciated. May the moon light your way.”

      “And the stars guide you home,” Titania said with a smile at the remembered old ways.

      Fordham took Kerrigan’s hand, and together, they left the mother of the Fae behind. They followed the stone path that led away from her cottage and back through the gardens and to the palace beyond. A gentle fog suffused the grounds as they climbed the stairs that led up to the palace. The morning dew bathed the garden in beads of water. Everything was silent as they traversed the landscape that had enchanted them just the night before.

      The door that they had exited last night was now ajar. The Fae dancers were all gone, and they moved through the eerily quiet ballroom on silent feet. They passed where there had once been a feast and down the pink-and-white marble hallway until they reached the front door.

      Kerrigan gulped before nodding at Fordham. “Together?”

      “Always.”

      They put their hands on the doorknob and turned as one, pushing their way out through the barrier that no longer tried to keep them and instead spit them out on the other side.

      Right into the snow.

      “Gods,” Kerrigan groaned. She was at once frozen by the surroundings on the top of the highest mountain in Erewa.

      Fordham laughed, patting down his pockets for all of his weapons. “Well, all seems to be right.”

      She touched his face. “She didn’t give you your beard back.”

      “Shall I grow it again?”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Perhaps.”

      “I love to see you laughing. You were so certain I was going to die that you flew all the way here to intercept me.”

      “I can admit when I was wrong,” she teased as he had in Titania’s cottage.

      “Oh, go ahead,” he said with satisfaction.

      “Come on, princeling,” she said, stomping back out of the valley to begin their trek down the mountain. “We don’t have all day.”

      “Fine. Fine,” he grumbled.

      The cave where the Erewan had camped when they entered Titania’s domain was empty. The fires had long died out. They had no idea how long they had spent in her home. It felt like one night, but with ancient faerie magic, it could have been any span of time. They headed toward the cliffside, and Kerrigan stopped before it, looking dubiously downward.

      She turned around to ask Fordham how they expected to get down when a flash of black shadows erupted out of nowhere.

      Kerrigan screamed as Wynter, princess of the House of Shadows, appeared out of nowhere and stabbed Fordham through the chest.
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      Kerrigan felt herself moving as if in slow motion.

      The hazy dream coming back to her in perfect clarity.

      She ran to Fordham, pushing her way through the snowdrifts. She felt sluggish as she raced back up the mountain. Then, she crested the last rise and found him lying there precisely as she had seen him. A dagger thrust through his chest, blood pooling all over the bright white snow, and death on his face.

      Kerrigan screamed again as grief threatened to take her under. She would not fall apart here. She would not have this end.

      “Wynter!” she yelled.

      Wynter’s smile was deadly with triumph.

      Kerrigan’s fury was worse. “Fight me if you think you can.”

      She rallied all of her magic, prepared for Wynter’s next jump. She had the same dark shadow magic that ran in the Ollivier line, and she had better control of it than Fordham. Unfortunately, she had the added problem of insanity. She had gone mad with her desire to escape her own isolation. Couple that with the death of her lover, Aisling, at the Battle of Lethbridge, which had culminated in her failure, Kerrigan highly doubted she was stable.

      “You coward!” Kerrigan shrieked. “You think you can do this and have it unanswered? Stand your ground if you think you deserve your throne.”

      Kerrigan bared her teeth as black shadows appeared a few feet away from her, and the beautiful visage of Fordham’s mad sister materialized. Her white hair was undone from its usual braided crown. It matched the white of the snow as it was whipped about her head by the wind. She wore black fighting garb and held dual daggers.

      “You think you can take me on again?” Wynter taunted.

      “You won against Fordham. You had the element of surprise. You won’t beat me.”

      Wynter laughed, high and manic. “I have nothing left to lose.”

      “You have your life,” Kerrigan snarled.

      “And my brother has that no longer.”

      Kerrigan didn’t think. She just charged at Wynter. A dagger slipped into her hand, and they clashed together in the snow. Two princesses determined to win against the other.

      Wynter had been trained. Kerrigan would give her that. But she was at a disadvantage since she had only been trained in the House of Shadows. She’d only had the worst sort of people training her. Those who used her for their own aims. She had years on Kerrigan, and still, she was no match for what Kerrigan had gone through to get to where she was.

      Wynter’s smile snapped when she realized that they were evenly matched. She had thought to overpower her. Though Wynter’s use of the dark shadows was superior, Kerrigan had better control of the elements and her spirit at her back for a worst-case scenario.

      And worse … Kerrigan did have something to lose. Someone. Dying in the snow.

      This fight couldn’t go on forever, or Wynter would win regardless.

      “You can’t defeat me,” Wynter said, jumping backward once with her shadows.

      “You can’t use those powers forever.”

      “No, but long enough for you to lose everything.”

      Kerrigan blasted her with air magic, which Wynter deflected, and used that distraction to raise the ground under Wynter’s feet. She rolled forward out of the attack at the same time Kerrigan hit her in the face with fire. There was water everywhere around her, but her control was rudimentary with the element on a good day. She didn’t have enough concentration to shape the snow to her advantage. So, Kerrigan used blunt force, which pushed Wynter farther and farther back but did nothing to end the fight.

      Wynter cackled maniacally. “You cannot win this, little half-Fae. But I can.”

      Wynter jumped in quick, grasping Kerrigan around the wrist, and then pulled.

      Yet Kerrigan did not move.

      Wynter’s eyes widened in alarm. The magic hadn’t worked. She hadn’t been able to jump away with Kerrigan and do something heinous, like throw her off the cliff for fun.

      The Ring of Endings had stayed her hand. Wynter’s magic couldn’t work against her. Which meant Wynter’s element of surprise had switched hands. Kerrigan used Wynter’s own momentum to pull her forward. Kerrigan punched the princess in the face. Her nose shattered on impact, and blood gushed from the wound.

      Wynter cried out and tried to fight her way out of the advantage she had just given away. But Kerrigan had her now.

      She dropped a knee into Wynter’s solar plexus, knocking the wind from her, used her wind magic to shove her to the ground in a spiral, and then between one breath and the next, Kerrigan dropped onto the spirit plane.

      Wynter was in her grasp, so finding her individual signature was like plucking a daisy already in her hand. Wynter appeared on the spirit plane. Her clothes were plain. Her hair a lank mess past her shoulders. Her eyes red with grief. With all of her rage stripped away, she just looked like a young girl.

      “What did you do to me?” Wynter gasped.

      She reached for her magic and tried to throw it at Kerrigan to stop her, but there was no magic on the spirit plane. And the person strongest in spirit was who controlled the plane. Wynter had no spirit magic. She belonged to Kerrigan in here.

      “You’re on the spirit plane,” Kerrigan said.

      She snapped her fingers, and a chair appeared. She pushed Wynter into it.

      “Release me,” Wynter snarled.

      “I think not. Here, you have no magic. You have no shadows. You can stay here until I’m ready for you,” Kerrigan growled.

      Wynter’s eyes finally widened in horror and fear. There was nowhere to go, nothing she could do, and no one to fight.

      “Sit here and think about what you’ve done,” Kerrigan told her.

      Then, she dropped back into her body.

      Wynter lay, sprawled in the snow. She wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon.

      Kerrigan’s fear heightened as she dashed back toward Fordham’s unresponsive body. “Ford?” she gasped as tears hit her eyes.

      He gurgled something. His eyes half-lidded as he looked upon her face. His already-pale skin had gone almost blue in the snow.

      She hadn’t had a moment to process what was happening while fighting Wynter. But now, there was no one to fight. She couldn’t take the dagger out or else blood would gush from the wound. She needed to leave it there as long as he was still alive.

      “I’m going to find help,” she told him through her tears. “Don’t you die on me. Don’t you dare.”

      She was no better than Wynter currently sitting in the spirit plane. The love of her life was dying and there was nothing she could do. She had no healing magic of her own.

      Kerrigan pulled on the bond with Tieran. It was too high for him to fly, but she had to try something, anything. She dropped back into the spirit plane and explained the situation to her dragon. Told him to find someone, anyone who could heal him. The Erewa tribe had to have healers.

      But even as she did it, she knew it was pointless. They couldn’t get someone up here fast enough. He’d already lost so much blood. The snow was red with it in an ever-widening circle.

      A thought struck her.

      What had Titania said about her ring?

      The Ring of Endings was not just destruction. It wasn’t an immunity to magic. It was the intention of the ring by Belenus to force his healing magic into the ring itself. He hadn’t meant for all the other properties to come from it. But life and death were two sides of the same coin. Life and death.

      Kerrigan had no idea how it worked. She hadn’t thought to ask Titania how the ring functioned. It had always been passive. Like it had been when it saved her from Wynter’s trick and March’s magic. This was different. This time, she had to use it for healing, and she had no healing magic. Fordham would die if she didn’t figure it out.

      She reached inside of her and tried to feel the ring as part of her. She didn’t know how healing magic worked, except that it aligned with water affinity, which she had little of. But there was water everywhere. If it needed to use the water magic through her to fix this, then so be it. She would stretch every bit of water magic she had to make this work.

      But she felt nothing.

      She pressed the ring to the opening of the wound, but nothing happened.

      “Why?” she shouted at the damn thing. “You are supposed to know what to do. You are supposed to fix this!”

      The ring remained dormant.

      It was a magical artifact. It wasn’t conscious of what it was doing. It stopped magic without actively doing anything. She had never felt it working. It just did. Maybe the healing was the same. She couldn’t make it heal. It could only do what it had been made to do.

      Kerrigan slipped the ring off and shoved it onto Fordham’s finger without a second thought. Then, she sent a prayer out to all the gods who would listen and yanked the dagger from his chest.

      “Work, damn it,” she said through tears.

      Blood gushed from the wound. She pushed her hands against it to try to staunch the blood flow, watching them stained red with his blood. If she was wrong, then she had just sentenced Fordham to death. There was no other way to help him anyway. No one could get here in time. She had to believe that this would work.

      She cried over his wound with blood up to her elbows. “Please,” she begged.

      Nothing happened.

      She looked up into Fordham’s handsome face. His eyes had fluttered closed when she removed the dagger. No last words from him. Nothing at all.

      Then, with a gasp, she looked down and found the wound knitting itself back together.

      Kerrigan leaped backward in alarm. She’d hoped for a miracle, but not expected one. Nothing like this.

      Within the span of a breath, Fordham’s chest was whole. He rolled over and retched. Kerrigan cried even harder, putting her head into her bloody hands.

      “Kerrigan,” he groaned.

      “Gods,” she said, throwing herself into his arms.

      He grunted and fell backward. “Ow.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You were dead. You were dead.”

      “I feel dead,” he croaked. “What happened?”

      “Wynter stabbed you. I fought her and stopped her, but you were too far gone.”

      “How did I survive?”

      “I remembered Titania saying the magic in my ring was healing. I didn’t have another choice. I had to try it,” she said, the tears trailing off. She brought her hand to his face. “You’re alive.”

      He caught her hand with a rueful smile. “Because of you.”

      “Thank the gods.”

      “Thank Titania.” He kissed her once on the mouth. “I will never doubt your visions again.”

      “You’d be dead without me.”

      “I will never doubt you again either.”

      Kerrigan leaned over and sobbed as the anxiety of the last few minutes took her over. Fordham held her. She could tell he was still recovering. The magic wasn’t done with him. He’d lost too much blood. Far too much blood. But at least he was alive.

      A half hour later, Tieran and Netta landed in the clearing. An Erewa healer that Kerrigan recognized as Mendy rushed over.

      “How can I help?”

      “We had a miracle,” Kerrigan explained.

      Then, she took Mendy away from the huge pool of blood to avoid having to answer too many questions. No one should be sitting up, let alone standing and walking gratefully to their dragon, after losing that much blood.

      Mendy invited them to spend time with their tribe, which they did gratefully as Fordham recovered. Mendy marveled many times over the fact that he didn’t have a scratch on him, but he seemed unwell. She couldn’t think how it made any sense. Kerrigan wasn’t about to explain it.

      The following day, after rest, food, and a much-needed bath, Fordham pushed the ring back onto Kerrigan’s finger.

      “Don’t go giving that to all the males.”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “Let’s hope I’m not saving anyone else’s life.”

      “You’re still returning to Kinkadia,” he said with a frown.

      “Council,” she reminded him.

      “I want to reclaim my throne with you at my side.”

      “I suspect it will be easier without a half-Fae with you.”

      “That is going to change,” he said in earnest. “Not just for my curse, but because it’s time to put the past behind us.”

      “I’m glad, and I will be waiting for you in Kinkadia. Because you will have to return to the Society now, you know?”

      He shot her a grim look. “Hopefully, they accept me.”

      “They will. You’ll be the only House of Shadows representative.”

      She explained how she had had to give up the tribe to join the Society, but they’d created a loophole for him. He would be insane not to exploit it.

      “And Wynter?” he asked.

      The Erewa had restrained her and given her a magical-dampening potion. Kerrigan had been okay with just knocking her out.

      “Bringing her back to House of Shadows would disrupt your throne as much as my return.”

      Fordham frowned. “But where else can she go?”

      Kerrigan smiled grimly. “I have an idea.”

      “Oh no. Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like it?”

      “Oh, you’ll hate it.”

      Then, she kissed him, watched him climb onto Netta’s back and head off to reclaim his throne. She would miss him, but they both had too much to accomplish before they next met. At least this time, she knew he would return, and he would be hers when he got there.

      She thanked the Erewa for their hospitality, strapped Wynter onto Tieran’s back, and left the mountains behind. The city awaited.
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          WYNTER

        

      

    

    
      Wynter awoke in a blank room.

      There was a bed, a small table with a goblet full of water, and a bucket to piss in. A chain attached her leg to the wall. The chain was solid iron and made her skin crawl. Iron wasn’t exactly deadly to Fae, but it wasn’t comfortable. Like an itch that she couldn’t scratch. A sickness she couldn’t stomach.

      She was familiar with sickness. Her mind had been clouded with it all these years. The madness that possessed her to find an escape from the eternal House of Shadows isolation. She had done it. And then she had lost … everything.

      Someone had changed her out of her black fighting leathers and into a plain cotton shift. Her body had been washed. Her hair was the color of snow.

      A princess of the realm in nothing but white cotton with her leg chained to the wall.

      And no access to her magic. She could sense that it was buried somewhere down deep, but she couldn’t touch it. Her black shadows that she had grown so accustomed to were gone. There was no way out. Not even if she got the chain off of her leg.

      Wynter’s brain turned over and over the events that had led here. She kept slipping on the details, pulling them apart and putting them back together.

      She had won at Lethbridge.

      No. She had lost.

      She shuddered at that word.

      Aisling had been at her side.

      Her beautiful Aisling. Strong, proud, and loyal. The only woman Wynter had ever favored. Well, there were others that she had shown favor. Males and females. But none who were as constant and selfless as Aisling. None who saw her vision and asked, How may I serve?

      That was love, wasn’t it?

      Service. Destiny. Loyalty. Defiance. Pain.

      She had been in so much pain. That bitch had blasted her with some energy magic that Wynter had never seen before. Kerrigan had knocked her hard enough into a stone wall to have it crumble down on her head.

      And she had died.

      No. Everyone thought she was dead.

      There was nobody.

      Wynter clutched her head. Something had rattled loose again.

      It was her mother, sitting on a bench next to the stable. She was babbling to herself again. Wynter looked up at her in awe. She was the most beautiful female Wynter had ever seen. Ethereal. One second, she was laughing with her hand on Wynter’s head, and the next, she was absent. Her eyes were empty, her hand no longer gentle, her mind gone.

      A candle snuffed out.

      Wynter called for her, but a servant dragged her away. The candle in her eyes sparked on and off until she took her own life to keep the glass from rattling inside her skull.

      “Stop,” she pleaded with her memories.

      She had the same glass as her mom. And she knew it to be true only because she had seen it in her mother. But she didn’t see it when her own eyes lost their luster. Aisling had been there then. She kept her hidden away. She waited until that light came back. She had kept Wynter’s vision intact.

      Then, the glass returned more and more often. Longer stretches of time. It only a matter of time before the glass stayed forever. That was why she had fought so hard for a way to escape the isolation.

      Maybe the glass would stop on the outside.

      The outside.

      A distant possibility, and yet … and yet … she had done it.

      And the glass was still here.

      She had died and not died. Her black shadows scooping her up and out of the rubble by a miracle that wasn’t her doing. She’d lain on that riverbank until the glass disappeared again.

      Then, she had dedicated herself to taking down her treasonous brother. Tracked his black shadows, the aura of his magic so like her own, until she found him on that cliffside. Then, he disappeared for days. She won then. And still, Kerrigan beat her.

      Somehow, her shadows had failed her. When they had always saved her before. Perhaps the glass was worse on the outside. Worse without Aisling.

      Because Aisling hadn’t come out of Lethbridge.

      And Wynter hadn’t wanted to when she remembered that.

      The door creaked open.

      The male had tan skin with deep, dark eyes and even darker hair. He looked kind. His magic was a blue aura that she had never seen before. A glowy sea-blue color that was hazy at all the edges. Smudged like smoke.

      “Who are you?” Wynter demanded.

      “You’re awake,” he said calmly. “I’ve come to check on you.”

      “Don’t touch me. I am a princess of the House of Shadows, and you will answer my questions.”

      The male smiled. “Ah, well, I’m not much of a questions kind of male.”

      “You will answer my questions.”

      “How about this? I’ll check out your head, and then I’ll send someone in to answer your questions?”

      “My head?” she asked in confusion.

      “Aye. It’s not a healing sort of problem, but I’m working on a concoction for you to try to see if it helps. I’ve seen others with the same sort of thing, and as long as they take it regularly, it seems to settle down.”

      She stared him down imperiously. “I will take no potion. Not until you explain why I have no magic and where precisely I am.”

      “Again, I don’t answer questions. I just do what the boss says.” He gestured to her head. “Now, may I?”

      “No. Find me the boss first.”

      The male sighed. “All right. He’s not going to like that.”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck what he likes. He’s holding me prisoner.”

      “Not precisely,” he said with a sad smile. “But I’ll get him. Drink some water. It will help.”

      As if she were stupid enough to drink the water. It was probably drugged with whatever had dampened her magic.

      The door closed behind the male, and he was gone again for a long time. She had no concept of how long, but it felt like an eternity. Long enough for her to disappear into herself again.

      A knock at the door jarred her back to herself. She stared at her surroundings in alarm. How long had it been that time?

      When the door opened, one of the most gorgeous males she had ever seen in her life entered. He was tall. Towering over her, and she was not a small female. He had a wicked smile, eyes the color of dark honey, and hair like a fox—not quite brown, not quite red. He looked at her as if she were prey and not predator. No male had ever looked at her that way.

      And then she startled as she looked at his bare ears.

      He was no male at all.

      He was a man. A human man.

      “Hello, Wynter,” the man said, leaning against the door with feline grace. “I heard you wanted answers to your questions.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      He smiled deadly, flicking an R pin at his lapel. “Guess this doesn’t mean a whole lot to you, considering where you’re from. I’m Dozan Rook. King of the Wastes.”
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      Kerrigan returned to Draco Mountain to find a book on her bed with a note from Bastian.

      
        
        Council finally approved this. Give it a thorough read. We’ll begin as soon as you return from Bryonica. —Bastian

        

      

      Kerrigan frowned. Bryonica. So, that was the lie that had been spun about her mysterious departure. She had stopped overnight while returning home with Wynter, only to discover that two weeks had passed since her name day. At most, it had felt like a few days. They must have been lost in Titania’s spell far longer than expected.

      Now that Wynter was secure, Kerrigan had work to do. The election was coming up, her nomination hung in the balance, and now, she had magical artifact training. All of that, and she’d lost two weeks.

      The next morning, piles of missed assignments covered her study. She would have to look at that sometime later. She’d sent a messenger to Bastian when she got in late last night to let him know she would begin as soon as she woke. He’d returned a message, saying to meet in the arena. Then, she’d sent Benton and Bayton to retrieve Audria and Roake. It would be best if the three of them received the same training.

      She was heading that way when Helly appeared at her side.

      “There you are,” Helly said. “I was on the way to your rooms. I’d heard that you returned.”

      “Last night.”

      “I’ll walk with you,” she said, glancing down the deserted hallway. “We have much to discuss.”

      “Like where I was?” She dipped her voice low.

      Helly shot her an imperious glance. “Maybe give more warning next time. You sent Dozan Rook to let your father know that you had disappeared because of a vision. The look on his face.” Her eyes widened. “It was quite a spectacle.”

      “Sorry about that. There wasn’t time.”

      “Did you find Fordham? Is he well?”

      Kerrigan nodded. “Yes, though I’m not sure how much he would want me to speak on it. I think he’d prefer to speak for himself.”

      “Yet he did not return with you.”

      “No.”

      Helly breathed out a sigh of exasperation. “All right. You’re a full member now. You kept your secrets before. I can’t imagine you’ll stop anytime soon.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Well, what’s the official story for my disappearance? I don’t want to get it wrong.”

      “Your father took you to Waisley to get acquainted with maintaining the household.”

      “That works just fine for me. I’ll have to recall him to the city now that I’m back. Wouldn’t want to mess up our story.”

      And she had about a million questions to ask him about her mother. Questions she was determined not to let him wriggle out of this time.

      “I’ll send a message. Also, March left at the same time as you.”

      Kerrigan shuddered. The memory of him backhanding her across the face was still as vivid as ever. “Did he now?”

      “Yes. He seemed irritated when you didn’t return to the party and then went to the seat of the House of Medallion.”

      “So, he knows I wasn’t in Bryonica.”

      “That’s likely.”

      “Great.”

      “Just, Kerrigan,” she said, drawing her to a stop, “please be careful.”

      Kerrigan smiled at Helly. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

      She laughed. “Thank you for your concern.”

      “You can handle March, but this training?” She gestured to the magical artifact book Kerrigan had under her arm. “I really don’t approve.”

      “How can I go up against my opponent if I don’t know what to expect? I need to prepare. This will prepare me.”

      “Well, Bastian agrees with you.” Helly shook her head as they reached the exit to the mountain. “Still, I’d feel better if you tried to be a little safer.”

      “I know,” Kerrigan said. “Doesn’t seem to work out for me though.”

      “That, I have noticed.” Helly pulled her into an unexpected hug. “I know you’re a member and head of House of Cruse, but sometimes, I still see the little girl who was left in my charge. It’s hard to watch you all grown up.”

      Kerrigan squeezed her tighter. She’d never had a mother, but this had to be what it felt like. “I’ll be careful.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      Kerrigan laughed, and Helly released her, smiling warmly as Kerrigan traipsed out of the mountain and toward the arena. She was lucky to always have someone looking out for her. She would have died a dozen times over without Helly there to patch her back together. But something was coming, and Kerrigan needed to be ready.

      When Kerrigan entered the arena, Audria and Roake were already inside. It was large enough for most of the city to congregate inside for the dragon tournament with a sand bottom floor that they used for training. Sometimes, Dragon Eggs tournaments were held within it as well. A game where egg-shaped balls were thrown into hoops for sport. All the competitors were incredibly athletic. In fact, Roake had played Dragon Eggs in the south before joining the Society.

      And now, they were going to use the arena for magical artifact training.

      Bastian arrived last, carrying a large black bag, laden down with objects. He looked between the three latest Society members with a frown. “Well, this is a surprise. I thought I was only training Kerrigan.”

      “We work better as a unit,” Kerrigan said. “That was what the last year of training taught me. It’s better for us to get the same experience. Then, I know they’ll have my back.”

      Audria stood ramrod straight, as deferential as ever. “Truthfully, we can leave if you prefer, Master Bastian.”

      Roake shot her a look. He wanted this practice more than anyone. They’d fought together on the battlefield. Everyone should be on the floor of the arena, begging for more training, but Roake finally relented with a sigh. “Yes, of course. Whatever you prefer, sir.”

      Bastian waved them off. “Kerrigan has a point. So as long as you listen, we can proceed.” He dropped the bag on the ground. “Did you read what I left for you?”

      She hefted the book up. “As much as I could get through this morning.”

      Which was, admittedly, not much.

      Enough to know the main offensive magical artifacts. Then she’d skipped forward until she found what she was looking for—an entire section on the Ring of Endings.

      It was every bit as terrifying as Fordham had made it seem when he reverently said the name to Titania. The ring had caused a swath of death and destruction. Though surprisingly nothing on its healing abilities or the information Titania had given her on Belenus creating it. Or how exactly it had ended up in the hands of Dozan Rook.

      Either way, she couldn’t wear it for magical artifact training. Not if she wanted to be able to have magical attacks thrown at her. She’d threaded it onto a cord, and she wore it as a necklace.

      She hadn’t had time to search for the Collector, but she had every intention of doing just that when she got out of training. Anything that might help her and Valia take down the Red Masks.

      “We’ll see how much you absorbed,” Bastian said. He removed a small black orb from his hand. “Can you identify this?”

      Kerrigan shivered as she saw what he was holding. She had gone up against those not just at Lethbridge, but also in the streets of Kinkadia. She still had nightmares of Red Masks throwing them into the mayhem, losing Clover and Hadrian as the black smoke spread at their feet, and Lorian arresting her. It ranked up there as one of the worst days of her life.

      “The book called it a noir,” she said thickly. “Originally created in Noirwood Forest in Venatrix tribe territory, where everything within it is poisonous.”

      “Correct,” Bastian said. “Its main purpose, as you witnessed, is to create cover on the ground. It confuses and befuddles the enemy and allows for quick escapes as well. Now, how to combat the smoke?”

      “Air?” Audria suggested, but it came out more as a question.

      “Try it.”

      Then, Bastian smashed the black orb onto the ground at their feet. At once, the three of them jumped together, shields going up, magic held in tight. A year of combat training made instincts take over all at once. The smoke filtered through their shields with ease. It didn’t recognize the smoke as an enemy. So, it was just a waste of energy.

      Kerrigan let hers drop and pulled up a whirl of wind, blasting the smoke in front of her a dozen feet. Yet it blew through the smoke like a slight breeze, brushing against it and making it swirl, but otherwise doing nothing.

      Roake coughed and choked as he inhaled the smoke. His eyes went red with tears. Audria rushed forward, sending a blast of fire out toward the smoke. Nothing happened again. Audria was coughing now, but she had gone into healing mode. She’d taken her water magic and covered Roake’s face to clear the smoke from his eyes, and to Kerrigan’s shock, it worked. The redness left, and a trail of smoke came with it.

      Kerrigan hated water magic. So, of course, it was water magic. She drew in deep and pulled forth a swirl of water. She whipped through the smoke, dragging it into her orbit. It didn’t get everything, but already, it was clearing. As if healing the wound of the noir.

      “Good,” Bastian said. “Water magic is the easiest way to fully eliminate the black smoke. It acts as a toxin in your system and in the air. So, water magic dispels it most effectively. A fully trained healer could dispatch a noir in one sweep.”

      Roake had one knee on the ground as he coughed up the rest of the smoke.

      Audria frowned and shook her head. “I did what I could.”

      “He’ll recover by himself in a few hours,” Bastian said. “Let’s go over the next two, and then we’ll work on practicing against them all at once.”

      Kerrigan nodded, using the last of her water magic to clear the area around them of smoke. She wasn’t good enough to get rid of it all, but even a small area would be beneficial in a fight.

      “Can anyone tell me what this is?” Bastian asked, producing a red orb.

      Kerrigan took a full step backward, prepared for him to launch it. Audria looked just as fearful. Roake even got to his feet through his coughing fit.

      “It causes explosions,” Audria said.

      “We saw them at Lethbridge,” Roake added.

      “And in the streets,” Kerrigan said. “They’re called roses.”

      “Correct. And how do you dispel roses?”

      “Destroy its environment,” Audria guessed.

      “Don’t water it,” Roake added.

      “Earth,” Kerrigan said just as Bastian launched the rose into the air.

      She wrenched an earth wall up from the ground, blocking the strike of the rose. It exploded into a million little pieces. The sparks lit up the sky before falling toward them.

      “Shields,” Kerrigan cried.

      Audria and Roake clustered behind them. The sparks hit the shields and burst them on impact. Audria screamed as a piece of the explosion touched her leg. Kerrigan and Roake worked together, using the earth to counteract the effects of the sparks. While Audria mixed her water magic with some of the dirt, creating a mud paste. She pressed it tight to her leg. Relief instantly flickered across her face.

      Bastian pushed the earth wall back into the arena. “Good. That was better than I’d predicted. Roses are dangerous not just in the initial explosion, but also in the lasting effects of the debris. The latter was the real reason they were banned.”

      Kerrigan swallowed and looked to Audria. “Your leg?”

      “It’ll heal.” She gritted her teeth and came back to her feet. “I won’t let it happen again.”

      Bastian nodded. “And our final artifact for today.” He removed a white square from the bag. It looked delicate. “Did you read about this one? It’s slightly less common.”

      Kerrigan shook her head. “I didn’t get to that. Have we seen those before?”

      Audria gulped. “I don’t think I have.”

      But Roake had gone pale. “I saw a man felled with one at Lethbridge while in battle.”

      “What did it do?”

      “Made everything go white. I was several paces away, and still, my ears rang from the explosion it created. The male had blood coming out of his eyes and ears. Those around him dropped to their knees, screaming.”

      “Indeed. Rarer, but also more dangerous. This is called a blanc. They emit a noise so loud as to burst your internal organs on impact. Those who are not directly in contact with them suffer with hearing loss and blurry vision, as you described.”

      Roake swallowed. “You’re not going to throw that one today, are you?”

      “How would you counter something like this?” Bastian asked instead.

      Kerrigan looked at him blankly, and Audria just went pale. That meant he was going to use that thing today.

      Bastian laughed softly. “You asked for this. These artifacts have been put away for good reason, but if you want to get better, we have to go up against our own nightmares. I am not here to hurt you.” He gestured to the white square in his hand. “I am here to train you.”

      “But how can we train against exploding internal organs?” Audria gasped.

      “Air helps,” Bastian said. “You block your ears, eyes, nose, and mouth, so the white smoke can’t get inside your body, inside your brain. Then, you push outward with the air to dispel it. The good news is that it doesn’t travel like a noir or roses. It might hit a handful of people around the target, but it is more a singular weapon. Another reason you won’t see them often.”

      They spent the next half hour working on using air to dispel the smoke and to block access to their minds. An internal hemorrhage was a terrifying thought. Kerrigan was starting to understand why the artifacts had been safely tucked away.

      When Bastian finally threw the white orb, the three of them were several yards away, prepared for the onslaught. It still hurt, like her brain was rattling around in her skull. Even with pushing back against the smoke with her air magic, it was awful. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could survive that up close.

      “That’s all for today. You all look worse for wear,” Bastian said. “We’ll train twice a week in between your other apprenticeship work. Kerrigan, I’ll expect you to finish the book this week and make reports on the various artifacts in the vault and the ones you are most likely to encounter in battle.”

      Kerrigan couldn’t do much more than nod as she grasped the book in her hand and walked off the arena floor with her friends.

      Audria shot her a look. “I don’t know whether to thank you or hate you for inviting us to this.”

      “I have never been so glad to be working on regulatory law,” Roake grumbled.

      “We’ll appreciate it the next time we need it,” Kerrigan said. “Even if it sucks right now.”

      “And it does suck,” Audria groaned and then headed down to the baths to clean up.

      Roake followed after her.

      Kerrigan had too much work to do. And still, she couldn’t keep from smiling that they’d actually done it. They could go up against magical artifacts.
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      With how busy Kerrigan was, she almost forgot what day it was until she felt the pull from Tieran.

      “Scales,” she groaned and hauled herself up to the aerie. “Is it already the full moon?”

      I am insulted that you could forget, Tieran grumbled. After you forced me to carry that horrid female on my back for two straight days, you could remember that I exist.

      “I remember you exist,” Kerrigan said with an eye roll. “You’re so dramatic. I started magical artifact training, and once I get the basics down, we’re going to need to train together. I’ll always have you with me.”

      Fine, Tieran grumbled.

      “What’s with you today? You haven’t copped this much attitude in a long time.”

      Tieran huffed and blew a hot blast of air into her face. Then, his face fell. It is the anniversary of Risa’s death.

      “Oh,” Kerrigan whispered. “I am so sorry. Do you need to skip tonight? I can enter the spirit plane alone.”

      No, he said fiercely. No, absolutely not. Risa would have wanted me to be with you. She would have liked you.

      Kerrigan choked up at the admission. “I wish I could have met her.”

      As do I, he said with a touch of melancholy. Climb on, and let us begin.

      Kerrigan did as he’d suggested, and a moment later, they were in the skies. Tieran landed in the same nook they had used the previous encounters. Kerrigan touched him on the snout once in understanding before dropping down into the spirit plane. She took Tieran with her, riding him down to the ground.

      She was early. Cleora had said last time that she would be late because she had an event to attend. Kerrigan was supposed to be using the full moon to tap into her visions. Of course, she had already done that, almost to her detriment. She could hardly regret it though. Not when it had saved Fordham’s life. She just didn’t have the energy to do it again tonight.

      She worked on spirit plane manipulation with Tieran while they waited, and then finally, Cleora appeared, dressed in ceremonial attire. A white gown with tiny straps and a large ruched belt gathered around her waist. She looked … beautiful with her bright hair coiled into an intricate design and jewels in her ears. Her eyes looked sad, almost haunted.

      “Is everything all right?” Kerrigan asked.

      Cleora just sighed. “Tonight will have to be brief. I am afraid I don’t have much energy.”

      Kerrigan didn’t like how she looked. Normally, she was the strong and intelligent professor. Always in command and so knowledgeable. Now, she looked like a broken doll. What could do that to someone like her?

      “Is there any way I can help?” Kerrigan asked, creating the table and chairs out of thin air and helping her into one.

      Cleora shook her head. “No. You wouldn’t understand my world even if I described it to you, and there’s nothing that can be done for it even if you could understand. We will focus on your work and call it an early night.”

      “Okay,” Kerrigan said sadly. She hated problems she couldn’t fix.

      “How did your casting go tonight? Did you have a vision?”

      “It went well.”

      Tieran cleared his throat behind her. Tonight?

      Cleora’s eyes turned sharp. “You performed the casting before the full moon?”

      Kerrigan shot Tieran a traitorous look and then apologized. “I did. I am sorry. It was necessary, and I don’t regret it. I was able to see how to save someone very dear to me.”

      “Explain.”

      So, Kerrigan told her about the castings … both of them. Cleora looked thunderstruck that she hadn’t burned herself out completely. More than one casting in a night was nearly impossible.

      “This sounds dark,” Cleora admitted. “Blood, a working of thirteen, and a portal collapse. We have nothing like a working of thirteen here. Nor do we use portals. They were destroyed ages ago. Even the emperor no longer has one. Not that he needs one, mind you. But so many people were banished from our world that the population was practically failing. It was outlawed after that.”

      “Well, we have one here. It’s guarded by the Dragon Society and doesn’t work any longer. But I don’t know what it means.”

      “It’s best not to think about it. You have no way of knowing when this will take place or how it would even affect you. The other casting sounds more relevant. Was your intention more focused?”

      “Yes,” she said softly. “I definitely think it helped that I was focused on one person in particular. Someone important to me. It didn’t make it easier, but it was clearer.”

      “You’re so strong,” Cleora said with wide eyes. “You need some self-restraint, but you could be a great spiritcaster, even here.”

      Kerrigan beamed with pride. “Thank you. I wish that there were someone here who could help me.” Her face fell. “Instead, it feels like a liability.”

      “As long as you believe in yourself, you’ll go far. Now, let’s move on to the fourth tenet while I have time.” Cleora looked behind her once, as if she expected someone to jump out of the shadows.

      “The fourth tenet is illusions,” Kerrigan began for her. “I’ve never done that before.”

      “Yes. Illusions are something we can work on in the spirit plane. Because you can create and manipulate your surroundings at will. The spirit plane itself is a sort of illusion. We don’t actually exist here, and we can do what we will to the environment.” She knocked her hand against the table. “It feels sturdy, but it is actually just created by our mind.”

      “So, does it work the same in the material world?”

      “Very similar. Except that instead of this existing in our mind, the things that you shape exist outside of yourself. You can create anything you can imagine. A whole city, a duplicate of yourself, even cloak yourself in your surroundings. There are many incredible uses for it. Though it is deeply taxing. I would not recommend relying on it.” Cleora smiled and rubbed her hands together. “Let me show you. Illusions are my specialty.”

      She wove her hands together, bringing a ball of crux to life. Then, she threw it forward, almost the same as how Bastian had thrown down the magical artifacts. She focused intently, and the ball reshaped into an amorphous black blob.

      “Now, this is a basic illusion. I created illusionary matter out of spirit magic. I can shape it how I see fit.” She waved her hand again, and the illusions turned into a group of enormous spiders.

      They were so realistic that Kerrigan jumped and pulled herself backward. “Holy gods!”

      The spiders disappeared, and in their place was an exact replica of Kerrigan.

      Kerrigan’s jaw dropped. The red hair was the same. The clothes were the same. Even the expression on her face looked identical.

      “I can control this version of you. I can have her go and do my bidding.” Cleora concentrated, a bead of sweat forming on her brow.

      Illusion Kerrigan began to dance a jig that Kerrigan herself had never danced before in her life.

      Cleora pushed her hand, and the other Kerrigan dissolved. She took a deep breath and then another.

      “It is challenging. Especially with the night that I’ve had. You try it.”

      Kerrigan focused, trying to draw in her crux to form the illusionary ball, like Cleora had suggested. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to shape her magic to fit what she wanted.

      She gasped and released her work. “That feels impossible.”

      “It is difficult. But try again.”

      Kerrigan grunted and tried over and over again. She didn’t even get a single spark of crux to appear in her hand. She finally flopped back in irritation.

      “This shouldn’t be so hard.”

      “It could be that you aren’t able to create illusions if you haven’t done them yet. The others came so naturally to you.” Cleora grinned. “Or you just need more practice.” Cleora shot her a look that brooked no response.

      Kerrigan tried again. She tried for what felt like ages, but she didn’t even make a single spark of her crux turn into something else. It was embarrassing after how quickly she had gotten everything else.

      “Can we do energy instead?” she grunted, letting the crux dissolve.

      “The fifth tenet is the most dangerous to both yourself and others. If used untrained, you could kill everyone within a radius of where you are. You need much more control and not just power before we move on to energy. We’re going to keep working on illusions until you feel confident.”

      Kerrigan gritted her teeth. She wanted to argue. Energy blasts had saved her life more than once in the past. Learning to control them would certainly help her more than focusing on illusions that she couldn’t master.

      Though it would be nice to be in more than one place at once. Cleora was droning on about all the various uses of illusions. It seemed there was an entire list of ways they could be used. Since this was Cleora’s specialty, she wasn’t going to just let Kerrigan skip it.

      “If you can’t make the crux work by our next meeting, we’ll focus on the theoretical basis. You might need to know more about the why and how and where of it all,” Cleora said with a nod. “You’ve done so well in the reality of it that we haven’t spent much time on how this is all happening to you. We can do that next time and focus on energy once you have a better understanding.”

      That sounded boring. The best part of her spirit training was that it was all immediately useful. Theoretical sounded like more book work. Just what she needed.

      “You can do it,” Cleora told her, patting her hand. “I must return. It has been a long night for me, and I need to get some rest to recover.”

      “Cleora,” Kerrigan said. “You will be okay, right?”

      “Of course. This isn’t my first time working for the emperor, and it won’t be my last. It’s just draining. Have no fear. Focus on what you can control.”

      “Next full moon then,” Kerrigan said with a smile.

      Cleora bowed to Tieran. “Help her with the illusions. You seem to be a calming presence.”

      I try my best, Tieran said, bowing to her as well.

      Then, Cleora disappeared, and Kerrigan dragged them back out of the spirit plane. She tried once again to draw in the crux for illusions and was so irritated that it hadn’t worked that she kicked a huge rock and stubbed her toe.

      “Shit. Gods. Ouch!” she groaned. “Why is this so hard?”

      Give it time. Not everything came to easily you with dragon training, but we mastered it. I believe we will master this as well.

      Kerrigan sighed. “Yeah. I should probably rest. I’m so drained. And there’s so much practice still to do. I just … I can’t shake the feeling that I need all of this now and not later.” She climbed onto Tieran’s back and sighed. “I wish Fordham were here.”

      As do I, Kerrigan. As do I.
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      Days turned into weeks, and Society members poured into the mountain. Kerrigan had never seen so many all in one place. Even during the dragon tournament, there wasn’t a full mountain’s worth of members. But with a summons to select the next council members, the place was a beehive.

      But Kerrigan wasn’t their queen.

      That was Alura Van Horn.

      Kerrigan had more visitors than she’d ever had in her life. Society members dropping in at unexpected hours to look at her studies, get lunch with her, and invite her to events happening during campaign week. Still it was nothing compared to Alura.

      Kerrigan only found out about everything Alura was doing because Ben and Bay spoke with other servants. Alura was gone at all hours of the day, bombarded with people showing support. There might be two seats open for the council, but one of those was almost assuredly Alura’s. Though every time Kerrigan saw her in passing, she looked smaller and smaller and smaller.

      As if the very idea of stepping into her father’s shoes had made her deteriorate. Kerrigan hated to see her once-hardened commander falling into this. Not that she could say anything to Alura, who glared at her so fiercely every time they were in each other’s presence that it was as if others could feel the frost coming off of her.

      Kerrigan wished that Cleora’s training with illusions would actually work for her. She could send a different Kerrigan into the mountain to deal with all of the Society members who wanted her time. But try as she might, she had no luck. It was as if illusions were utterly barred from her.

      At least, she was succeeding in magical artifact training. Though she hated that Society members had started to show up for the training. Many of them were disgusted that she was even doing it, and then others had requested to also be trained. The crowds had gotten bigger on both sides, to the point where Bastian had considered moving their training sessions elsewhere. But where else was there in the city?

      “That’s it for today,” Bastian said with another resigned sigh.

      The two dozen Society members in various bedraggled states slumped in relief. They backed away in groups, speaking animatedly about the new training methods. Audria and Roake hadn’t been able to make this meeting because of the duties they had to their tribes. So many tribes were having individual parties and meetings since everyone was in one place.

      Kerrigan should have been going to the ones that Bryonica had invited her to, but she had sent her father in her place. She still hadn’t seen him, and he’d scolded her for mentioning her mother in a letter. She was wondering if she would only see him again if she went to one of those stupid Bryonican parties.

      “Kerrigan, might we have a word?” The speaker was a female Society member who Kerrigan had been training with.

      “This way, please, Kerrigan,” Bastian said.

      She shot him a relieved look. “Next time,” Kerrigan said to the female. Then, she hurried after Bastian.

      He guided her away from the onlookers. “We’ve had little luck getting together since everyone has come in for the election.”

      “It’s been a lot,” she admitted. “Most people don’t like what I’m doing. I hope I’m not hurting your chances. We could stop until after the election.”

      He waved a hand. “I’m not worried about my chances,” he said with a private smile. “Plus, you have to stand for something, or you’ll fall for everything.”

      “Yeah. I’m just not sure the thing that I stand for is what everyone wants.”

      “I feel the same way,” he said with a light in his eyes she’d never seen before. He gestured to the book she’d taken to lugging around with her everywhere in a bag at her hip after someone tried to snatch it right out of her hands earlier that week. “What is the next section that you have been studying?”

      “I sort of skipped ahead last night,” she admitted. She braced herself. She had been waiting for this moment for so long. She hadn’t known how to bring it up, so she had made excuses not to do so. She hadn’t seen Valia in weeks. She needed more information. “I was reading about something called … the Collector.”

      “A fascinating piece. What did you read about it?”

      “There’s not much known, except that it can recognize all those who have touched it.”

      “Indeed. It was a sort of magical roster. Lost to the Great War, I’m afraid.”

      Kerrigan chewed on her lip. “Sir, I don’t think it’s lost.”

      Bastian raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

      “I went to a Red Masks rally and saw them using something that looks just like it.” She flipped the book open to the page with the disc in it. “They had everyone who entered put their hand on it.”

      Bastian went still for a moment. “You went to a rally? Kerrigan, that is very dangerous. We spoke many times about your recklessness. I support your nomination, but I don’t want you to be killed.”

      “It was a long time ago,” she lied. “I … I didn’t mention it until I read this.”

      “And did you touch the Collector?”

      Kerrigan froze at those words. Not the question itself, but the way it had been asked. She had never heard Bastian speak like that. The cadence of his voice was different and yet familiar. And there was almost … eagerness in his voice, which made no sense. Did he want the Collector for himself?

      “I didn’t,” she assured him. “I’m not that reckless.”

      The look in his eyes vanished. “Good. That’s good. And do you know where this Collector is? It belongs in the vault, away from the hands of those undeserving of its power.”

      “No,” she said, glad she could tell the truth here. “I’ve no idea, and I don’t think it’s safe for me to go to another rally.”

      Bastian put a hand on her shoulder. “I agree. I’ll have the Guard on high alert. Don’t worry about it anymore.”

      Kerrigan nodded even though she had no intention of doing so. That Collector was the key to finding out who was the leader of the Red Masks. She would stop at nothing to get it. And she trusted the Guard even less to be on her side.

      “Have you seen or heard of any other magical artifacts in the city?” Bastian asked.

      She hesitated for a moment. The Ring of Endings dangled between her breasts. She could tell him about it, but something kept her from doing so. She slowly shook her head.

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure. But there are so many still unaccounted for,” she said, gesturing to the book in her bag. “How do we know what our enemies will use against us when the time comes?”

      “We prepare as best that we can. The rest we leave to our training. It is not as if someone is going to locate the Stone of Fire, the Jackal, or Ring of Endings anytime soon, Kerrigan. The worst we’ve seen is the Deafener, and we collected that after the Battle of Lethbridge.”

      Kerrigan flinched at the name of the Ring of Endings but hoped that it looked as if she feared the Deafener. It was an amber orb that, when activated by an ancient Fae, would incapacitate everyone in the vicinity. Basem Nix had used it against her, and they had seen it again at Lethbridge. She was glad it was out of enemy hands.

      “What if someone did find the Ring of Endings?” she asked softly.

      Bastian’s eyes lit up at the name. A covetous look. “Then, we would all be in much more trouble than any of us ever knew.”

      She swallowed and nodded. Yeah, best not to tell him she had found it.

      She said her good-byes and then headed back up through the mountain to her rooms. She was stopped no less than a dozen times as she made her way. By the time she was inside, she put her back to the door and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Gods,” she groaned.

      “Busy day?” a voice asked.

      She jumped in shock and then whirled to find Prescott stepping out of her study. He was as handsome as ever, wearing House of Shadows black-and-silver silk. Dressed so like his cousin, almost a matching set. Though she could see all the differences.

      “What in the gods’ names are you doing here?” she demanded.

      “My apologies. I didn’t intend to frighten you. Benton allowed me inside earlier when I refused to leave this letter with her.” He produced a cream envelope from his pocket.

      Arbor and Prescott had been making overtures since her return to get back into her good graces. She hadn’t lied when she told them both that she was too busy. It was above and beyond for Prescott to be sent here like this.

      “There have been a great many people attempting to get into my living quarters,” she told him. “Few I like as much as you.”

      He shot her a charming smile. She could see how he and Arbor had kept their places at court so easily. Attractive, affable, and charming should be enough for anyone. It was too bad that he was not his cousin at all.

      “I like to hear that,” he said, stepping toward her and offering her the letter. “I like less the news that I bring you.”

      She opened the letter and read the short note in Fordham’s quick, efficient hand rather than his calligraphic scrawl she knew all too well. Her heart fluttered at the words to his cousins, as if he were standing beside her, whispering sweet nothings into her ear.

      “He’s … not returning,” she said uncertainly.

      Of course she knew that the letter was a fabrication, but she didn’t let that show in her face.

      “Apparently, he has decided to forgo his return, as he couldn’t break his curse,” Prescott said regretfully. He tucked a strand of her red hair behind her ear, drawing in closer. “I’m so sorry, Kerrigan.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t accept this. I won’t let him leave.”

      Prescott had clearly planned for this, and he pulled her into his arms. “I know. I know.”

      She couldn’t muster a tear, but she did a good enough job of letting him think that she believed him.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he said, releasing her and gazing down into her green eyes.

      She hiccupped and pulled backward. She was no fool, but he certainly thought she was.

      “We should go out and forget that this all happened for a night.”

      “Thank you. That’s so kind. But I have so much to do. The election is only a week away. I’ll have to figure out what to do about Fordham after.”

      A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Of course.” It released with a wide smile. “If you need anything at all, someone to talk about everything that’s happened, I’m here. It must be hard to have all of this on your shoulders and no one to talk to. Especially after you brought the barrier down.”

      Kerrigan startled at those words. She hadn’t spoken them to hardly anyone. Few knew, even in the most inner circle of the Society and her friends.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “We heard about your breach when you were in the House of Shadows. I assumed that you had brought it down.”

      What was his play? How would this help them get ahead? She couldn’t see the thread of it, but it made her uneasy.

      “I was nowhere near the House of Shadows when it came down. Wynter claimed to take it down.”

      “Wynter was mad. She never could have done it. But you have powers like we’ve never seen. You’re fascinating.”

      Kerrigan didn’t like this at all. “Maybe it just came down. Maybe it had nothing to do with me.”

      “Maybe,” he reasoned. “But I doubt it.”

      He winked at her again and then was gone.

      She slumped against the door again. Great. Now, she had secrets with Arbor and Prescott. She didn’t know how they knew, but it wasn’t good.

      Kerrigan dropped her bag off in her room. The door to Ben and Bay’s rooms opened then, and her friends came out, wringing their hands and looking nervous.

      “What is it?” she asked. “I don’t know if I can handle more bad news. Are you leaving?”

      “What?” Benton asked with wide eyes. “Of course not.”

      “We … we wanted to talk to you.” Bayton looked half-ready to bolt.

      “You can talk to me about anything,” she said, gesturing for them all to sit in the living space. “What is it?”

      They shared a look laced with fear.

      Finally, Benton swallowed and leaned forward. “We’d have been killed for even suggesting this in the House of Shadows. I don’t think you’re that type, but you understand our fear.”

      “Of course. You have nothing to worry about from me.”

      “We hope so,” Bayton whispered.

      “Arbor and Prescott are bad,” Benton said in a rush.

      “What do you know?”

      “You shouldn’t be meeting with him,” Bayton said in a rush. “Either of them.”

      “Did they hurt you?”

      “No,” Benton said. “They didn’t do anything like that. They have actually been favorable to humans and half-Fae, but they have their own ambitions.”

      “Speak plainly. What did they do?”

      “Arbor was behind Wynter’s cult machinations,” Bayton blurted out.

      “She was the one who got everyone together. It was her idea to force your hand to get you to try to break the barrier. She was the one who convinced Wynter to attack Lethbridge. It was all her. And Prescott only eggs her on.”

      Kerrigan leaned back with a sigh. “Thank you.”

      “You’re not mad?” Bayton whispered.

      “No, but I think I’m going to need your help,” Kerrigan said.

      Then, she leaned forward and told the twins her plans.
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      Kerrigan had never seen so many dragons all in one place as they flew away from Draco Mountain.

      Her heart ached, as she knew that Tieran would be unreachable for the next couple of days. The Society dragons were convening at the Holy Mountain. Tieran had been shaking with terror about returning, but Kerrigan had assured him that he had nothing to worry about. No one could tell the difference in the bonds. She hoped that she had told him the truth.

      Meanwhile, it was the first night of the campaign, which meant it was the official kickoff of the election parties. Kerrigan was dolled up in a glittering Parris original that hugged her figure perfectly. Her hair had been curled and pulled back into an intricate design. All she had to do was face the entire Dragon Society. No pressure.

      Helly squeezed her hand. “Chin up.”

      Then, she moved forward and into position beside Bastian. She looked as lovely as ever in a stiff Bryonican dress. Diminutive next to Bastian’s incredible height. He wore a dark suit with a more traditional white cravat. Just a sliver of Elsiande pink showed in his pocket square. The scars on his face were on full display for what was to come.

      Kerrigan had arrived early, for once in her life, well before the rest of her fellow nominees. And so she got to watch them trickle in one at a time.

      The first was Mistress Hydie of Concha tribe, dressed in a fashionable teal dress with a matching headscarf. She had the same tanned skin as Kerrigan’s friend Noda, and in one interaction, Hydie had confessed to knowing Noda. They’d agreed that her dropping out of the tournament had been a huge disservice to the Society, but Noda was happy, sailing up and down the Strait of Ursi and to the Gardic Sea beyond.

      The other member was Master Selwyn, also of tribe Elsiande. Unlike Bastian, he had gone full out in a pink dressing jacket and cravat with dark trousers and undershirt. He looked a bit like a pink pumpkin, and Kerrigan couldn’t quite figure out how he had gotten ahead. There seemed to be little in his head other than horticulture, which was valuable but he spoke of nothing else.

      Master Durban showed up next in a glittering gold suit jacket to match the warring tribe Galanthea. He was a blustering bigot, and Kerrigan avoided his presence at every opportunity. Not that he let her get away. He apparently wanted to use her as a springboard for his own campaign. He’d had parties, fundraisers, and events all summer. She had to guess that he was viewed more favorable by the people who distrusted Kerrigan.

      But it was Alura who arrived last and who truly had the favor of the Society. Her black skin had been dusted with the silver of tribe Venatrix. Her stunning black hair was braided back into ropes going past her waist. Her dress was a swirling silver that mirrored the linked silver chains Venatrix tribe wore into battle. Her wooden cane had been replaced with an all silver one, complete with a dragon in flight. She was a vision … and she looked miserable.

      “Stop staring,” Alura spat at Kerrigan as she took her spot next to her.

      “You’re stunning,” Kerrigan confessed.

      Alura shot her a look. “With this?” She stamped the cane down hard once.

      Kerrigan nodded. “It doesn’t change anything about you.”

      “Ha,” Alura said with no humor. “Liar. It changes everything.”

      “I don’t think so. You might move slower, but you can still ride a dragon into battle. You are still fearsome. And even if you never do any of that again, you’re stepping into a position just as important if you win this election.”

      Alura frowned at the assessment. “I tried to drop out. They wouldn’t let me.”

      “Good,” Kerrigan said.

      Alura glared at her. “You want the competition?”

      “I followed you into battle, Alura. I trained with you for a year. You can hate me, and I understand why you do, but you are skilled, competent, and fair. You have dated a human woman, even when everyone called you insane for it. The Council could do much worse.”

      Alura sighed and dropped her gaze. “You know what, Kerrigan?”

      “What?”

      “You make it hard to hate you.”

      “Oh, I doubt that very much.”

      Alura laughed softly, as if she hadn’t had cause to do so in a long time. “The Council could do worse than you too.”

      “Thank you,” Kerrigan said with earnest.

      And then they were silenced as Ephriam Plympton, the renowned master of ceremonies, projected his voice across the entire arena. “Males and females, ladies and gentlemen, welcome one and all to the opening night of the Society council festivities. I am here with Presiding Officer Zoh and the rest of the current Society Council. We’re happy to announce to you the nominees for the most coveted positions within our government.”

      Kerrigan took a deep breath and released it. They were congregated at the entrance to the arena. She had never walked into the arena for an event like this. She had only flown in on Tieran when she won the tournament. This would be a whole new experience.

      The master of ceremonies called out the name of each of the nominees, leaving Kerrigan for last. Her hands shook as she waited. Would he leave her off? Slight her because she was half-Fae and that was a crime in this city in its own way.

      “Mistress Kerrigan Argon of Bryonica,” Ephriam called across the arena.

      Kerrigan’s anxiety dissipated. They weren’t going to leave her off. She was going to get to walk the arena as she had never done before.

      She stepped through the archway. The audience roared with delight. Society members in black robes filled the stands, but it seemed the rest of Kinkadia had come to see the spectacle. And that was the reason the volume had doubled at her entrance. The people of Kinkadia, of all of Alandria, were making it clear who they favored. Humans and half-Fae outnumbered the Fae by a long shot, but they had no voice. With Kerrigan as their champion, they would finally have a say in the government.

      Tears came to her eyes as she waved at the assembled crowd. She walked around the arena for all to see her and assess her. Though not everyone here approved of her, in that moment, it hardly even mattered.

      Kerrigan reached the stage assembled on the opposite side of the arena and took the few steps to stand beside Alura, who nodded at her once.

      Each of the nominees stepped forward to make a speech. Helly’s was brief but informative. Bastian’s was stern and evocative. Durban went on too long. Hydie barely said anything. Selwyn blustered. Alura said exactly as much as needed to be said and not a word more, and the crowd loved her for it.

      Kerrigan went blank as soon as it was her turn. She stepped forward, staring into the sea of faces. All the many Society members who were here to hear her explain why they should vote her for. While the people behind them, the many thousands of people behind them, had nothing to say about it. Her speech flew out of her head.

      “I know that I’m supposed to address the Society members, to thank them for being here and for all of their hard work in running this wonderful world we live in. That is what everyone else has already done. So, I will save you the effort and speak to those of you not wearing a black robe,” she said, gesturing to the crowd, who exploded with applause. “People of Kinkadia and all of Alandria. Those from near and far. Those who didn’t ride in on a dragon, but came to this place on horse, cart, and your own two feet, thank you for assembling today.”

      Another cheer rose up from the crowd. Ten times as loud as before.

      “The Society council is the most esteemed seat in our world. It has never been held by a half-Fae or a human. And why should it when the Fae rule our world, right?”

      Boos came from the crowd. She smiled radiantly up at them.

      “You know all the reasons I shouldn’t be standing here. All the reasons you find me unqualified. I am half-Fae. I just passed my eighteenth name day. I look young, reckless, and inexperienced. Whatever your reason, you’re wrong.” She held her hand up to silence the thundering crowd. “You’re wrong because I am precisely what we need. I am the First of the House of Cruse and now the head of household. I am a Society member and dragon rider. I am nobility, and, yes, damn it, I am half-Fae!”

      The cheers this time weren’t just the crowd. Society members were applauding now. Some leaning forward at her speech. Her acceptance of who she was and the limitations they had placed on her. They saw them as weaknesses, and she wore them as strengths.

      “I might not be what you think you want, but I am what you need. If I can achieve all of this at eighteen, imagine what I will do, going forward. Imagine what I can do on the council. The tides are turning. Which side of history do you want to be on?”

      The crowd roared their approval as she stepped back. It wasn’t the speech she’d planned. Not in the least. But she’d had to say it. No matter if it lost her the election. No matter what anyone thought of her.

      Ephriam was quieting the crowd and announcing what would happen next. The center of the arena had been covered with some sort of spell work, and at his words, the cover vanished. Everyone gasped as a gorgeous garden visage appeared, nearly as beautiful as what Kerrigan had found in Titania’s home. No wonder they had closed it off from training for the last couple days. Water flowed in elaborate fountains. Gazebos had been erected. Benches lined tree-ladened walkways. Flowers of every variety imaginable were planted in perfect, even rows. And as the sun set on the nominee appearance, the party commenced.

      Society members released their black robes to reveal stunning gowns and ornate suits. Top hats and diamonds and cravats and beaded fans all appeared as the members exited the stands and flooded the gardens.

      “You did well,” Bastian said at her side.

      “Did I? The people loved it, but the members …”

      “No fear. They’ll get what is coming to them.”

      Then, he stepped off of the stage and into their midst. Immediately overwhelmed with well-wishers. She didn’t know what he’d meant, but she had to take his word for it. She, too, would be swept up in the madness of the party any minute. She could barely brace herself against it.

      But she had no choice.

      “Red!” a voice called over the clamor.

      She turned to find Clover, Hadrian, and Darby just off of the stage. Clover waved her over, not caring in the least how she looked to the rest of those assembled.

      Kerrigan broke into a smile and dashed off of the stage to her friends. Clover enveloped her in a hug. Hadrian and Darby jumped in as well. Screw propriety.

      “You did amazing,” Clover said. “You said that to everyone. Thea is going to be so proud.”

      “Truly,” Darby said when they pulled back. “It was incredible. Trask about had a fit, but I couldn’t even care. I stood and applauded, even as he scowled.”

      “I love that,” Kerrigan said with a laugh.

      “Brilliant,” Hadrian said, squeezing her hand. “I always knew you were going to make a splash.”

      “Not upset that I was reckless?”

      “Can you be anything else?”

      “I guess not.”

      Clover snorted. “We’ve known that for ages.”

      “Are you staying for the party?” Kerrigan asked.

      Clover shook her head. “It’s Society members and family only. We could probably force our way in, but I’m just glad we got to see you conquer.”

      “Still a whole week left of this before we know whether it did anything.”

      “It did,” Darby said with certainty.

      Hadrian even nodded his head. “You changed more than a few minds today.”

      Kerrigan wiped a tear from her eye and pulled her friends in for one last hug. They laughed with her and congratulated her and then disappeared. For a brief moment, she was all alone in a sea of people, and it felt great.

      Then, the moment was ruined.

      “Quite the spectacle,” March said as he appeared at her side.

      Kerrigan recoiled from him. It had been a blissful few weeks while he was at the House of Medallion back home. She hadn’t heard a word from him since her abrupt departure, and she’d hoped that it would stay that way. But she clearly wasn’t that lucky.

      She would give anything for her illusionary magic to work right now. For her to make herself disappear in her surroundings. For another Kerrigan to deal with March. But despite spending weeks working on her illusions, she was no further than she had been. No, she would have to deal with March.

      “What do you want?”

      March shot her a charming look. “I planned to escort my fiancée into the party.”

      Her eyes widened. “We are not betrothed any longer, March.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. One little argument doesn’t change what we’re both working toward.”

      “One little argument? You hit me.” She seethed.

      “And you threatened me with your magic after kissing another man. Who is the one who should be upset here?”

      “Me,” she snapped.

      “You’re being ridiculous. Nothing even happened. You’re remembering it as if it were a whole thing.”

      “I’m not crazy. I know exactly what happened.”

      “Is that why you ran off? You know I don’t believe that you went to Waisley. Care to share where you really were?”

      “No,” she nearly growled. “I want to share nothing with you.”

      “Don’t make yourself look bad. That speech did enough of that. You’re going to need my support to survive the rest of the week. So, let’s go.” He grabbed her arm hard enough to hurt and tried to forcefully guide her toward the party.

      But they weren’t as alone as either of them had believed. Suddenly, a cane came down hard and fast on March’s forearm. March yelped and pulled his arm backward.

      “I’d rethink that,” Alura said with an arched eyebrow.

      “Mistress Alura,” March said, bowing at the waist. “May I say how much I enjoyed your speech?”

      Alura gave him a once-over. “You may not. And if you put your hand on another woman without her permission again, you will understand why they feared me enough to give me this injury.”

      March’s eyes widened in shock at the assessment. “I am a lord of Bryonica.”

      “Your pretty titles mean nothing to me.” She nodded her head once at Kerrigan and then walked away, tall and proud.

      Kerrigan grinned devilishly at March’s shocked face. He looked half-ready to attack her right then and there. It would be beautiful if he tried. To watch him face off against the entire Society.

      But she never got a chance because wings beat on the horizon.

      The Society members looked up as one in shock. All dragons had been recalled to the Holy Mountain. There should be no dragons left in all the skies by now. Yet a gorgeous, red-scaled dragon landed artfully against the opening that had been cleared quickly for her approach.

      A figure descended her back with all the aplomb that only a royal could muster. He wore full black silk. The silver embroidered on his suit breast revealed him for who he truly was. The dark hair that fell across his forehead and gray eyes, as if staring into the heart of a storm, made her heart skip. When his feet touched the ground, black shadows crept in their wake. A crown upon his brow.

      A hush descended on the crowd at his approach.

      A female dropped off of the dragon’s back, a few steps behind him. She waved her hand to amplify her voice and announced to all in attendance, “His Majesty, King Fordham Ollivier of the House of Shadows.”
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      Fordham caught sight of Kerrigan in the crowd, and his eyes went dark and eager and open and hard, all in the span of a second. Then, he strode away from Netta and the mysterious female he had brought with him.

      He extended a hand to her. “My lady.”

      Kerrigan’s cheeks flushed with delight as she put her hand in his. “You made it.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “That is my fiancée!” March bellowed.

      Fordham turned his steely gaze to March and arched an eyebrow. “I believe it is the lady’s choice.”

      March was turning purple at the declaration. The entire Society was watching, and not one of them could fault her for declaring herself to a king over a lord. Even if that lord would one day be king of Bryonica. It would be absurd to put her hand to that sort of man when another was offering his hand to her right here, who outranked him by a long shot.

      Not a person would fault her. And since it was so utterly public, March couldn’t do any of his deceptive means to get her to comply.

      To make matters worse for him, if she had ended their engagement for no apparent reason, he could have sued for recompense or gone to war over the breach of contract, and there was little the Society could do about an intra-tribe affair. But if March went to war over Kerrigan choosing the king of the House of Shadows, that was an inter-tribe matter. The Society would put the full force behind their own members to end that sort of problem.

      She watched all of that flash in March’s eyes in a matter of seconds. The realization that he couldn’t win this. Not in such a public setting.

      “Kerrigan,” Fordham said, “would you do me the honor of this dance?”

      “Yes,” she nearly gasped. “Yes, I choose you.”

      His smile was magnetic as he drew her in closer. His voice dipped low, just for her ears. “I told you that I’d court you properly once the curse was broken. How am I doing?”

      “Oh, I would say you’re doing quite well.”

      “Do you concede your rights to this engagement?” Fordham asked March formally. He offered him his hand. “As a gentleman.”

      March ground his teeth together, but everyone was looking. He could stamp his feet all he wanted. And he looked half-ready to murder Fordham where he stood. That would be hilarious to witness. March stood no chance, and they all knew it. A duel of any kind for Kerrigan’s honor would end very poorly for him. He had no choice but to extend his hand.

      “I wish you both the very best,” March said and shook once fiercely before pushing his way through the party and away.

      Kerrigan grinned. She wanted to twirl and shout her excitement at the conclusion to that whole affair. The contracts would be invalidated in the morning. She was free.

      “Shall we?” Fordham asked with a glint of humor in his swirling eyes.

      She put her hand in his, and he drew her away from the onlookers, inside the gardens, and onto the dance floor. Music strummed to life as others joined them. Then, Fordham pulled her close into her arms, and the waltz drew them into its embrace.

      “You couldn’t have had better timing,” she told him.

      “I do like to make an entrance.”

      “So … king?”

      He winked at her. “It turns out that my people much preferred an Ollivier to an imposter queen.”

      “I thought they might.”

      Her eyes flickered to the space Netta had been a minute earlier. She had flown off, presumably to join the others at the Holy Mountain, and left the Fae woman behind. She was dressed formally in a black silk dress. Her hands behind her back, like a bodyguard, and yet her eyes were wide with shock at the spectacle.

      “And the female?”

      “Delle,” he said. “My first order of business was to fire my father’s chief attendant, Langdon. I shocked the court by making a female, Adelaide, my chief attendant for the House of Shadows. Delle is Adelaide’s daughter. A fine warrior and my attendant at Draco Mountain.”

      “She’s very pretty,” Kerrigan offered.

      “Adelaide and Delle were made aware of my intentions to court you,” Fordham said. “She has a husband back in the House of Shadows, to whom she is devoted. He’ll be joining us as soon as I work out the logistics with the Society.”

      “You mean, how no one else is supposed to be out of the House of Shadows until next year.”

      His smile was feral. “Yes, I have already broken that rule. An absurd one. We both know who started the Battle of Lethbridge. Punishing everyone for their mistakes is nonsensical.”

      Kerrigan pressed her cheek to his chest in relief. “That’s the princeling I knew was in there all along.”

      “Princeling,” he scoffed. “You will have to get a new nickname.”

      “Kingling just doesn’t have the right ring to it,” she teased.

      “You’re absurd,” he said and then brushed his thumb across her cheek. “And I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      She wanted nothing more than to fit his mouth to hers and forget the rest of the world existed. But tonight was not the night for that. Tonight, she needed to meet other Society members. She needed to win an election in a week’s time.

      So, when the dance was over, she and Fordham toured the gardens. They met with hundreds of Society members. Many who congratulated her on her speech. Others congratulating them on their reunion. Only a handful were outright nasty. She thought it was a bonus that no one was terrible enough to call her a leatha to her face. There was an entire contingent of people who never said a single word to her. She knew who they were without ever speaking to them.

      A vocal minority … or at least, she hoped. Their sway had grown exponentially over the last couple years. She had no idea how many there really were. And how many of them were Red Masks in disguise.

      Finally, the two people she had been looking for as they navigated the mazelike gardens appeared before them.

      Arbor and Prescott bowed deeply to their king. Then, Arbor burst into a smile and threw her arms around Fordham. “You did it! You’re king.”

      Prescott clapped him on the back. “We always knew you would get the throne.”

      Fordham removed Arbor and nodded. “Yes. I didn’t expect it to happen so soon, but no one chooses when destiny takes hold.”

      “Absolutely,” Arbor said. “We’re surprised to see you here since you sent us that letter that said you weren’t returning.”

      Prescott laughed, as if he were unperturbed. “But who cares why you’re here? You’re back! And you and Kerrigan are together.”

      “It’s brilliant,” Arbor agreed.

      “Indeed. Though I am surprised to see you here,” Fordham said. He gestured for them to follow him away from prying eyes and ears. They reached an empty gazebo on the edge of the arena nearest the exit. “You told me that you had retired to the country. In fact, I told you to disappear.”

      “We disappeared in the city,” Arbor said with a wave of her hand. “Isn’t it better that we’re already established here? Then, we can see you.”

      “In fact, it’s a complication. Because none of the Fae are supposed to be outside of the House of Shadows. Now, you are a known quantity in the city.”

      “You can say we escaped,” Prescott said.

      “And send you back?” Fordham asked.

      The siblings exchanged a look.

      “Certainly not,” Arbor said with a laugh. “I’m sure you can work it out. Delle is with you after all.”

      “Delle is my attendant when I am out of court on official duty. You are my cousins. She would be an exception, but you?”

      “We’re family,” Prescott protested.

      “Family,” Fordham said slowly. “Interesting justification. Do you take me for a fool?” His black shadows folded around him as his anger rose to the surface. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out what you had been doing all this time?”

      Arbor’s face paled. “Cousin, I have no idea what you mean.”

      “We’ve done nothing,” Prescott added.

      “Nothing. Tell me, who pushed Wynter to bring down the barrier? Who encouraged her to start a group to bring it down? Who egged on her madness to get what they wanted?”

      Arbor looked back at him with her chin lifted. “Bringing down the barrier is a crime now? Then, you should look no further.” She gestured to Kerrigan. “We all know she did it and not Wynter.”

      “You helped form a cult to overthrow the throne,” he spat. “That is treason.”

      Prescott gulped. “We wanted to escape the mountain. It wasn’t about overthrowing anyone.”

      “Oh, really?” Fordham asked. “And Lethbridge?”

      Arbor arched an eyebrow. “What about Lethbridge?”

      “I was under the assumption that my father wanted to take revenge for the humans who had refused him. I had even guessed that Wynter had gotten him to do exactly that. Perhaps she wanted to take over in my absence, but Wynter had never been ambitious for the throne before this. It was a strange change for her.”

      “So strange,” Kerrigan said, “almost not believable. As if someone else was pulling her strings. Someone else had her go to war with Lethbridge. Someone else had the intention of toppling the throne.”

      Arbor looked between them. “You can’t mean us?”

      “No,” Fordham said. “I believe Prescott is innocent of everything, except stupidly following you to whatever end.”

      “Fordham,” Prescott stammered, “Arbor wouldn’t …”

      “She would,” Kerrigan said.

      “And she will pay for her crimes.”

      Kerrigan gestured off to the shadows, and a contingent of the Society Guard ran over to them. Exactly where she’d had them placed earlier in the evening.

      “This is why you invited us here?” Arbor asked in alarm. “You’re going to arrest us with no proof? This will never stand.”

      “Oh, we have proof,” Kerrigan said with a warning smile.

      Arbor’s bravado hung on to a thread. “Sure you do. What could you possibly have?”

      “Wynter,” Kerrigan told her.

      Arbor’s face fell. “She … she died in the battle. Along with all of her followers.”

      “Not all of them,” Fordham said. “Many of them were willing to come forward when I asked questions.”

      “And Wynter might not have wanted to answer any of my questions. Threatened to kill me where I stood. It was actually sort of fun. But eventually, she confirmed what I had already known—that you were the mastermind behind the whole ordeal. Wynter was your front woman.” Kerrigan held her hand when Arbor tried to argue. “If that wasn’t enough, I have two freed slaves who already told me the whole story.”

      “Arrest them,” Fordham said to the guards. “Arbor, you are under arrest for treason against the Society and the House of Shadows for engineering the Battle of Lethbridge. Prescott, you are under arrest as her accomplice.”

      The siblings stared at him in shock.

      “Fordham,” Prescott gasped.

      “You can’t do this,” Arbor bellowed.

      People were starting to look. Let them. Let them see what would be done to those who tried to hurt them. Even family wasn’t safe.

      Fordham had a stony expression on his face as he watched them get carted away. But she knew how this hurt him. How much it had broken him when he discovered the truth.

      “This is what it means to be king,” he said softly to her.

      “I know. The problem is that they had the right idea and all the wrong actions.”

      He nodded once and watched until they were no longer in their line of sight.
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      After the arrests, Kerrigan and Fordham were greeted even more enthusiastically. As if they had shown their hand to those assembled. They weren’t going to run reckless and do whatever they wanted. They believed in law and order.

      And that was true.

      Kerrigan didn’t agree with people breaking the law. Except she did it frequently when it suited her. Which they had surely heard and solidified for all in attendance that it was in the past. Even if it wasn’t. Even if it hadn’t been meant as a display at all.

      “You’re back!” Audria cried. She pushed through the crowd and launched herself at Fordham.

      He shot Kerrigan a look as he put a hand on Audria’s back. “Uh … yes.”

      “We missed you,” she said as she released him. “Didn’t we?”

      Roake shrugged as he stepped forward and stuck his hand out. “I suppose we did.”

      “Real convincing,” Fordham said.

      Roake shook his hand hard. “It wasn’t the same without your broody antics.”

      “I second that,” Kerrigan said.

      Audria giggled and pulled her close. “We all know that you do. And look … no Bryonican wedding.”

      “Thank the gods,” Kerrigan muttered. “I can tell Parris to scrap my wedding dress.”

      Audria gasped. “Surely someone else can wear it.”

      “Surely anyone else but me.”

      Fordham arched an eyebrow. “For now.”

      Kerrigan’s cheeks flushed at those words. Well, a wedding to Fordham sometime in the future didn’t sound like such a bad thing. Especially after dreading the one with March for nearly a year.

      “Tell us everything,” Audria said, looping her arms with Kerrigan’s and pulling them back into the throng.

      Fordham launched into a brief tale of how he had claimed his throne and returned to Kinkadia to rejoin the Society. More people joined in with wide, curious eyes. Despite going to war with the House of Shadows, most Society members had not seen a member of his tribe for a thousand years. For those who lived in the mountain, Fordham was far from an oddity, but for everyone else …

      Kerrigan was happy to let him take some of the weight off of her. She could spend the rest of the evening engaged in meaningful conversation, knowing she had him at her side. Just as she always wanted.

      Well, maybe not always. They had rightfully hated each other in the beginning, but now, she couldn’t imagine her life any other way.

      As the evening was winding down, a figure appeared on the outskirts of the crowd. A figure she hadn’t been certain would return for the festivities.

      She disentangled herself from the crowd and went to meet her father. “You made it back.”

      “Couldn’t miss my only daughter making the Society council.”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “Well, we haven’t voted yet.”

      “No, but I have faith that they’ll choose the right person,” Kivrin said. He gestured toward a deserted gazebo on the edge of the arena. “Walk with me.”

      Kerrigan fell into step beside her father. Their steps even and comfortable. She wanted to relish this moment but had too many questions for him.

      “The refugee project is well underway.” Kivrin spoke before she could get the words out.

      “That is great. How many have moved?”

      “Not nearly enough,” he admitted. “About a hundred so far. We have enough room for hundreds more, but I think, understandably, many of them are wary of being under the rule of a Fae.”

      “But I’m half-Fae.”

      He shrugged. “It will take time. And maybe a few visits from you to ease their nerves.”

      “I would love to do that. Once the election is over, Fordham and I will fly over.”

      “Ah, the king of their oppressors. Exactly who they want to see.”

      “He is not his father. He will have to prove that to them. It will also be a process.” She sank gratefully into a bench in the gazebo.

      Kivrin nodded and took a seat. “You are wise beyond your years. Though will you tell me where you actually went?”

      Kerrigan glanced around the empty gazebo and then leaned forward, closing the space between her and her father. “We broke Fordham’s curse and met Titania.”

      Kivrin jerked backward. “What? Titania? The Titania?”

      She shushed him. “Yes, keep it down.”

      “She lives in Alandria?”

      “You can’t access it, except through extreme peril, but yes. She told me some interesting things.”

      Kivrin suddenly look wary. “What things?”

      “She told me that my mother is Keres of Andromadix for one.”

      Kivrin wrenched back at that. The color drained out of his face. “How does she know that name?”

      So … it was a name.

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t exactly ask the mother of Fae these things. Which is why I’m asking you, Dad.”

      “Did she say anything else?”

      “That I was a descendent of He Who Reigns.”

      Kivrin whipped his hand out, clapping it over her mouth. “Shh!”

      Kerrigan looked at her father in alarm. “What?”

      “Never, never say that name again.”

      “What? Say what? Explain this to me.”

      He shook his head. And she realized he was well and truly terrified. He had gone green at the edges, as if he might vomit any moment. His skin was clammy, and he was shaking. He looked around, as if someone might pop into existence and slaughter them. “Do not ever repeat that.”

      “I don’t even know what it means. I don’t know what any of it means. Who is … that person?”

      “Someone you never want to see, let alone meet.”

      “And Andromadix?”

      Kivrin breathed out slowly. “That is Vulsan’s surname. The man who came after you when you were born.”

      “My mother’s husband.”

      “Yes.”

      “Dad,” she said, leaning in, “is my mother still alive?”

      He closed his eyes and looked ready to weep. “As far as I know,” he gasped so softly that she almost didn’t hear him. “Yes, she’s alive.”

      Kerrigan’s stomach dropped out. She had guessed, but she hadn’t known. A thousand questions rose at the same time, but all she could get out was, “Why?”

      “I can’t explain. Every new piece of information you know puts you in more danger.”

      “I’m not going to stop looking.”

      “She’s not in Alandria,” he said at once. “And she’s nowhere that you can access, Kerrigan. It’s better if you forget everything. It will only cause you pain in the long run.”

      Then, he rose to his feet and left her sitting alone in the gazebo. She wanted to chase after him and demand answers, but she could tell it was futile. He was terrified like she’d never seen him. Even when he had discussed Vulsan for the first time, it was nothing like his reaction to He Who Reigns, whoever that was. She was sure that she could never know. Not unless she went back up the mountain and demanded answers from the first Fae. And she doubted that would work out well for her either.

      But her mother was alive. She was alive.

      Somewhere out there, living her own life without Kerrigan. She had abandoned her just as readily as Kivrin had. Both supposedly for her own protection.

      “Kerrigan?” Fordham said, jarring her from her deep thoughts. “Is everything all right? I saw Kivrin run off.”

      She shrugged. “I asked him about … those things from the cottage.” Fordham knew instantly what she meant. “My mother lives, but not in Alandria, and asking more questions will get me killed.” He held a hand out to her. She let him lift her into his arms as tears marred her cheeks. “I just want answers, and I feel as if I’ll never get them all.”

      “We’ll find them,” he assured her. “We’ll find them together.”

      As much as she wanted to believe him, she had no idea how that was going to be possible. The only people who knew refused to speak on the subject. But she knew she had to face one problem at a time.

      “Come with me,” Fordham said. “I have something to show you.”

      “What?”

      He grinned. “A surprise.”

      Kerrigan let him guide her out of the arena. The party would be going on well into the night, but her part in it was over. She was grateful to be away from the watchful eyes and out in her city.

      Kinkadia had been her home for so long. Hundreds of people were out on the streets, celebrating after the nominee introduction. Bars and taverns were full. Dancers and musicians played in the inns and spilled out onto the streets. It was a joyous night. Walking among them, arm in arm with Fordham, Kerrigan felt more a part of her city than ever.

      Fordham turned them south toward the Artisan Village and into a kaleidoscope of color. Artists with their paints and canvases, drawing in the street by candle and moonlight. Poets reading from their works. The Opera house open for all. It was a glorious display with humans, half-Fae, and Fae milling together as one, looking at the paintings, jewelry, glassblowing, books, and all manner of crafts.

      “It’s a perfect night,” Kerrigan said, leaning into him.

      “Do you know this was when I fell in love with you?”

      “When?”

      “When you brought me to Carmine’s for the poetry reading. I knew then that you had my heart, and I was terrified.”

      “I just wanted you to experience something other than war.”

      He swept back a red lock of her hair. “You gave me a new life. One I never even dreamed of in the House of Shadows.”

      She flushed. “I’m glad my visions brought us together.”

      “I’m of the belief that it would have happened with or without your visions,” he said with a smile.

      She liked that idea very much.

      “And here we are.” Fordham halted their promenade just past Carmine’s Books.

      Down a small cobblestone side street stood a row of leaning townhouses. As if either side were reaching to kiss the other and never quite managing it. Every townhouse on the street had a brightly colored door—yellow, blue, pink, red, green.

      “Oh, I love this street. We call it the Hall of Doors.”

      “What do you think of this one?” he asked, gesturing to a townhouse with a yellow door.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s yours.”

      “Mine?” she asked in confusion.

      “Ours.”

      “What?” she gasped.

      He smirked and produced a key out of his jacket pocket. “Technically, it belongs to the House of Shadows in the city. But practically, I was hoping you would join me here, away from the mountain. A place for just the two of us.”

      She blinked at him in awe and shock. “You … you bought us a house?”

      His smile slipped for a second. “Was that too far? Should I not—”

      But she kissed him before he finished that thought. She threw her arms around his neck and held him as tightly as possible. He laughed against her lips, drawing her closer. He closed the gap between them by wrapping his arms around her waist.

      “I take it that you like it?” he said, brushing their noses together.

      “I love it.”

      “You haven’t been inside.”

      “I love you,” she amended.

      She plucked the key out of his hand and traipsed up the stairs. He followed as she fit the key into the lock.

      “Have you seen it?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I was looking into it before I left.”

      Her heart leapt. He had been looking into a house for them before he broke the curse. Oh, she liked that a lot.

      Kerrigan turned the knob and pushed the door open, throwing her light through the space. Sconces leaped to life, revealing the first floor. Her breath caught. The townhouse was empty of furniture. Just an open living room with oak hardwood floor. The dining room had metal sconces with enough room for a table and chairs. Nothing formal could fit in the space. She moved forward and found a small kitchen area and a first-floor toilet.

      She followed the stairs at the back of the house to the second floor. There were three bedrooms. The first two were as bare as the downstairs. Big enough for a bed and dressers. For them to have visitors or even a small training room. Maybe a study for all of Fordham’s broody-boy poetry.

      But the final room wasn’t empty.

      Her breath caught when she walked inside and saw the enormous bed taking up the majority of the space. It was the only thing in the room. A glorious bed with black silk sheets and a comforter and about a thousand pillows. It attached to a bathing chamber with a sunken pool and running water.

      “I love it,” she whispered.

      Fordham’s arms came around her waist, and he pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “Good. Because I want it to be our bed.”

      “And here I thought, you wanted to court me properly,” she said, turning in his arms.

      “Oh, I intend to.” He walked her backward until her knees hit the bedframe.

      “You know proper gentlemen don’t bed their intended until the wedding night.”

      “That ship has sailed already.” He kissed her hard and urgent, bending her backward toward the bed. His hands came up to grip her thighs and heft her up onto the bed.

      She laughed. “So, you admit it? You’re not proper.”

      “Give me tonight, and I promise to be proper in the morning.” He hiked her skirts up her thighs, his hands trailing over the bare milky skin. A kiss landed on her knee and then higher.

      “Promise me something, Fordham,” she said as she sprawled open for him.

      “Anything.”

      “Never be proper.”

      His laugh was primal as he buried his head between her legs, and she all but lost consciousness.

      This was their house. On their bed. In their city.

      His curse was broken. They were free to be together. Everything in the entire world felt right in that moment. There was so much left for them to endure. The election was still impending, and Kerrigan was determined to take down the Red Masks. But she couldn’t think of any of that right now. Just the future that she had been so uncertain she would ever entertain.

      She climaxed with a shuddering breath to a smirking Fae king. He grasped her legs and tugged her down farther on the bed. She gasped, but already, he was stripping. Any words she had left were gone as he dropped his suit coat to the floor, pulled free the cravat at his throat, and bared the hard planes of his chest. She leaned forward and ran a hand down every line of his abdominal. Each etched, as if into marble. His pants went next as well as his underthings, and then he was all male, naked as the day he had been born. Her breath caught at his magnificence.

      He helped her out of her dress. Undoing the clasps at the back that held it all together before letting it puddle into a heap on the floor.

      She was mad with need by the time her breasts were free of the binding and she was naked with him. She wanted nothing more than to complete what they had started, but he had another idea.

      With her legs on either side of his muscled thighs and him hard and thick before her, his fingers threaded into her hair and removed each individual pin. As they slid out of place, the locks that they had contained spilled over her shoulders and down her back. Until there was nothing left holding it all up.

      He brushed strands out of her eyes and claimed her mouth once more for his own. “That’s better. This is how I love to see you.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Wild,” he breathed.

      Her fingers reached out almost tentatively for him. She wrapped her hand around him, and he grunted with relief at the first touch. He thrust forward into her fingers, starting a tempo as she moved up and down.

      “Is it my turn?” she whispered in the silence.

      They’d never had the time before, but she was just as interested in exploring his body as he had hers.

      “Next time,” he groaned, spreading her legs wider and pulling her forward until her bottom almost hung off the edge of the bed. “I need you.”

      “Yes,” she pleaded.

      She aligned their bodies, guiding him into her. The first joining was pure bliss. Her body arched off the bed. Nothing compared to this. Not their first rushed time in the hot springs or the stolen moments in Titania’s cottage. His curse was broken. They were free to be together. This was their first time with no barriers between them. And she would savor every moment.

      He took her hips in his hands and increased the tempo. Their bodies smacked together over and over as the heat between them intensified. Sweat beaded on her body. The summer humidity doing nothing to cool their coupling.

      Kerrigan reached for him. He leaned down on his elbows to kiss down her front. She arched into him as he drew a nipple into his mouth. She felt her body close to the edge, and that extra sensation made everything come fully alive.

      “Fordham,” she gasped.

      He drew the other nipple into his mouth, sucking and nipping at it. He smirked up at her again and then drew their lips together. His pace quickened, and she clawed at his back.

      This was magic. Old magic. Something she had never experienced before. A fusing together of two souls, as if everything had just clicked into place. She was superheated and couldn’t breathe, and her heart raced.

      “Oh gods,” she moaned.

      “Yes,” he said against her skin. His eyes had gone wide. “It’s you.”

      “It’s always been you,” she told him.

      Then, she felt something snap together. As if two pieces of the same invisible string had become one. And the rest of the world disappeared as they both fell into eternity.

      It was a few minutes before either of them could move. Kerrigan wiped sweat from her brow as Fordham rolled off of her and onto the big bed.

      “What just happened?” she whispered.

      “A … bond.” He looked wild with disbelief. “It felt almost like what happened with the dragon bond. Except … there is no way we could be bonded.”

      “I couldn’t even bond with Tieran.”

      “I know,” he breathed.

      Then, she met his gaze and felt all the love radiating off of him, and suddenly, she knew. She just knew.

      “I’ve heard of this, but it’s an old custom with dragons, where soul mates are joined. They call it a mating bond.”

      His eyes were filled to the brim with devotion as he pulled her into him.

      “You’re my mate,” he said.

      “I’m your mate.”
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      Clover exited the tavern and lit a match. She brought it to her loch cigarette, inhaling deeply. She’d need the moment to regroup with the night she’d been having.

      Darby had come with her and Hadrian and a huge group of others to flood the streets in celebration. For a while, it had felt just like old times. The three of them, surrounded by others, drinking and dancing and partying.

      But things weren’t the same.

      Darby, for one, should never have come with them out into the streets. She was Fae nobility and betrothed to another. Clover had decided to ignore it for the time being. When she’d watched Darby get to her feet and applaud Kerrigan despite Trask’s disapproval, she’d fallen in love all over again. That was the female she’d fallen for, and it was the one she wanted to be with.

      When Darby had joined them in the city, she’d thought maybe it would happen. Hadrian was on her arm. Dedicated, confident, and as stable as ever. She could be happy with him. She was happy with him. But they both knew she wanted Darby too.

      A hand slipped around her waist. Hadrian pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “You ran away.”

      “Too much fun,” Clover said. “I should be dealing at the Wastes tonight. Not out like this.”

      “Let yourself have fun, Clove. You’ve earned it.”

      She had nothing to say to that. She’d earned nothing. Dozan would likely be pissed that she hadn’t come straight back. Though he’d had his hands full the last couple weeks. She’d been there when Kerrigan brought Wynter in, and ever since, Dozan had been spending more and more time in the princess’ presence. She didn’t know if it was for her rehabilitation or for some other reason. Dozan hadn’t take a keen interest with anyone like this since Red.

      That was good for Clover at least. Maybe he wouldn’t notice her absence.

      A throat cleared behind them. Clover withdrew from Hadrian as Darby entered the mix.

      She looked up at the pair of them through long lashes. “Might I have a word?”

      “Not having fun?” Clover asked.

      “In fact, I am.”

      Hadrian grinned. “That’s good to hear, Darbs. We like having you here with us.”

      “We do,” Clover confirmed. Though her words were laced with more. They always had been.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk about,” Darby said.

      She fiddled with her hands. The fidgeting was adorable, but Clover couldn’t stand it any longer.

      She put her hands over Darby’s. “Just say what you need to say. You can say anything to us. You know that.”

      Darby swallowed and raised her chin. “I’ve thought a lot about what you suggested.”

      Clover felt her defenses rising. “What’s that again?”

      “Be nice,” Hadrian warned.

      “I’m always nice, sweetheart,” she teased with the old nickname she’d used to get a rise out of him before their relationship shifted.

      His smile shot desire straight through her. Her toes curled.

      “You suggested,” Darby said, clearing her throat, “that we have a relationship. The three of us.”

      “And?”

      “I told you that was impossible because I was engaged. I’d made my choice.” She straightened her shoulders. “But I’ve changed my mind.”

      Clover looked at her in blatant shock. “You have?”

      “Yes. I … I want this. I want you.” Her gaze shifted from Clover to Hadrian and back. “I want everything you’re offering. I know it might be too late, but I can’t keep doing this. I thought I would be happy if I had everything I had worked for—nobility, a tribe, a husband. But I’m more miserable than I ever was. I can’t go on like this. Trask is … I hate him. I couldn’t ever imagine marrying him. Sonali is going to hate me, and maybe you already hate me for that choice, but I have to do what is best for me.” Darby looked up uncertainly. “Do you hate me?”

      Clover tilted Darby’s chin up and pressed their mouths together. She tasted like cheap ale and the land of the gods. She was divine in every way.

      Clover should have stopped her in the middle of her tirade to tell her that it was never too late. Never. But she had liked to hear her ramble about her decision. Plus, it had confirmed everything Clover had feared for Darby. That she was only doing it to please the nobility and that marrying an oaf of a Fae like that would be the end of her. She couldn’t stand by and let that happen to Darby. Not if she could help it.

      And she had helped it. Now she was claiming her lips for her own. As they were always meant to be.

      “Oh,” Darby whispered, touching her lips when Clover pulled away. “Oh dear.”

      “I want you,” Clover said. She reached for Hadrian’s hand. “I want both of you.”

      Hadrian turned Clover’s face toward him, and they kissed, deep and passionate. “I want this too.”

      They turned as one to offer Darby their hands. Her eyes were wide and frightened, but finally, she put her hand in theirs, and Clover drew her in tight.

      “I’ve got you,” Clover told her. “You’re mine now.”

      “Ours,” Hadrian said.

      Darby tilted her head up and met each of their gazes. “Yes, I am yours.”

      Clover held her people close. She’d dreamed of this moment for longer than she could remember. Never believing it was possible for it to happen.

      She knew the world would not be kind. Two Fae in love with a human. They would never allow it when it came right down to it. And she also knew that she would do anything to protect them.

      Her father’s necklace seemed to pulse against her chest at that thought. As if it read her thoughts and her intention of protection and gave her strength to endure. Maybe Thea was right. Maybe it was worth pursuing the necklace—amulet—if it meant fighting for the right to love whoever she wanted. The right to keep these two safe.
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          ARBOR

        

      

    

    
      The cell was tiny.

      Only large enough for her to walk a half-dozen paces in one direction and a half-dozen paces forward. Worse, it was made from iron. Her throat constricted when she thought about it, and her magic sputtered before disappearing entirely. She’d never had the sort of magic that Fordham and Wynter could wield. That sort of power had always been beyond her. She had relied her on her schemes and pretty smiles and cleavage to get what she wanted. But now that it had buried itself so deep that she couldn’t access it, she missed it more than ever.

      She couldn’t understand how she had gotten here.

      This wasn’t her fault.

      Fordham had gotten her out of Lethbridge. She was the one to get her and Prescott to the city. They had started new. The past was the past. She shouldn’t be here.

      “Let me out!” she yelled again.

      Her hands touched the bars, and she hissed, retreating.

      “Arbor,” Prescott called.

      “Pres!”

      They’d been separated by the guards. She was thrown into this iron cell, and he was taken far away. She’d called for him and called for him. She hated most being parted from him.

      “Everything is going to be all right,” he called.

      He sounded about a dozen cells away from her. Maybe more. She had no real concept of the size of the dungeons beneath the mountain. But she had to assume they were endless. Maybe his voice just carried this far.

      “How could Fordham do this to us?”

      Prescott was silent for a moment before saying, “I don’t know. It’s a misunderstanding. Someone will come talk to us, and we’ll get out of this.”

      She hoped he was right. But it had been hours, and no one had come for them. Not even to offer food or water. They’d left her a bucket. A bucket.

      She shuddered.

      “I miss you,” she called to her brother.

      “I miss you too,” he said.

      And then they both fell silent.
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed. No one came for them. Nothing moved in the dark.

      Then, a light appeared at the end of the hall she had come through, and four figures appeared before her. Two of them were standard-issue guards. The same sort who had dragged her into this cell. The other two wore official Society uniforms. The female she didn’t recognize, but the male had stood on the stage with Kerrigan at the ceremony—Master Bastian.

      “Please,” Arbor said, rising to her feet and shuffling forward as close as she would get to the iron.

      “You can leave us here,” the female said, dismissing the guards. “I am Mistress Corinna, chief of the guard. This is Master Bastian of the Society council. We have some questions for you. Will you comply?”

      She nodded as tears came to her eyes. “Of course. This is all a mistake. It’s a huge misunderstanding. We shouldn’t be here.”

      “So, you didn’t help King Samael and Princess Wynter Ollivier orchestrate the Battle of Lethbridge?”

      “Of course not,” she gasped, letting tears come to her eyes. It was a simple trick that she’d perfected. Anyway, she was scared enough to say and do anything to get out of this.

      “We have multiple witnesses who confessed that you were the brains behind the operation,” Corinna said. “That you pushed them to attack. That you committed treason. And then you showed up in the city. What do you expect us to think now that you’re in Kinkadia?”

      “We just wanted to start over,” Arbor gasped. “Fordham was the one who got us out of the city.”

      Bastian held his hand up. “We have already spoken with Master Fordham. He admitted to releasing you but assured us you were supposed to go into hiding. It is a problem we will address with him. It does not change the fact that we worry you were conspiring to harm the Society in our own city.”

      “What?” Arbor gasped. “Why would you think that?”

      “You were being followed,” Corinna said. “We have you at no less than three Red Masks meetings.”

      Arbor’s face went deathly pale. Then, a thought occurred to her. “I have information. Information about the Red Masks. I will tell you everything that I know about them.”

      “So you don’t deny that you were at the meetings?” Corinna demanded.

      Arbor realized her slip too late. But she couldn’t back down now. She lifted her chin. “Do you want the information or not?”

      Bastian’s eyes hardened. “And what do you want out of this?”

      “Let me out of here. Pardon my crimes and my brother’s crimes. I’ll help you.” When neither Corinna nor Bastian seemed to jump at the chance, she threw out her trump card. “I met the Father.”

      Corinna’s eyes widened at that. “The Father? The leader of the Red Masks?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you could identify him?” Bastian asked deathly low.

      Arbor looked him in the eyes and smiled dangerously. She had them. Hook, line, and sinker. “Absolutely I could identify him.”

      It didn’t matter that it was a lie. It didn’t matter what this Master Bastian thought. If it got her out of this cell, then she would tell them everything they wanted to know and more. She’d lie through her teeth to survive the day. She knew what the penalty was for treason.

      Then, Bastian smiled. It was a cold, deadly thing. It sent shivers down Arbor’s back. No one had ever looked at her like that. As if she had issued her own death sentence.

      “I think I’ve heard all that I need,” Bastian said. “She’s yours, Corinna. Get everything out of her that you can.”

      “I intend to do just that,” Corinna said.

      Then, Bastian ambled away. Arbor followed his gait with interest. She had never paid much attention to the way the man moved, but it was so familiar. Shockingly familiar. Why did it tickle at the back of her mind?

      “Arbor, let’s begin,” Corinna said.

      She let the thought pass.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      And Arbor divulged every scrap of information she had. Anything to save herself and Prescott from hanging. Anything to get ahead.
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      Kerrigan woke the next morning in a feather cloud. Her arm was thrown over a muscled chest. Her head pillowed against his shoulder. Her body encased in the down of their bed.

      Their bed.

      The bed she shared with her mate.

      She listened to his heart beat a staccato in his chest as she slowly came back to herself. She certainly could get used to waking up like this every morning. The mountain was nice. It had everything she could ever need … except privacy. This townhouse was their own microcosm, where no one and nothing could interfere.

      “Morning,” he groaned, rolling toward her.

      “Morning yourself.”

      He kissed across her shoulders and down over her breasts. “I hate to say it, but we need to get back.”

      They were both still naked, and Kerrigan had other ideas about what they could do other than return to the mountain.

      “Later,” she pleaded.

      He stopped at her navel and looked up at her with those mercurial eyes. She read every line of devotion in them.

      “Your wish is my command.”

      She pushed him aside, rolling her hips over his and straddling him.

      He smirked. “What are you going to do up there?”

      “You said that next time was my turn.”

      His eyes lit up as she lowered herself down his body. She’d never done this before, but she didn’t care. As soon as she took him in her mouth, the sounds of his pleasure filled the room, and nothing else seemed to matter. He came apart under her ministrations, emptying into her mouth. Then, he flipped her back over and brought her to climax as well.

      Both lay sprawled across the bed in the lull after, momentarily sated, hearts racing as one.

      Then, a knock sounded on the front door.

      Kerrigan glanced at Fordham. “Who knows that you bought this?”

      “No one,” he said.

      “Should we answer?”

      The knock came again, more urgently.

      Fordham growled deep in the back of his throat. He reached for his clothes, tugging breeches and a shirt on. It took precious minutes to get the shirt tucked in and the jacket back on. He gave up on the cravat and marched downstairs.

      There was no hope of Kerrigan getting back into her dress alone. She gave up and yanked the sheet around her body, letting it trail behind her as she followed him down the stairs to listen to their intruder.

      “I know she’s here,” Valia declared. “Let me in, or I will get past you.”

      Fordham growled, all primal male. Kerrigan was uncertain what exactly he would do after the night they’d had. She rushed off the stairs to intercept him.

      “Let her pass, Ford,” Kerrigan said.

      Fordham caught sight of her, and relief flickered across his features. “Fine.”

      Valia bypassed him and stepped inside. She didn’t seem surprised to find Kerrigan in nothing but a sheet. Fordham slammed the door shut with force, rattling the sconces.

      “Sorry to intrude. This is safer than approaching you at the mountain,” Valia said.

      “How did you even find out about this place?” Fordham demanded.

      Valia arched an eyebrow at him. “You act as if it’s difficult.”

      “Spy,” Kerrigan said by way of explanation. “It’s sometimes disorienting.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Valia gestured upstairs. “Shall I help you into your dress?”

      “That would be helpful,” Kerrigan admitted and gestured for Valia to follow them upstairs. “Why are you here?”

      Valia shot Fordham a look. “I assume you trust him.”

      Fordham growled, low and menacing.

      “With my life,” Kerrigan said. “Anything you say to me can be said to him. Is this about the Collector?”

      Valia nodded as they entered the room. Kerrigan stepped into her dress, and Valia worked on tying her back into the elaborate attire. She wished she had something else to wear. It would be obvious what they had been up to that night if she walked into the mountain, wearing the gown from the night before. A problem for another time.

      “I told you before that I had narrowed it down to certain key members. I’ve since settled on one particular house. The owner is known to have a vault. He brags of it. Though refuses to say what the contents are. I believe we can make a good guess as to what it is.”

      “And if it isn’t?”

      “Then, we keep looking,” Valia said. “But we’re short on time. We need to break in tonight.”

      “How do we know that you’re not sending us into a trap?” Fordham snarled.

      Valia tied off the dress and stepped back.

      Kerrigan walked to Fordham and put a hand to his chest. “You have to trust her. We’ve come this far together.”

      “You don’t have to trust me,” Valia said evenly. “You can leave all of this behind. You can let the Father destroy your world as he destroyed mine. No one will oppose him when the time comes. If that is what you want, then don’t trust me. Return to your bed and do nothing.”

      Fordham’s body tensed at those words. “That is not what we wish.”

      “I thought not,” Valia said.

      “Why don’t you break into the house? You’re a spy. Can’t you get into a house and open a vault?”

      Valia tilted her head. “I can. But I have elsewhere I have to be tonight.”

      “Where?” Fordham snapped.

      “That’s not important.”

      Kerrigan saw that he was going to argue with her, but they didn’t have time for any of that. If they could go after the Collector, then she was beyond ready.

      “Tell us everything.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think she told us everything,” Fordham said as he stared up at the Row house from across the street at nightfall.

      Kerrigan had known there were Red Masks on the Row. No one was as scared about losing their place and privilege as those with money. But it was still disorienting to be on the Row, knowing she was entering a member’s house.

      “She told us as much as she knew,” Kerrigan said. “Now, shut up and move.”

      They wore all black, and Kerrigan pulled a hood over her red hair. They stalked around to the rear of the building. The home that Fordham had bought for her was a townhouse. This was a Row mansion. It might not have been one of the old houses a street over, which were estates with hundreds of rooms, but it was close.

      And the house wasn’t empty either.

      Lights were on in the front windows. She had seen people walking through a second-story room. But what they were after was supposedly on the third floor, and it had seemed empty enough up there.

      “Shadow jump?” Fordham suggested.

      She glanced up the back side of the building. She could scale it. She was fit enough for that, but it didn’t sound appealing.

      “How many jumps do you think you have?”

      “Enough for the two of us to get up there and out if need be.”

      She nodded. “Do it.”

      Fordham’s arms wrapped around her. She sighed with relief at that touch. All day, she had wanted nothing but to feel him against her. The bond that existed between them strengthened every second that his hands were on her. She could feel it now. The thing she had never found with Tieran. A call within her to Fordham. She was sure she could feel him across great distances. But at the same time, she’d always felt that way about him. The bond was just the physical manifestation of what she had already known.

      His fingers tightened around her waist, and then his shadows encased them. One second, they were there, and the next, they were gone. Fordham landed lightly on the roof of the house. It would have been convenient if he could have dropped them into the room they needed, but it wasn’t safe to jump into a place you had never been. You could run into a person or land inside some furniture. Always better to know exactly where you were jumping.

      “You can let me go,” she teased.

      He dropped his head down and captured her lips. “Never.”

      She leaned into that kiss for the span of a second before stepping back. She located the rooftop door and lifted it open. She stared down at the set of stairs, saw they were empty, and then nodded down.

      Fordham went first, holding his shadows tight around him as he surveyed the area. When he called clear, she traipsed down after him. This was not particularly her skill set. She was more reckless abandon, dragon riding, and close fighting. Stealth and spying and breaking into a magical vault were far from what she was good at. But she had snuck around enough, growing up in the mountain, to understand the mechanics, and this was too important to leave for another time.

      The roof led to attic space above the third floor. Fordham opened the door on the other side of the room, which led to another set of stairs and their destination. Valia had been uncertain where exactly the vault was kept. There was a library, a study, and several bedrooms on the top floor.

      “All right. You go for the library,” Kerrigan said. “I’ll head to the study.”

      Fordham shot her an alarmed look. “We do better together.”

      “We are together.”

      “You want us to split up.”

      “We are on limited time,” she argued. “If we split up, then we cover the ground twice as fast.”

      “I can’t protect you if we’re not together.”

      Kerrigan patted his cheek affectionately. “Poor princeling.” He growled at the condescension that she couldn’t hold back. “I’ve been on my own for months, Ford. I can take care of myself. Find the damn Collector, so we can get out of here.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t care,” she told him. She put a hand to his chest. “You can feel me, right? If you need me, pull like you’re pulling for Netta. Okay?”

      Relief slowly returned to his features. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

      “Nope. We broke that curse.”

      His laugh was music to her ears. She slipped past him and down to the third-floor landing. Music and voices drifted up the grand stairs, but the upstairs seemed silent. She turned left toward the study and glanced back only once to see Fordham moving toward the library.

      Good.

      Kerrigan found the study in the third door and quickly closed it behind her. The desk was clear of any papers. The chairs were covered by sheets. The curtains were pulled closed. For all intents and purposes, the room appeared unused. But she knew appearances could be deceiving.

      Kerrigan reached inside her bodice and slid the Ring of Endings onto her finger. She couldn’t use it with Fordham if she wanted to jump, but she felt safer, wearing it inside this room. She didn’t know what else the owner had that could hurt her. If they had the Collector, then anything was possible.

      She did a quick sweep of the room—dug through the drawers, opened the desk, and checked behind the curtains. But there didn’t appear to be anything in here. She knocked at the bottom of the desk drawers to check for false compartments.

      One of their tutors in the House of Dragons had kept liquor in a hidden drawer in his desk. She and Lyam filched it once and got rip-roaring drunk. The teacher had found another place for his libations.

      But there was nothing like that.

      Kerrigan checked behind the few paintings and inside a chest by the window. Nothing seemed out of place.

      She sighed heavily. Well, no vault in here. It must be in the library.

      She stood, prepared to follow Fordham, when the door clicked.

      Kerrigan froze in place. Someone was coming into the room. It wasn’t Fordham. She would have been able to tell if it was him. No, this was someone else. And there was no escape. She couldn’t reach the curtains to hide behind them in time. She definitely couldn’t get out the window. There was nothing else big enough for her to hide behind or in.

      Fordham was on the other side of the house. It would take him too long to jump to her and away without being seen. The last thing she wanted was to raise an alarm. The Collector would be lost for good.

      Kerrigan was going to be caught. The person on the other side of the door would see her. She’d have to kill them to keep their silence. There was no other option.

      Unless …

      The door swung inward.

      Kerrigan didn’t think; she just acted. She threw her spirit magic out, wielding an illusion that settled upon her skin like a sticky film. She almost gasped and gave away the entire thing as she disappeared in the room.

      She had never successfully created an illusion. She had spent the time since Cleora’s training trying to force one into existence. Any kind of illusion, even the tiniest spider. But it had been beyond her. She hadn’t been successful. In fact, she had been certain it was beyond her. That her spirit magic just didn’t work in this way.

      And now, as most of her other magic had manifested, when need arose, it came to her. She could instantly feel how taxing holding that spell was. But she couldn’t break it. If she did, she would lose everything.

      She held her breath and waited to see who would enter.

      When she saw the person, she nearly lost the illusion entirely.

      Darby? she mouthed.
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      Darby had been her closest friend for years. They had lived together under the mountain. Been Dragon Blessed of the House of Dragons at the same time. Kerrigan had entrusted her with every secret. She just couldn’t fathom that Darby—innocent, lovely, beautiful Darby—could be involved in all of this. That Darby could be a Red Mask.

      It was beyond reckoning.

      And yet … Darby walked into the room as if she belonged. She wore Bryonican navy, cut specifically for her. Her onyx skin glowed in the candlelight she held in her hand. She’d never had an affinity for any magic other than healing. Her head was held high as she walked right over to the painting Kerrigan had looked at only moments ago and discarded.

      She pulled it down, ran her hand down the face of the wall, and then seemed to press an invisible button. To Kerrigan’s shock, the wall popped open to reveal a compartment completely hidden by the painting. So, she had been right. She just hadn’t known where to look.

      Darby withdrew a key from her pocket, wet her lips, and slid it into place. A click sounded, and the vault within popped open. Then, she hissed a glorious, “Fuck.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened. Darby never cussed if she could help it.

      Kerrigan leaned forward and looked inside the vault. She saw exactly what had made Darby use that word. The vault was empty.

      Her heart dropped. So, she’d been sent here for nothing. Did that mean Valia had double-crossed her, or had she had false information?

      “It’s not here,” Darby whispered with alarm. Her eyes darted around the room, and she wiped her palms on her dress. So, she wasn’t as cool and collected she appeared. She was sweating. “Where could it be?”

      That was what Kerrigan wanted to know. Maybe Darby didn’t know, but Kerrigan wanted answers.

      It was twice as hard to keep the illusion in place as she took a step behind Darby. But she only needed a second longer. She reached out and put her hand over Darby’s mouth, whispering, “Don’t scream.”

      Then, the illusion popped, and she came back into focus.

      Darby, to her credit, didn’t scream. But she went stiff as a board.

      “I’m going to release you. Don’t raise the alarm.”

      “K-Kerrigan?” Darby mumbled against her hand, obviously recognizing her voice.

      “Do you agree?”

      “Yes,” she mumbled.

      Kerrigan released her, and when Darby didn’t immediately call for reinforcements, she took a step backward. Kerrigan reached deep within her chest and felt that lovely bond and tugged ever so lightly. All those dragon training lessons came back to her. Was this how easy it could be?

      “What are you doing here?” Darby asked. She was trembling now.

      “I’m going to ask the questions,” Kerrigan informed her.

      Fordham jumped into the middle of the room a second later, and Darby clapped a hand over her mouth in fright. He looked like vengeance itself, prepared to slaughter his enemies. He had a knife in each hand, and his magic was coiled to strike.

      Then, he saw Darby and relaxed a fraction. Confusion marred his features. “What is going on?”

      “That is what I would like to know,” Kerrigan said. “Darby?”

      Darby’s words came out shaky. “I … I … I don’t understand what you’re doing here.”

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

      “Okay,” she said in confusion. Her eyes darted to the door. “I was going to tell you. I just … I wanted to get his stuff first. I wanted to get it done before I left him.”

      “Left who?” Fordham demanded.

      “Trask,” Darby said as if it made perfect sense.

      “You’re leaving Trask?” Kerrigan asked.

      Darby nodded. “I decided after I heard your speech. I knew he wasn’t … a good male. I knew that he didn’t care for me. But I wasn’t entirely sure until that night where his loyalties lay. I couldn’t be with someone like that, not when I was … well, when I loved someone else.”

      “Clover,” Kerrigan said intuitively.

      “Yes. He bragged about the people he worked for, but I never paid much attention. Then, I realized exactly who and what he was. I wanted to get proof for you to hand in to the Society. But the safe is empty.” Darby pointed at it uselessly.

      “Wait, are you saying that this is Trask’s study?” Kerrigan asked.

      “This is his home,” Darby said. “You didn’t know?”

      Kerrigan shot Fordham a look. “That was left out. It was mentioned that he was a Bryonican noble of some note, but I wasn’t given a name.”

      “On purpose?” Fordham asked.

      Kerrigan bit her lip. Was Valia double-crossing her double cross? The Collector was missing. This was a problem.

      “Is there anywhere else he would keep his things?” Kerrigan asked.

      “I don’t know,” Darby admitted. “I took this key out of his room while he was occupied in a meeting downstairs. I was going to end it after that.”

      “What kind of meeting?” Fordham asked.

      Darby shrugged. “Same kind that he normally is in.”

      Kerrigan froze. There was a Red Mask meeting happening downstairs at this very moment. That could mean the Collector was still in play. He could have taken it out of the vault to use for the meeting.

      “Can you take us to the meeting?” Kerrigan asked. “Somewhere we could listen without being seen?”

      “Whatever for?” Darby gasped.

      “Wait, you believe her?” Fordham asked.

      Kerrigan gestured to Darby. “She is literally trembling. I saw her hands sweat as she unlocked the vault. She was terrified when she found it empty. I didn’t see it for what it was. But her story makes perfect sense.”

      “Wait, do you think I’m with him?” Darby asked in alarm. “I would never! I hate him. He’s a horrible person. He’s been sleeping around. And he has despicable loyalties.”

      “Worse than that,” Kerrigan said, “he’s a Red Mask.”

      “A Red Mask.” Darby shivered. “I’ve never said that out loud.”

      “See,” Kerrigan said to Fordham, and he nodded. “He’s actually one of the head Red Masks, I wager. It’s a good thing you’re ending it.”

      “I will take you to listen to the meeting. Just … be very quiet. Actually, can you make yourself disappear again?” Darby asked.

      Fordham shot her a look. “Disappear?”

      “Oh yeah, I got my illusions to work finally,” she told him.

      He smirked. “Life-threatening situations only.”

      “From what I’ve gathered. But no, I don’t think I could hold it up that long unless I’m in real danger. It’s exhausting.”

      Darby nodded. “Okay. I’ll do my best.”

      Kerrigan pulled her friend into a hug. “I love you. Go somewhere safe afterward.”

      “I will.”

      Then, Darby lifted her chin, prepared to go into danger. Kerrigan loved her friend all the more for it.

      Kerrigan slipped off her ring again, so she’d have a quick escape if need be, and then followed her into the servant quarters. Kerrigan shot Darby a confused look. “Why do you know about this?”

      “It’s a lady’s duty,” she said simply. “I was to run this house. I wanted to know its intricacies. Staff included.”

      “You would have made a wonderful mistress,” Kerrigan said.

      Darby swallowed and nodded. “I know.”

      They meandered through the back corridors of the house until they reached an empty hallway.

      “Here,” Darby whispered. She put her finger to her lips and pointed at the doorway from which the help could enter the sitting room. “I’ll keep any servants from this corridor. Good luck.”

      Kerrigan pulled her in for a swift hug and then put her eyes to the opening in the doorway. She almost gasped at what she saw inside. She clutched Fordham, and her body went rigid.

      Ashby March sat across from Trask.

      “Well, March, I can’t say I’m surprised to see you,” Trask said with a laugh, passing him a cigar.

      March took it and lit it with a bit of his fire magic. He took a long puff. “Why is that?”

      “You know why.”

      March’s gaze hardened. “Perhaps you should tell me.”

      “You were humiliated by that leatha bitch you’d insisted on marrying,” Trask said with a laugh.

      March did not seem amused. His eyes narrowed to slits. Though Kerrigan doubted had less to do with Trask calling her a leatha bitch and more to do with his own humiliation.

      “Kerrigan and I were betrothed,” March said darkly.

      “And she ran off with a House of Shadows traitor.”

      “She was going to help me secure my throne,” he said instead of addressing the rest. “That was all that mattered.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. For a second there, I thought you actually cared about her,” Trask said with a full-bellied laugh. As if he couldn’t imagine caring for anyone. Let alone a half-Fae.

      It was good that he didn’t see the look that crossed March’s face. Kerrigan despised him with every fiber of her being. Getting out of their engagement was one of the best things she had ever done, but it was blatantly obvious that in his own way, he had cared for her.

      Not enough for it to make a difference. Not enough for Kerrigan to feel anything for him back. Not enough for any of it.

      He could bluster all he wanted in front of his friend, but his affection for her was obvious.

      Fordham’s arm tightened around her possessively. He must have noticed too.

      “So, have you changed your mind?” Trask asked.

      “What is the benefit of me joining you?”

      “You know what is coming. The world is going to be born anew in blood and sacrifice. Those who partner with the Father are going to be the ones on top. You want the throne of Bryonica? He can give that to you. Not some leatha. You won’t have to debase yourself for what is already yours for the taking.”

      March clearly liked this line of reasoning. He wanted that throne above all else. Kerrigan had just been the easiest way to get to it.

      “And what happens if he loses?”

      Trask leaned forward. “He won’t.”

      “Anyone can lose.”

      “Not when they have this,” Trask said. Then, he reached into his pocket and removed a small disc.

      “The Collector,” Kerrigan whispered to Fordham.

      Kerrigan wanted to burst in and knock out the pair of idiots. She wanted that Collector in her hand. She wanted to discover its secrets. But maybe if she waited a moment longer, Trask would spill more information about the Red Masks’ plan.

      “A disc of Tendrille?” March scoffed. “How is that going to make him win?”

      “It’s called the Collector. It takes the magical print of every person who is in his cause. So, we can all rise up as one against those who have tried to stamp us down for so long.”

      “And who is that?”

      “The Society.”

      March guffawed. “You’re going against the Society?”

      “Those in the Society who are letting half-Fae and humans rise up the ranks. They should be kept exactly where they belong. Under our boots.”

      March arched an eyebrow. “So, why would you want me after I was engaged to a half-Fae?”

      “Anyone can be redeemed in the eyes of the Father. Repent against your previous actions, and the Father will richly reward you in his new world.”

      March’s eyes lost their skepticism, and he seemed genuinely interested. “You know I care little for politics.”

      “I know that you want Bryonica,” Trask said. “And why shouldn’t you have it? You’re a powerful Fae male, next in line for the throne. We could use someone with your sensibilities to work with us.”

      March wavered. “What would I have to do?”

      “Touch the Collector, join us, rise up on election day to the start of a new regime. Then, you will have the throne of Bryonica.”

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a glance. Election day. That was only a few days away. What exactly did rise up mean in this instance? Was there going to be a protest? Were they going to go after the Dregs, as they had done after the tournament? She had too many questions and no answers.

      She wanted March to ask more questions. To get Trask to tell him more. He couldn’t simply agree based on false assurances, could he?

      March stood then, ran a hand back through his dark hair, and then nodded. “All right.” He pressed a thumb to the Collector. “Count me in.”

      Kerrigan’s stomach plummeted. She hadn’t realized that she was holding out hope that March would turn him down. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time Trask had tried to recruit him. He’d known all along that Trask was a Red Mask and never mentioned it to her. Not that that was a surprise.

      But after what had happened at the nominee presentation, when she had chosen Fordham over him, it made sense that he would want revenge. He would want someone else to fill the power vacuum her absence had left.

      Fordham glanced at her. “I jump and take out March. You go after Trask.”

      She swallowed down bile. It was finally time.

      Then, the adjoining door opened, and a chorus of noise filled the room. Trask discreetly put the Collector back into his pocket. He laughed jovially as roughly two dozen other Fae entered the room. To Kerrigan’s horror, she recognized nearly all of them. Bryonican nobles who had been at her formal birthday party. Royals who had tried to curry favor with her for one thing or another. Friends of her father’s. Were all of them Red Masks?

      “Welcome to the party, March,” a female said, placing her hand on March’s sleeve.

      He removed his arm abruptly. He looked like he wanted to snap at her for being so familiar, but Trask threw an arm over his shoulders.

      “Let’s toast to our newest member.”

      Fordham’s hand was on her arm. “We can still take them,” he whispered.

      She shook her head. “Two dozen? We’d have the element of surprise, but I know the strengths of half of those people. There are Society members in there. Not just untrained half-wits.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      She didn’t know. She needed time to think. Darby couldn’t keep the servants away from here forever. It was going to look suspicious that no one had come this way to bring them refreshments. Even as a handful of humans flitted into the room and passed out flutes of sparkling.

      “We have to wait out the party,” she said, grasping for another solution.

      “We can’t,” Fordham insisted.

      But what else could they do?

      Then, another figure slithered into the room. Kerrigan’s eyes widened, and she squeezed Fordham’s arm tight.

      “What?” His eyes found the stunning female who had glided into the room. “Isa.”

      “Isa,” Kerrigan agreed.

      The tides had just turned a second time. Two dozen nobles … maybe. Two dozen nobles and Isa. Maybe was looking more like maybe not.

      Kerrigan had never seen Isa in anything other than fighting leathers. Tonight, she was in an expensive white dress that hugged her lithe figure like a glove. She was beautiful on a regular day with her short white hair, sharp jawline, and light eyes that cut straight through you. Today, she was otherworldly.

      The object of desire of every male and female in the room.

      “Hello, love,” Trask said cheerfully.

      Isa arched an eyebrow as she approached him. From anyone else’s vantage point, all it looked like was Isa coming in for a hug from Trask. But from where Kerrigan and Fordham hid, they watched Trask hand Isa the Collector. She spirited it away into a hidden pocket in her dress.

      “You should stay,” Trask said with a licentious smirk. “We could have a good time.”

      Isa’s smile was ice. She turned her face away from the rest of the party, and Kerrigan read her lips as she whispered, “I can still cut off your balls.”

      Kerrigan held back her smirk. Well, Isa played that nicely.

      Isa fluttered her eyelashes again and then was gone. March was asking after her, but there was no time to waste. Isa alone with the Collector was a fight they could take.

      “Jump,” Kerrigan said, but Fordham was already grabbing her wrist and disappearing through the shadows.

      They appeared a moment later in the darkness on the edge of Trask’s property. It was late, and the street was empty. So, it was obvious as Isa traipsed down the townhouse stairs and into the open.

      Kerrigan stepped into her path. “Give me the Collector, Isa.”

      Isa’s eyes widened. Then, she smirked. “This?” She removed the small disc from her pocket. “Come and get it.”

      Fordham stepped out of the shadows next. “I believe we will.”

      “Oh, I’m shaking,” Isa said with a laugh. “I do applaud you. How did you know it was here?”

      Kerrigan said nothing.

      “You can have it,” Isa said. “If you can take it.”

      Kerrigan lunged forward without a second thought. She needed that Collector. She needed to unlock its secrets. Stopping Isa was just a bonus at this point.

      But as soon as Kerrigan was within reach, Isa disappeared. Kerrigan gasped and whipped around at the sound of Isa’s voice a dozen feet behind her. What the hell? Did the Collector allow someone to jump like Fordham?

      “I will rejoice when I watch your life blood spill from your body,” Isa told her plainly. “I will only be sad that I was not the one to kill you.”

      Then, she disappeared entirely.

      Kerrigan wanted to scream her fury, but she just stood there in utter shock.

      They’d lost the Collector.
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      Isa wanted to laugh herself hoarse at the look on Kerrigan’s face when she’d jumped, but she couldn’t. Because there was only one other person who had known where the Collector was.

      Trask might have been bragging about his involvement, as idiotic as that was when they were so close to the finish line, but he wouldn’t have told anyone who could tell Kerrigan. Not even that brainless wretch he called a fiancée knew about the Collector’s whereabouts. Isa had made sure of it at their last meeting.

      Which left her one person.

      She just didn’t want it to be true.

      “There you are,” Valia said, appearing out of the shadows at the bottom of the dungeon stairs. “I thought maybe you weren’t coming.”

      “I had something else to do first.”

      “More important than this?”

      Isa eyed her sister warily. She was Isa’s only weakness. She had cut everything and everyone else out of her life. But she would die for her sister. A fact that Valia readily knew.

      “It was in fact.” Then, she drew the Collector out of her pocket. “The Father sent me for this.”

      Valia’s eyes lingered a beat on the magical artifact and then away. A tell. Though only Isa could see it. “You’re delivering it to him directly?”

      “Yes.” Isa still hadn’t put it away.

      “All right. Then, we should get this over with.”

      Isa didn’t move. “Take it, V.”

      Valia looked at her blankly. A perfect facade. “Why would I want that?”

      “You tell me,” Isa said.

      “We’re here for a job.”

      “We are. But no one else knew where this was being stored.”

      Valia arched an eyebrow. “So?”

      “And Kerrigan and Fordham showed up to steal it.”

      “Then, someone else knew,” Valia said slowly.

      Isa sighed. She didn’t want to ask the next question. She didn’t want an answer for something she already knew. If she didn’t know, then maybe she could move on from this moment. But still … she had to.

      “Are you working with her?”

      Valia said nothing. Her sister stared back at her. Not pleading. Not begging. Not even an ounce of sorrow crossing her face.

      Finally, she said, “Don’t ask questions, Isa.”

      Isa dropped the Collector back into her pocket and got up into her sister’s face. “What are you thinking?” she hissed. “We are days away from getting everything we’ve worked for.”

      “Everything you have worked for,” Valia growled back. “This is what you wanted. Not me.”

      “What do you want then?”

      “I want that quiet life,” Valia said, sadness finally creeping in. “We were going to run away. You have the money saved. All we had to do was leave, but you couldn’t do that. I couldn’t go without you.”

      “There was nowhere far enough that we could go to escape the Father,” Isa snapped. “You know that. Plain and clear. He owns us.”

      “No, Isa,” Valia said with a sigh. “He owns you.”

      Isa slapped Valia across the face. It wasn’t a hard hit. Barely anything. They had both endured much worse at the assassins school where they had been trained. The slap was only enough to knock the words out of Valia’s mouth.

      But Valia looked back at her as if she had shoved a knife through her chest. The look of utter betrayal pierced Isa’s heart. She staggered forward with an apology ready on her lips.

      “Don’t,” Valia said, taking a step backward.

      “V,” she whispered.

      “There is a line between us, Isa.”

      “No,” Isa said. The old saying striking her as easily as the slap had done to Valia. “You are my sister.”

      “Then, run away with me,” Valia said. “Tonight.”

      But Isa couldn’t do it. No matter what happened, no matter what he did or how he used her, Isa belonged to the Father. His vision had taken her this far. She would fall forward until it took her no further.

      “I can’t,” Isa said.

      Valia nodded once and then slipped into the shadows, disappearing from view.

      Isa wanted to take it back. She wanted to plead with Valia. But neither of them was particularly good at debasing themselves. They never had been. Now, she had lost Valia forever. Her own sister.

      She hoped Valia was smart enough to get out of the city tonight. She wouldn’t turn her into the Father. She loved Valia too much for that. But he would find out about the double cross. He always did. Isa didn’t want to imagine what he would do when he did find out. Because it was when … not if.

      Finally, Isa straightened and stalked forward through the dungeons. There was no balm to a broken heart like spilling blood.

      When she stepped into Arbor’s cell, the girl was asleep. The little traitor had already been tried and sentenced by the Father. The same fate that would be bestowed upon Valia if he found out. Except he wouldn’t be as merciful to send an assassin in the night.

      “What?” Arbor gasped at the first footfall into her cell.

      She looked up at Isa with wide, shocked eyes. The girl had truly believed that she would survive this. That the Society would protect her.

      She had given up Red Masks’ secrets to get into their good graces. Unfortunately for her, the Society was already compromised from within. Red Masks walked freely in Draco Mountain. No reprieve would be given to her. In fact, she had signed her own death warrant with her filthy mouth.

      Arbor opened her mouth to scream, and Isa swiftly slashed her knife across her throat. The knife cut through her skin like paper, severing the main arteries down to her vocal cords. A clean, professional cut that would leave no question as to what had happened to her.

      Arbor gurgled on her own blood for a second. Her eyes were terrified and questioning. Her entire miserable life flashed in those irises before they rolled back into her head and she fell back dead.

      Blood ran freely onto the ground. Isa reached forward and wiped her blade clean on Arbor’s filthy clothing. Then, she walked out of the cell, prepared to return the Collector to its rightful owner, and put Valia out of her head forever.
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      “I don’t know what to do,” Kerrigan said, pacing back and forth in her room back in the mountain.

      Fordham sat at her desk, twirling a charcoal pencil in his hand. He’d said little as she ranted about how everything had gone to shit.

      “Ford, I don’t know what to do.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “I need to talk to Valia.”

      “You don’t know where she is,” he reminded her gently. “And going after her would look suspicious.”

      “Well, what do you think?” she demanded. “You’ve been awfully quiet. Is Valia on our side? Should I trust her?”

      “I do not know,” he admitted. “I wish I had the answers to these questions. But I feel as if we should take her silence as a warning. If she is not on our side, then she is compromised.”

      Kerrigan’s shoulders slumped at that. Valia had come to her, knowing the risks. It didn’t make it any easier to hear that she might have ruined everything.

      “You’re right. I don’t want to implicate her, but it’s frustrating. We were so close. If we had moved before Isa arrived. If we had known …” She trailed off, unable to say what was on her mind. The horrible reality of Isa getting away with the Collector in hand. Her laughter still rang in Kerrigan’s ears.

      “How could we have known that she knew how to jump?” Fordham asked.

      He was particularly upset about this new development. As far as they had known, only people in his family had the ability to move between distances. What Isa had done was nothing like how he jumped through shadows. She had just disappeared. Popped out of existence, like bursting a bubble.

      “She’s never used it before. And there were plenty of opportunities where she could have.” Kerrigan shook her head. “But it can’t be the Collector.” She picked up the book and flipped it open to the brief few pages that discussed the magical artifact. “There is nothing here that suggests the Collector gives you jumping abilities.”

      “There’s nothing on the Ring of Endings that it allows healing,” Fordham said softly. He stood and hooked the chain she wore around her neck, revealing the ring. “We should assume that book is incorrect about the Collector as well.”

      “Well, great. So, we didn’t just lose a way to find the Father. We also delivered a jumping ability to him, so he has an easy escape as well.” Kerrigan tucked the little ring back where it belonged. “Scales.”

      “We will figure this out.”

      “How?” Kerrigan demanded. “We’re days away from the election. I knew that it was getting closer. Valia told me things were ramping up. But I thought we still had time. We’re out of time, and we have no play. We don’t even have Valia.”

      Fordham drew her into his embrace. No amount of holding her was going to make this better or solve their problems, but it helped her poor heart. She’d been on a time crunch with everything to lose before. She’d succeeded in those instances, but this was different. The Red Masks were everywhere. Whatever they were planning was only days away. It felt hopeless.

      But of course, that was what the Father wanted from her. He wanted her to think that all of her cards had been played. She refused. She abjectly refused to believe that was true. There had to be something else.

      “We’ll go to Helly,” Kerrigan concluded, pushing away from him. “She’ll know what to do.”

      Fordham nodded, accepting her conclusion with ease. “As you wish.”

      She threw her black Society robe over her body and was heading to the door when Benton and Bayton dashed into the room, wide-eyed and terrified.

      “Kerrigan,” Benton gasped.

      Bayton caught one glimpse of Fordham and dropped into a deep curtsy. She dragged her sister down with her.

      Fordham waved his hand. “Rise. Please, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Of … of course, Your Majesty.” Bayton still looked uncertain.

      “He’s not your king,” Kerrigan reminded her. “You’re Bryonican now.”

      The twins looked unconvinced by that reassurance in Fordham’s towering presence.

      “Why were you in such a hurry?” Kerrigan asked to get them to look at her and not him.

      “Oh, we just had word.” Benton gulped. “Arbor was killed.”

      Fordham took a step back, his hand going to his heart.

      Kerrigan’s hand flew to her mouth. “Gods, how?”

      “Her throat was cut.”

      Kerrigan put a hand on Fordham. “Oh, Ford.”

      He sank into a seat in the living quarters and buried his head into his hands. “This is my fault.”

      “It’s not,” she assured him. “It’s not your fault. This was done by an assassin.”

      “That’s what they’re saying,” Bayton said, her voice wavering. “That she confessed to working with the Red Masks, and now, she’s dead.”

      Fordham’s head whipped up. His eyes were molten. “Isa,” he growled.

      Kerrigan couldn’t deny that. Isa was the bloody hand of the Father. She assuredly had done this. If Arbor had been dumb enough to spill secrets, they would have gone to any lengths to silence her.

      “And Prescott?” Kerrigan asked carefully.

      Benton shook her head. “We didn’t hear anything about him. He must still be down there.”

      In the dungeons, smelling his dead sister’s blood.

      “We should go see him,” Kerrigan said to Fordham.

      He stood, the dark shadows closing in tight around him. “Yes, let’s.”

      Then, he wrapped Kerrigan in an embrace, and the shadows swallowed them. She gasped in shock, and then they landed in the cold iron dungeons. She shivered and stepped back out of his arms. Her disorientation lingered, and she bent over to regain her equilibrium.

      “Maybe some warning next time,” she said through a cough.

      He rubbed his hand up and down her back. “Next time.”

      She came back to her feet. They were one floor above the chaos, apparently. She could hear stomping boots and shouted instructions. She met Fordham’s gaze, and she pushed reassurance down the bond. A half-smile touched his features and pulled gently to let her know he was there.

      Then, they went as one down the stairs.

      A guard tried to bar their way but finally let them through after Fordham threatened his life. Kerrigan hurried forward and found Helly and Corinna looking down at Arbor’s broken body.

      Helly sighed. “Why am I not surprised to find you here?”

      “Because I’m good at this,” she said.

      Helly didn’t argue.

      Corinna shot her a terrified look. “I cannot fathom how this happened. We had guards stationed at all entrances and exits. No one should have been able to get past them.”

      “Unless they let the person pass,” Kerrigan argued.

      Corinna looked ready to disagree, but Helly spoke up. “The mountain is compromised.”

      “Yes,” Kerrigan agreed.

      Her eyes flicked to Kerrigan. “You already knew?”

      “Suspected.”

      “What else do you know that I don’t?” Helly asked imperiously.

      Kerrigan managed a smile. “We’ll catch up.”

      “Can someone explain what is going on?” Corinna demanded.

      “We need to secure Prescott,” Fordham said hotly.

      Corinna dropped into a bow, and Helly seemed to fight to keep from doing the same at the sound of his voice. It was the voice of a king. There was no arguing with that authority. Even Helly, who was hundreds of years older than Fordham, still seemed to shrink under the weight of his words. As if he were pressing everyone down with the sheer command.

      “Yes,” Corinna said slowly, rising on unsteady legs. “I will take care of it.”

      “No, I will send him back to the House of Shadows. It’s where he belongs,” Fordham said. “Find Delle in my quarters. Tell her to come retrieve Prescott and take him home.”

      Corinna saluted and then jogged away at a tight clip.

      Helly arched an eyebrow. “I see you’ve come into your own, Fordham Ollivier.”

      “I will speak to my subject,” he said in answer and then stalked down the hall.

      Kerrigan frowned. “He’s taking this hard. They’re his cousins.”

      Helly just pursed her lips. “I’m glad he’s on our side.”

      “As am I.”

      Then, she followed him down the hallway.

      Prescott lay upon his cot with his arms and legs tucked tight to his chest. Tears ran freely down his beautiful face. His hair was tousled and clothes dirty. He looked like a broken man.

      “Pres,” Fordham said.

      But Prescott didn’t look up. In fact, he didn’t look at anything. He was utterly unseeing.

      “Prescott Ardenine Dupont,” Fordham said in the most powerful voice he possessed.

      Even Kerrigan felt weak in the knees at the force of those words.

      Prescott had no chance against them. His head snapped up, and those unseeing eyes locked on his cousin. “Fordham?”

      “You are being remanded into my care.”

      “They … they killed Arbor,” he managed through chapped lips.

      “You will ride on Netta with Delle back to the House of Shadows. You will be kept there until justice can be decided for your crimes.”

      “Her beautiful hair,” Prescott muttered. Not an ounce of joy or bounce left in him. “Her lips and skin and smile. Oh, her smile.”

      “I will put you on suicide watch,” Fordham said. “Will you take your own life now that hers has been forfeited?”

      “Forfeited?” Prescott said, suddenly furious at the words. He jumped unsteadily to his feet. “It was not forfeited. It was stolen.”

      “She would have been hanged for treason, and you knew it.”

      “But she wasn’t. She stood no trial. Two females slithered in here and cut her throat. They left her to drown in her own blood.”

      “Two?” Kerrigan managed.

      Prescott set his bright blue eyes on her. They were swollen and red-rimmed. “They were arguing. One had betrayed the other. And then she killed my sister.” Tears sprang to his eyes again. “My Arbor.”

      Kerrigan shot Fordham a look. He must be talking about Isa and Valia. Who else could it have been? That confirmed everything they had been wondering about. Valia had been found out. Isa must have discovered Valia’s duplicity. Did that mean … Valia was dead? Had Isa killed her too?

      No answers to those questions. More unanswered questions.

      “You must avenge her,” Prescott said suddenly. “Kill the son of a bitch who did this.”

      “And how would I do that?” Fordham pressed.

      “It was the Red Masks. I told her not to spill their secrets, but she didn’t listen. She thought that she could curry favor with the Society.” Prescott scrubbed at his face. “It’s the Father. He did this. It doesn’t matter whose blade finished the job. He is the one who put the knife in her hand.”

      “Do you know who the Father is?” Kerrigan asked, barely breathing with hope.

      “No,” he admitted. “Arbor said she did, but she didn’t either. No one knows. I’ve met him. Terrifying man. But he never shows his face.”

      “Were there plans to meet him again?” Fordham pushed.

      “There’s a Red Mask meeting. Arbor and I planned to attend. His most dedicated are to be in attendance. It’s at an old warehouse between Central and the Dregs on the north side of town in three days’ time.”

      “I know that warehouse,” Kerrigan confirmed.

      Fordham shot her a look and pulled on the bond between them. She shook her head. There were no other questions.

      Then, a set of footsteps rushed down the hall, and Delle appeared. She bowed low to Fordham. “Your Majesty requested my presence.”

      “Did Corinna explain the circumstances?”

      “Indeed,” Delle said. Her gaze shifted to Prescott and back. “I will do as commanded.”

      “Do not fear Netta. I have already given her the same instructions.”

      Delle bowed again. They opened the cell, and Delle looped magical-dampening chains around Prescott’s wrists. Prescott looked ready to object, but he was a broken male. He went without complaint.

      Kerrigan looked up at Fordham once he was out of earshot. “A trap?”

      “Assuredly.”

      “We can’t just walk into it.”

      “Do we have another choice?”

      Kerrigan sighed. “I wish Valia were here to advise us.”

      “But she is not. There are no magic solutions here. We have to go to that meeting. Prescott is right about one thing. The Father deserves to pay.”

      “We’ll need reinforcements if we hope to go up against them,” Kerrigan said. “I’ll have to talk to Helly …”

      Fordham froze and cocked his head.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I have an idea.”

      “Now, you’re starting to sound like me.”

      He grinned. “You’re not going to like it in the least.”
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      The Wastes was as busy as ever when Kerrigan and Fordham stopped in front of the enormous underground building. Dozens came in and out of the first-floor gambling hall, but she was sure that the prostitutes’ halls, drug dens, and fighting floor were just as packed. With so many in town for the festivities, money and booze was freely flowing.

      “You’re right. I don’t like this,” Kerrigan grumbled.

      “It’s a solid plan.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Together, they entered the Wastes. Kerrigan had changed out of her Society garb since it was hardly welcome in these parts and into pants and a top. Her hair was loose and down past her shoulders. Today, she wasn’t a princess or Society member or council nominee. She was Red, the street fighter.

      Fordham, however, had refused to change out of his black silk. He stuck out like a sore thumb. But that was fine too. Everyone knew who she was regardless of what she was wearing.

      A hush fell over the crowd as they stepped inside. She might as well have been wearing her Society attire for all it mattered. But when she walked in here, she liked to be the person she had once been.

      It brought a smile to her face to see Clover behind a card table. Lately, Kerrigan had only seen her at Fae functions with Hadrian. It had to be hard to live both lives.

      Clover shuffled the deck and then handed out cards, as if she barely noticed her best friend enter her employment. “Call or fold?” she demanded.

      Her eyes cut daggers across the room, and slowly, everything went back to normal. Kerrigan waited until the hand was finished before walking up to Clover’s side. Clover called over a floor boss and accepted the heavy tips before dipping out.

      “What are you doing here?” Clover demanded.

      “Can’t come say hi to my friend?”

      Clover shot her a look. But Kerrigan just nodded her toward the upward stairs. There was only one thing above the rest of the Wastes, and that was Dozan Rook.

      Clover sighed. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      She barreled through the crowd and pushed aside the guard that kept anyone from taking the stairs to Dozan’s private residence. As if they could stop Kerrigan and Fordham from entering.

      “I’ve missed you,” Kerrigan told Clover as they ascended the stairs.

      “Me bossing everyone around?”

      “Pretty much.” Kerrigan smirked at her. “I talked to Darby.”

      Clover’s smile turned genuinely pleased. “Yeah?”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      Clover grinned. “Thanks.” She banged on the door to Dozan’s quarters. “Open up, Dozan. I know you’re in there. You have a visitor.”

      It was strange enough that Dozan hadn’t materialized before her as soon as she entered. He seemed to have a sixth sense for when she was there. Or he had an alert set up with his spies. But he almost always appeared when she least wanted him to. Now that she wanted to see him, he wasn’t even answering.

      “Dozan,” Kerrigan grumbled, slamming her fist on the door. “I’m going to come in.”

      The door slid open seamlessly. “Red,” he purred. Dozan’s shirt was undone at the top two buttons, and his cravat was missing. A bottle of liquor dangled between his fingers, and his hair was tousled. “Can I help you?”

      She flushed at the look that she knew all too well. “Need your help.”

      He scoffed. “Can’t afford me, princess.”

      “I’ll owe you.”

      “Do you know how much you already owe me?”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “Can we get past the pretense and just move on to what I need and how you’re going to help me?”

      Dozan met her gaze and then nodded. “Fine.” He looked up at Fordham. Something dark passed between them. Hate but understanding. “You too, I suppose?”

      Fordham crossed his arms.

      Dozan sighed, pushing the door wide. “Come on in.”

      Clover squeezed Kerrigan’s hand. “Good luck.” Then, she headed back down the stairs to her job.

      They stepped into Dozan’s quarters, which, despite his unkempt appearance, was spotless. Whoever had recently been in his bed was there no longer and had left no trace behind.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Dozan drawled.

      Kerrigan looked to Fordham. They’d agreed it would be best for Kerrigan to ask even though it was Fordham’s plan. There was no love lost between them.

      “We need Wynter.”

      Dozan’s eyes hardened. “Need her how?”

      “We have a mission, and she has expertise that we can utilize.”

      “You want to give her magic back and set her loose on the city,” he said bluntly.

      Kerrigan winced at that. That sounded like a worst-case scenario by a long shot.

      “Not exactly.”

      “How is she?” Fordham cut in.

      Dozan’s eyes slid to him. “Recovering.”

      “Can we see her?”

      “No,” he barked.

      “She should get a say in this.”

      “She didn’t get a say when you dumped her on my doorstep and told me to fix her,” Dozan growled, low and menacing. “You don’t get to leave your problems with me and collect them again when they’re convenient for you. That isn’t how this works.”

      “We wouldn’t be here if we had any other way,” Kerrigan argued.

      Fordham took a step forward. “I did not dump my sister here with you or forget about her. Kerrigan told me that this would be a safe place for her, since you have considerable resources in dealing with unorthodox illnesses. I was going to take her to the House of Shadows with me, where she surely would have been allowed to run rampant, causing mayhem, and hurting herself further. Neither of us wanted that. Her mother was mad. She is mad. If there was a way to help her, any way at all, I would take it. If that meant dealing with you, then I agreed, and I’d do it again. But she is not your prisoner.” His shadows crept higher around him as his fury grew. “She deserves her say in this.”

      It was a testament to Dozan’s assurance in himself that he didn’t cower at Fordham’s words. He just nodded once.

      “We’ll see what she says,” Dozan said.

      Kerrigan put a reassuring hand on Fordham’s arm. Then, they followed Dozan out of his quarters and through a labyrinthine maze of corridors. They stopped in front of a blank door. Nothing gave away that it held one of the most powerful Fae in Alandria.

      “Wait here a moment.” Dozan took a breath and then released it before opening the door. He leaned against the doorframe. “Hello, Wynter.”

      “What are you doing here again?” she demanded.

      “How is your treatment?”

      “If you mean the sludge I’ve been drinking, it’s been shit.”

      “Amond is working on the right dose, but you already seem more amiable.”

      “Does this seem amiable?”

      Kerrigan guessed that she had just given him a rude gesture. But otherwise, she sounded … almost normal. Not like anyone else normal, but Wynter normal. None of the insanity that had dogged her for so long. Was it actually working?

      “Are you up for visitors?”

      Wynter was silent for a long moment. “What’s the catch?”

      “There is no catch.”

      “I’ve been here long enough to know when you’re lying.”

      Dozan’s smile was feline. “I never lie.”

      Kerrigan snorted and shot Fordham a look. He shrugged.

      “Who?” Wynter asked, and for a second, she sounded almost … hopeful.

      Dozan kicked the door the rest of the way open to reveal Fordham and Kerrigan beyond.

      Wynter balled her hands into fists. She looked half-rabid despite her clearly being well taken care of. Her white hair was in a plait over one shoulder. Her black leathers had been replaced with a white gown. A chain dangled in the room, but it wasn’t tied to her. She could have launched herself across the room at them. She could have tried to kill them. But without her magic, she only had her skill and no weapons.

      “You were dead,” Wynter said. She shook her head. Her eyes went to Dozan’s in confusion. “He was dead. Is this … is this a trick? I killed him.”

      “No,” Fordham said gently. “You didn’t kill me. Kerrigan helped me in time, and I recovered.” He put a hand to his chest. “I have a scar, if you’d like to confirm it.”

      “This isn’t glass?” she asked Dozan.

      Kerrigan didn’t know what that meant, but Dozan shook his head, as if he did. “It’s not glass. It’s real, pet.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes shot to him. Pet. Dozan was full of pet names, but having one for Wynter seemed dangerous. Of course … wasn’t that how Dozan liked his women?

      Wynter put a hand to her head. “You’re not dead.”

      Fordham shook his head. “I am as much alive as you are.”

      After a moment, she asked, “Do you hate me? Are you here to return the favor?”

      “No. I don’t blame you for your mental health problems. I have come instead to ask a favor, if you feel up to it.”

      Wynter narrowed her eyes. “A favor from me?”

      “Indeed.” He took another step forward and then slowly sank into a chair next to her. “I am not upset with you, Wynter. You were put in the worst of circumstances, and we had no way of helping you. I agreed to bring you here to help you. I didn’t want you to have House of Shadows’ justice for your actions. I wanted you to recover. Do you feel better?”

      Wynter found Dozan’s eyes first. There was trust there. Somehow. She looked back to Fordham. “I’m not recovered, but I’m better,” she admitted.

      That felt like a huge step.

      “You can say no to this, but we need your help. There are terrorists in this town who are set to destroy the world we live in within a few days. We need to know who their leader is, but he covers his face. We need someone who can identify a person, even with a mask on.”

      Wynter tilted her chin up. Some of the princess returned in that gesture. It didn’t matter that she was clad in a white dressing gown in a blank room. She was every bit as regal as her brother. “You want me to read his magical aura.”

      “We do.”

      She rose to her feet and took a step into the middle of the room. Her eyes were only on Dozan. Her jailor in so many ways. “I would need access to my magic.”

      Dozan met her eyes steadily. “You want to go through with this?”

      “I want to be useful. I’m done sitting in this cell.”

      “I can arrange for Amond to give you a tonic to bring it back,” he told her.

      His eyes weren’t flat and emotionless when he looked at her. In fact, Kerrigan had only seen him look at one other person that way—her. Had Dozan fallen for the mad princess?

      “Promise to come back to me when it’s over.”

      Wynter arched an eyebrow, but now that Kerrigan saw it, she couldn’t unsee it. Wynter clearly felt something for Dozan as well.

      “And if I don’t?” Wynter asked.

      “Then, the glass comes back.”

      She shuddered at those words, but her eyes were steady. “I’ll come back.”

      Dozan nodded, accepting it as fact. “Then, I’ll bring Amond.”

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a knowing look.

      Wynter just turned toward her brother. “Where do we begin?”
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      “These masks are hideous,” Wynter muttered as she fitted the red mask into place.

      “As if your cult was much better,” Fordham teased.

      Wynter scoffed. “A masquerade is always preferable.”

      Amond had given her a fresh dose of her treatment, and she was even more lucid now than she had been days earlier. Her magic was back, and she kept fiddling with her shadows, as if disbelieving they were still there. Kerrigan hardly blamed her. She didn’t know how she would react if her magic had suddenly disappeared for a month.

      “If you say so,” Fordham said.

      “Would you two be quiet?” Kerrigan said. “We still have to get inside, and there’s a guard at the side entrance I used last time.”

      “No Collector at the main door though,” Fordham noted.

      “We should just stride in as if we belong. That’s what everyone else is doing. You look like idiots, skulking in the shadows,” Wynter said and then walked forward, as if nothing in the world bothered her.

      “Was she always like this?”

      Fordham watched her walk away with a wistful expression. “She used to be like this far more often. It was only in later years that she turned into …” He trailed off. “She seems better.”

      “Good. Then, we follow her.”

      Fordham put on the mask, and then the pair of them stalked toward the Red Masks meeting.

      It was nearly midnight, and the streets were dark, save for the glow from the warehouse. Red Masks swarmed into the warehouse by the dozens. Already, there were more than two hundred inside, and the crowd was growing. If this was just the Father’s elite group, then how many more Red Masks were there all over the city?

      Kerrigan was nearly to the entrance when a hand snaked out and grasped her wrist. She looked up in alarm, prepared to fight back.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?” Valia whispered.

      Kerrigan startled, checking to make sure her most recognizable feature was still hidden by her hood. “How can you tell?”

      “It’s my job.”

      Kerrigan wanted to hug her. She hadn’t been sure that Valia hadn’t double crossed her, but hearing Prescott’s conversation, she’d become more worried that Valia was dead. That Isa had buried her when she discovered the betrayal.

      “You’re all right,” Kerrigan said with relief. “I thought you had been compromised. I thought Isa had …”

      She let the words trail off, and Valia shook her head.

      “Isa wouldn’t hurt me.”

      Kerrigan gave her a skeptical look, but Valia waved her off.

      “I’m fine. Okay? I assume you have a plan,” Valia whispered. “Don’t die. I can’t save you in there.”

      “I know.”

      Valia leaned closer. “Adjust your gait. You’re too recognizable as it is.”

      Kerrigan nodded at her friend, and then Valia disappeared into the crowd. Her relief was short-lived before she was shunted forward into the crush of Red Masks. They were pushed tight into a mass at the center. A hand touched her back, and she knew instantly that it was Fordham behind her.

      “I have eyes on Wynter,” he whispered against her ear.

      Kerrigan took his hand and moved them off the center and into an area with a little more space. The doors closed behind them with a crushing finality. Then, a light appeared on the stage, and the Father stood at the center of the stage.

      One minute, it had been empty, and the next, he was there. The crowd gasped and applauded. Kerrigan followed along, but she knew exactly what that trick was. Something to do with the Collector and nothing to do with the male standing before them.

      More several long minutes, the Father said and did nothing. He looked down his nose at the crowd who had come for him. He stayed that way until the cheering subsided and deep silence settled into every crevice of the building.

      “You have spread my word across this great land. You have recruited your brothers and sisters. You have prepared us for this very moment, where we will be victorious,” the Father said with no preamble. “Today, you have come here to witness a miracle.”

      The crowd was awed at his words. There wasn’t even the normal roar of approval. Everyone stared, enraptured with him.

      “And that miracle is the removal of magic from all human and half-Fae in the city. That is what we want. We want to put these mongrels back in their place. They have risen up too high, and we will no longer allow them to parade around with magic that does not belong in their veins. The gods bestowed magic only upon Fae.”

      Kerrigan nearly rolled her eyes. It was the same reasoning she’d heard before. But if the gods had wanted only Fae to have magic, then it shouldn’t have transferred to their half-Fae offspring. No one wanted to talk about that though, did they?

      “And you will see this,” the Father called. “Our world will be cleansed.”

      The crowd cried out their approval at that statement. As if a cleansing didn’t mean likely killing anyone whose magic they stole. Though … maybe that was the real aim.

      Her eyes darted to the doors and then to Wynter in the crowd. She shook her head once. He hadn’t used his magic yet. They were going to need to wait a little longer. She needed to get a reading on his aura so that he was recognizable to her later … if there was a later.

      “But first, I want to address something just as important,” the Father said. He paced across the stage. “Loyalty.”

      Fordham roughly put a hand to her shoulder. She glanced up at him in confusion and then to the stage. She gasped, barely stifling it with her hand as she witnessed a young figure being thrown down hard onto her side.

      And Kerrigan knew that figure.

      She had spoken to her minutes earlier.

      Valia.

      “No,” she whispered in horror.

      Fordham grasped her around the middle and held her back, as if he knew that she was about to surge forward in the midst of all these Red Masks and try to save the day. She felt pressure down the bond. All the things he wanted to say and couldn’t.

      “Loyalty is the most important quality. And I will show you exactly what I will do to anyone who dares to betray me.” He gestured to Valia, who was slowly rising to her feet. The Father kicked her roughly in the ribs, and she collapsed backward. No one uttered a word. “This is my daughter. Not of blood, but of purpose. She has been with me since nearly the beginning. My eyes and ears inside the mountain. This daughter of my heart has betrayed our mission.”

      Now, the crowd was invested. Jeering at Valia and throwing curses for her betrayal.

      “No one is above my justice,” the Father said as he reached down and lifted Valia to her knees. Valia glared up at him with open hate on her face. “She might be valuable and Fae and of my own heart, but she crossed me and will be dealt with accordingly.”

      “You’re a monster,” Valia snarled. Then, she spat in his face.

      He backhanded her so hard that her head snapped to the side and she crashed to the ground. Blood dribbled out of her nose and mouth. She reached up and touched a spot of blood.

      The Father took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the spot where she’d spat. “Know this, if you betray me, I will know. If you go against our interests, I will know. If you work with the enemy, I will know. And I will not suffer you to live.”

      The crowd backed up a step at the threat. What was happening to Valia could happen to anyone. It was a perfectly executed scare technique, and Kerrigan wanted nothing more than to rush up there and save Valia from this fate.

      “Can you jump to her?” Kerrigan asked.

      Fordham frowned. “I couldn’t bring you with me and get all three of us out.”

      “I can get out on my own,” she hissed.

      He shot her a disbelieving look. If it were Kerrigan or Valia, the answer was easy. He would always choose Kerrigan.

      And then there was no time to act.

      The doors to the meeting boomed open. Society Guard poured into the room. Screams went up in the crowd as everyone scrambled to escape the guards. Whoever they grabbed were immediately shackled and handed outside.

      The Father hadn’t moved. And now, Valia was screaming. Her magic burning out of her. She arched her back as it passed through her. Then, she collapsed to the ground, panting and moaning, inconsolable.

      “We need to get up there to the Father,” Kerrigan told Fordham. “Now.”

      Fordham wrapped an arm around her and jumped. They landed on the stage a second later. Kerrigan fought vertigo. She threw her mask to the ground and faced off with the Father for the first time.

      “Thank you for joining us,” the Father taunted.

      “You will pay for that,” Kerrigan snarled.

      Then, she launched a full attack with her elemental magic at him.

      It was hard to make out his expression through the mask, but she was certain he smiled. He deflected her attack as if he were cutting through butter. It was effortless. He didn’t even seem winded or as if he were exerting effort. Even when Fordham joined, he slashed away at their assault. Always on the defensive.

      He could have gone on the offensive at any point, but it seemed more like he was keeping them occupied than truly fighting them.

      “You’re too late,” he growled. Then, he laughed, low and threatening, before disappearing into nothing.

      “No!” Kerrigan shrieked.

      But he was already gone.

      She dropped to her knees before Valia. “Valia, come on. It’s okay. It’s okay. You’re going to be fine.”

      Valia didn’t move.

      “No, please,” Kerrigan said as tears streamed down her face.

      There was no light in Valia’s eyes. Where they had once been so full of mischief and so wise, all at the same time, they were now empty. Only minutes earlier, she had been telling Kerrigan she was fine, and now, she was dead. It felt impossible.

      “Kerrigan, we have to go,” Fordham gasped.

      She couldn’t leave Valia. Kerrigan couldn’t just leave her like this. Her heart raced, even as it broke in half. Because this couldn’t be reality. This couldn’t be what had happened.

      Valia was supposed to be too clever to get caught by the Red Masks. She had known the risks, but they had always assumed they would make it work. They’d find a way to go up against the Father. To discover his identity. She wasn’t supposed to die. She wasn’t supposed to end up here like this.

      “Kerrigan,” Fordham snapped.

      She looked up at him through tear-streaked lashes. “I can’t.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly, and then he jerked her backward, away from the body, and his shadows wrapped them up.

      She beat her fists against his chest. “Let me go. I have to get back to her. I have to fix this.”

      Fordham took her blows before gently taking her fists in his hands. “Kerrigan, there was nothing you could do.”

      “I could have fought. I could have helped her. I could have stopped him,” she gasped. “Anything. I could have done anything.”

      Fordham wrapped her up in his arms and let her sob against his shoulder. “Shh, I know.”

      “It’s not going to be okay.”

      “I know,” he repeated.

      When Kerrigan had lost Lyam, she’d been a wreck. He’d been one of her closest friends, and it had felt surreal for him to just be gone. This was nothing like that. She’d had to watch Valia’s magic drain. She saw the light go out of her eyes. She’d done nothing to prevent this. Kerrigan felt as if the knife had been driven through her chest. She’d ruined everything. Everything.

      “I heard what happened,” a voice said behind her.

      Kerrigan wiped at her eyes and released Fordham. Helly stood before her. They had met before this mission with the hopes of the Society Guard apprehending the Father and his associates. They were the backup for this mission. By the row of people on their knees in shackles, it had worked. But it wasn’t enough.

      “Did you get him?” she asked, even knowing that it was impossible.

      “No. We captured about three dozen in total. It isn’t enough by a long shot, but we’re going to work on them to see what they know.” Helly put a hand on Kerrigan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about Valia.”

      Kerrigan wrenched back. “Don’t … don’t talk about her.”

      Helly nodded. “I understand. Did you get everything that you needed?”

      Kerrigan grappled with that question. The reason that they’d shown up there to begin with. Her gaze shifted around for Wynter, but she didn’t see her.

      “Did she leave?” Kerrigan asked.

      Fordham nodded. “But I saw her before we left. She got it.”

      Kerrigan sagged slightly at those words. At least that part had gone right. If literally nothing else had.

      “We’ll see if it helps,” Kerrigan muttered.

      “Have faith,” Helly said. “We can still stop whatever they’re planning.”

      Kerrigan wished she felt as confident as Helly did. Maybe some of the people they’d arrested had information about the Red Masks’ plans for tomorrow. But so much hung in the balance, and they’d lost one of their most valuable players. She couldn’t help but feel defeated.
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      Kerrigan leaned back against Tieran’s comforting body. He’d returned from the Holy Mountain late the night before, and she had never been happier to see him. Though Netta had come back earlier, all the council candidates’ dragons had had to stay longer. Any second now, they were going to fly down to the arena together to find out the results of the vote.

      Not that Kerrigan cared about the vote.

      She’d forced herself to get out of bed this morning, go down to the council chamber, and cast her vote. She didn’t stay to smile and cajole others to join her cause. She didn’t have it in her. Not after what happened with Valia.

      Everyone already knew who they were going to vote for. Standing around and smiling wouldn’t do much good for her cause. Either they wanted her to be on the council or they didn’t. She couldn’t care anymore.

      She’d gone immediately from there to the dungeons to discuss with Corinna what was happening with the prisoners. That honestly made her feel worse. Not a single Red Mask had uttered a word. It was as if the Father’s display with Valia had sealed their lips. One had even gone so far as to commit suicide in their cell to keep from saying anything.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Corinna had tried to reassure her.

      But a pit was forming in Kerrigan’s stomach, and nothing could penetrate it.

      Not even Fordham.

      He pulled her close and whispered sweet nothings into her ear, promising to be at her side during the ceremony. They could fight anything together.

      She believed him, but she didn’t know how to fight this. It felt like an insidious invisible force that was pressing down on them. How could she fight something she couldn’t see? How could she fight someone who didn’t exist? How could she survive any of this?

      You’re being dramatic, Tieran said lightly.

      They both knew she wasn’t.

      “Valia is dead.”

      And you’ll bury her after the election is over, he reminded her. You need to stay sharp, or everything you and Valia worked on will have been for nothing.

      Kerrigan bristled at that. “I’m sharp.”

      You’re dragging.

      “I watched her die in front of me.”

      I understand. It was terrible. No one will argue that with you. But something is happening today, and you have no specifics. No one will talk. They’re more afraid of the Father than the Society. The Guard is on alert. Helly is prepared with Corinna. You need to be ready too.

      Kerrigan stretched out her muscles. He was right. Of course he was right. This wasn’t over just because she despaired. Just because Valia was dead. Kerrigan wouldn’t let her death be for nothing. Whatever the Red Masks were throwing at her today, she would be prepared.

      “Okay,” she said calmly. “I’m ready.”

      The rest of the candidates arrived after Kerrigan in the aerie. Alura was last, having been forced to climb the interminable stairs up to the top. She could have met her dragon, Gemina, at the bottom of the mountain and flown up to the aerie, but based on the proud tilt of Alura’s chin, she had refused. She’d likely thought it an insult. Kerrigan nodded as she leaned heavily against her dragon. Alura nodded back.

      Bastian smiled warmly at her from a distance with his dragon, Raigan. She nodded at him and then found Durban, Hydie, and Selwyn with their dragons too. None of them met her eye, too focused on what was ahead. And she didn’t blame them. They had no idea that the Red Masks had something planned for today.

      Helly, however, did know. A crease formed between her eyes with worry over the situation, but somehow, she still looked proud next to her dragon, Tavry. Kerrigan loved that dragon almost as much as Tieran. They had ridden together into battle once, long before Kerrigan had joined the Society and gotten her own dragon. Any other day, she would have gone over there to say hello, but today wasn’t any other day. Today, they were being announced to the entire Society, and council members were being chosen.

      They could hear the cheering in the arena from the dragon aerie. Jitters set in as they were placed in order with Kerrigan once again entering last. As each nominee was called forward, they climbed onto their dragon and rode into the arena. Kerrigan thought it was particularly cruel to make Alura have to ride on her dragon. She had once been the most fearsome dragon rider, and now, her mobility issues had her so limited. She could see it in the set of Alura’s shoulders that she was remembering all of the incredible tricks she used to be capable of.

      Alura looked up at Gemina with frustration in her eyes. She had to climb onto her dragon. But with her disability, could she even get up there? Why was no one offering to help her?

      “Hey,” Kerrigan said, jogging forward out of line.

      Alura glared at her. “What are you doing?”

      “You are no less a dragon rider. They should have accommodations for you.”

      “No one else needs accommodations,” she snapped.

      “That doesn’t make them any less vital.” Kerrigan put a hand on Alura’s. “Can I help you up?”

      Alura sighed heavily. “Fine.”

      It took some maneuvering to get Alura onto the back of her dragon. But once she was seated, proud and unwavering, Kerrigan knew it was worth it. They should have had a ladder of some sort to assist her. Just another problem the Society didn’t care to fix.

      Alura was called into the arena, and she disappeared into the skies, where she belonged. Kerrigan climbed onto Tieran’s back, and he rumbled approvingly. Then, all she had to do was wait.

      It felt like forever before her name was called. Too long to think about everything that awaited her, but as soon as she was called, it all disappeared. She could only deal with one thing at a time. If she won this election, she’d have so much more power to deal with the Red Masks. Cut them off before they overran the city.

      Tieran shot out of the aerie, and Kerrigan whooped with joy. Flying had always been her favorite. The tricks she had learned from Alura came to her as they soared down to the lit arena below with the sun setting on the horizon beyond. As they came inside, Kerrigan hopped to her feet. The crowd roared their approval as she slid backward, down Tieran’s tail, and flipped off of his back, rolling through the dust and coming up onto her feet. Her ceremonial black robes were speckled with dust, but she didn’t care. The crowd cheered so loud at her appearance that it rattled the stands.

      She touched mind to mind with Tieran before he flew in another circle and landed next to her.

      The five nominees for the council stood in a row with their dragons while Helly and Bastian stood before them in the center of the arena in their position for presiding officer.

      The master of ceremonies handed over the spotlight to Master Zoh, the current presiding officer of the Society council.

      He held his hand up to silence the cheering. Then, his voice boomed across the arena. “Thank you all so much for attending. These are our official nominees for the Society council. It has been a joy to serve as your presiding officer these long years, but it’s time for me to stand down. That opens two positions on this council as well as my current position. Three of you will be chosen, but those who are not chosen are no less important to this great institution.”

      More cheers rang out. Some people started chanting for Durban, which made Kerrigan’s stomach turn. He was most likely to win after Alura. Another bigot on the council—big shock.

      “Now, for the moment you’ve all been waiting for, the first winner of a seat on the council goes to …” Master Zoh said. He opened an envelope and pulled it out to read. “Mistress Alura Van Horn!”

      The crowd boomed with joy. Kerrigan applauded, catching Alura’s surprised expression settle into resolve. She truly had believed that she wouldn’t have to do this. That no one would pick her despite the influx of people wanting to spend their time with her. Or she had still been grieving too much to consider it. Whatever the case, she had won. And now, she would do her duty. She put her cane down and slowly ambled toward the stage.

      Zoh spoke the oath of acceptance to uphold the council. Alura nodded her head. Zoh held up an official rod. Alura touched her hand to it, and her magic flared to seal her fate. He applied a council pin to her robes and offered her a place to stand at his side. Kerrigan frowned in irritation that they hadn’t thought to offer her a chair.

      Once the crowd died down, Zoh held up the second envelope. “Your second member of the Society council goes to …” He tore open the envelope.

      A hush fell over the crowd as he didn’t immediately read the name.

      He cleared his throat and glanced around the arena before back to the name. “My apologies. I was informed there would be a different name on this ballot.”

      Everyone whispered their suspicions about it. Had Kerrigan won, but they’d given him Durban’s name? Had Durban won, but someone else had been put in his place? Speculation was rampant.

      And after a few terrible minutes, where Zoh confirmed the name was accurate, he said, “Apologies again. This is the correct name. I was informed before final tallies. Your next Society council member is … Mistress Kerrigan Argon.”

      Kerrigan’s jaw dropped. What? She had won? Durban had such big support. Half the people didn’t even like half-Fae. There was no way this was possible.

      “Kerrigan,” Helly said gently. “Go ahead.”

      Kerrigan walked forward numbly. She couldn’t even feel her feet as they carried her across the arena, up the stairs, and onto the stage.

      “Sorry for the confusion. I wanted to verify so that no one could contest it later,” Zoh said jovially. “You won it fair and square. The results were close though.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said with wide, disbelieving eyes.

      “You’ll do well with this,” he told her. “Now, for the oath. Do you solemnly swear to uphold the best interest of the Society and the council in all you do?”

      “I do.”

      “Will you seal your acceptance of these orders through your magic?”

      “I will,” Kerrigan said.

      Zoh held up the rod he had used with Alura. Up close, it looked ancient. Thousands of years old with ancient Fae practically illegible on the surface.

      “What is that?”

      Zoh’s voice lowered, so it wasn’t booming to everyone as he explained, “It’s a magical artifact from the old days. Anyone who swears an oath on it cannot break it.”

      Kerrigan swallowed. She had seen council members do despicable things. Things she hardly thought upheld the best interest of the Society. But perhaps it was whether or not you had the conviction to believe you were doing what was right. Everyone believed that.

      “Kerrigan?”

      “Yes,” she said and then sent a whirl of magic into the rod as she touched it. The thing seemed to zap against her hand, and she had to stifle a yelp.

      He smiled warmly at her and then added the pin to her robes.

      She took her position beside Alura, who held out her hand. “Congratulations.”

      “You too. So well deserved.”

      “I’m not sure about that.”

      “I am,” Kerrigan told her. “You’ll do better than Durban.”

      Alura snickered. “I suppose that is at least factual.”

      “I can’t believe people even voted for me. I’m a hot mess.”

      Alura arched an eyebrow. “That is also factual. At least you own it though. That’s what people want. Confidence and assurance that you’re going to do the right thing, no matter the cost. You give them that.”

      Kerrigan swallowed thickly. “Thank you, Alura. It will be an honor to serve with you.”

      Kerrigan looked out across the arena to the thousands of people in attendance. All the Society members who had believed in her enough to pick her for this honor. It almost felt like too much. Fordham was seated close to the stage, and she felt the pull on their bond, as if he were right beside her. The love and attention he showered upon her made her heart ache with need. He was proud and imperious in the crowd, but his eyes—those thunderstorm eyes—were alight with love.

      He’d snuck Wynter in beside him in a black robe. Surely, someone had questioned her appearance, but there were so many Society members from all over the country that this was one of the few places they could get away with it. She had been placed strategically to look for the Father in the council members’ auras.

      Kerrigan found her friends in the crowd next. Audria and Roake were in black robes near the stage. Audria waved enthusiastically. Roake looked stoic and as if he wanted to be elsewhere, but what else was new? Clover, Hadrian, and Darby stood together as a unit. They smiled and cheered for her and made her laugh in turn.

      And farther down the line was her father. He looked as if he had never been prouder in his life. She was fulfilling the rules of the House of Cruse and following in his mother’s footsteps. This was really happening. She was really here in this moment.

      Master Zoh returned to the stage. “And now, the moment you have all been waiting for. You get to find out who is my esteemed replacement.”

      The crowd laughed slightly as he bowed at the waist.

      “The person who is next to be the presiding officer over the entire Society council has my utmost respect. It is not an easy job by any means. You have to be separate from the rest of the Society to create a clear vision and hold to it. I believe that either of the candidates who have come forward for the position would be perfect replacements. But only one can be chosen.”

      He pulled out the envelope. “And the next leader of the Society council is …” He ripped it open and removed the page. “Master Bastian Danfort!”

      The crowd roared their acceptance. Bastian smiled and raised a hand. He first went to Helly and shook her hand. They spoke a few words that made Helly laugh before he proceeded to the stage.

      Zoh beamed at him. “Congratulations, Bastian. I know you’ll do right by the Society.”

      Bastian smiled, and it was one that Kerrigan had never seen on his lips before. It was almost … dangerous. “Oh, I intend to.”

      He and Zoh shook hands before Zoh asked him the oath to be the leader of the Society council. Bastian said and did all the right things. His magic lit up as he agreed to uphold the tenets against the oath rod. Then, he replaced Zoh at the podium and took his place above all other Society members.

      Kerrigan felt a frantic pull down her bond. She was momentarily confused. She had only ever felt love down the bond that led to Fordham. But in that moment, she felt nothing but abject panic.

      Her eyes skipped to the left, where Fordham and Wynter stood. He pointed to Bastian and then Wynter and then back to Bastian. Next to Ford, Wynter gestured to Bastian. Kerrigan shook her head, as if she didn’t understand.

      But she did.

      She just didn’t want to.

      Because what they were suggesting was too much to take in. Way too much to even begin to comprehend. She had known that there were Red Masks in the Society. She had even known that one of the council members was the Father. Helly had been investigating her fellows while Kerrigan went after the Collector to try to get proof.

      There was a flaw with this plan. They had both assumed that Bastian was in the clear. He was her mentor for her apprenticeship. He had been on her side since the beginning. He was the one to push for her to join the Society and spoke for her at every turn to help her get ahead. He had even trained her against magical artifacts.

      There was no way that he was the Father.

      And yet … Wynter’s magic didn’t lie.

      If she was gesturing to Bastian after seeing the Father use his powers and their auras matched, there was only one explanation.

      Bastian was the Father.
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      “No!” ripped out of Kerrigan before she could think better of it.

      The word echoed across the celebrating arena. Everyone turned to look at her. She shook with fury and betrayal and hurt. She didn’t understand how this could be possible.

      How she had been so deceived …

      Bastian had been one of the few people that she could rely on. One of the few people she put her trust into. He would never be as close to her as Helly, but Kerrigan had confided her thoughts and fears to him on more than one occasion.

      She hadn’t seen the signs.

      Now that she thought back on their interactions, she could see the beginning of what was coming. The covetous look in his eyes when she’d mentioned the Ring of Endings. The way he had asked her very specific questions about the Collector. His stark interest in her attending Red Masks rallies. When he had congratulated her on her speech earlier that week and said that the Society would “get what is coming to them.” She’d thought it strange, and now, she saw it for what it really was. Every little interaction had added up to him being a monster.

      “You have no right to that position,” Kerrigan snarled.

      Bastian’s smile was predatory. “I have already sworn an oath to the Society, Kerrigan. I will uphold my duty.”

      “Does your duty include killing innocent humans and half-Fae?” She took a step toward him with fury laced in her features. “Are you going to stand there and pretend that you’re not the Father of the Red Masks?”

      A gasp went up throughout the crowd.

      Tieran spoke into her mind. What are you doing? This cannot be true.

      But she couldn’t speak to her dragon. She could look at no one but the great deceiver before her.

      It was a bold accusation with no proof. She just had Wynter’s word, but in that moment, Kerrigan trusted her. She knew it was true. She knew it the moment Bastian smiled at her. They had all walked right into his trap.

      “Mistress Kerrigan,” Zoh said with a shake of his head. “Such unfounded statements will not be tolerated, even by council members.”

      “You selected me because I’m not afraid to tell the truth. And the truth is that Bastian is the Father of the Red Masks.” She turned to face Bastian in challenge. “Deny it.”

      Zoh opened his mouth again to speak, but Bastian held his hand up. “Enough.”

      “But, Bastian …”

      Bastian ignored him. He met her expression, and something shifted in that look. Something cold and calculating. Then, he reached into the folds of his robes and removed a mask that Kerrigan had seen in her nightmares.

      “I do not deny it,” Bastian proclaimed.

      He put the red mask on his face and raised both hands into the air. Red fireworks jumped from his hands, sending the sparks high into the night sky. They exploded like warning flares. A signal.

      Her world exploded.

      Kerrigan screamed as a blast rocked the stage, and she was thrown from her feet. Her ears rang, and she recognized the side effects of a blanc magical artifact attack. She was too late to do anything to counter the effects. She was supposed to have put up a magical shield against it, made from air, before it ever got to this moment. But they were supposed to be singular devices. Only bad to the person it was directly thrown at and maybe the people standing right next to them.

      Which meant … it had been launched at her.

      She peeled her eyes open and found the rest of the world was in similar chaos. Alura was knocked out on the stage. Blood ran from her ears, but Kerrigan could see her chest rise and fall. The explosion hadn’t killed her. It must have shattered the floor behind them, which had launched her forward and Alura off to the side.

      She pushed her way up and reached for Tieran in the process. To her shock, she felt … nothing. Not like the bond was broken. Just that it wasn’t responding.

      Coughing as the pain pulsed through her, she found the dragons were knocked out. A blue light rose around all of them, except Bastian’s dragon. Kerrigan had never seen anything like it. As if a dome had been constructed to pen them in. As if they were animals.

      Kerrigan wanted to throw up at the sight. How despicable to even have made an artifact to do this. Because there was no other explanation for what she was seeing. Kerrigan had demanded the council give her access to the vault that held the magical artifacts, and Bastian had used that to take down the Society from the inside. She had given him the weapons he needed to succeed today.

      “This is our time,” Bastian said, his voice booming through the arena. “Red Masks have risen to our proper place. We are the voice of reason in this new future. Those who oppose us will be struck down. Let it be so.”

      Kerrigan realized that all the exits to the arena had been sealed off. The guards that had been standing there moments earlier had donned red masks and were herding people away from the exits.

      Society members in their black robes roared at the outrage.

      But already, other members removed their masks from their cloaks and put them over their faces. To Kerrigan’s shock, they began cutting down their foes. When the first few members died, others realized what was happening, and magic battles began all over the arena. Humans and half-Fae huddled together and hoped for escape, but there was no escape.

      And now, they were coming straight for her on the arena floor.

      Fordham and Wynter jumped to her side.

      “I can get you out of here,” he said as he helped her to her unsteady feet.

      “He’s mine,” she snarled.

      She yanked the Ring of Endings off of the chain around her neck and slid the ring on her finger. Now, Fordham couldn’t jump her out, and whatever magic Bastian threw her way wouldn’t work on her. From a distance, as Bastian continued his monologue, his eyes seemed to lock on that ring. She arched an eyebrow at him. A challenge in her irises.

      “I’m going to kill him,” she declared.

      Fordham nodded. He didn’t need to know anything else.

      “You should get reinforcements. We need Netta.”

      Fordham shook his head. “Netta has been incapacitated. I can tell through the bond. They did something to the whole aerie.”

      “Gods,” she hissed.

      “We fight.”

      Wynter grinned wickedly. “I will enjoy this.”

      Then, she started to tear people apart.

      Kerrigan felt none of her zeal. Her head still felt like it had marbles in it and that they had been shaken up. The one well-placed blast had nearly taken her completely out of the fighting.

      The Red Masks that came forward lobbed magical artifacts into the arena toward Kerrigan. Not a one of them touched her. But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t hurt people she cared about.

      “For the black ones, use water,” she yelled to Wynter as one collided with her shadows.

      She jumped out of the way just in time but came out on the other side, coughing.

      Kerrigan plowed straight through the black smoke. None of it touched her. She could see the milky white of her assailant’s eyes. The terror there at her ability to walk through without any trouble.

      She cut the male down where he stood. Not stopping as she engaged the next one.

      “The red ones are explosions,” she informed them. “They react to earth.”

      “Gods,” Fordham growled as one of the roses exploded off his shoulder. He pulled up the earth in the center of the arena at the last second, keeping the majority of the blast from him.

      “And the white ones?” Wynter shouted. She jumped again, narrowly missing an explosion.

      “Air.” But it was Audria’s voice who called it out.

      She dropped into the sand out of the stands and rushed to their defense. She blasted her air magic like a funnel to scoop up the blanc before it could deafen them or worse.

      “Good to have you join us,” Kerrigan told her with a smile. “Where’s Roake?”

      Audria’s face narrowed in anger. “I left him on his ass.”

      “He’s not …”

      “He’s from Elsiande,” Audria said with a shake of her head.

      Roake hadn’t liked her from the start, but she had assumed that he had gotten over that. They were brothers- and sisters-in-arms. They’d endured a year of dragon training together and the Battle of Lethbridge. That had shaped them into family.

      But apparently not. Roake and Bastian were both from Elsiande. Perhaps those ties would always be stronger than what they had endured together.

      “Roake is a Red Mask,” she said in disbelief as she clashed with another guardsman.

      “Fuck,” Fordham growled.

      Kerrigan couldn’t agree more.

      She was reduced to this one moment as more and more Guard fell in to fight them. They were joined by Society members. But the entire arena was a mess. She could hear the screams of terror all around them. Black, red, and white smoke choked the air. More magical artifacts were being used than Kerrigan had thought existed in the vault. Which made her think once again that someone—Bastian—had discovered how to make more.

      If the smoke wasn’t bad enough, blood ran like rivers down the stairs of the stands, soaking into the sand in the arena. Her vision returned to her then. The blood running freely, choking the ground. Was this what that vision had warned her about? She had been so wrapped up in saving Fordham that she hadn’t thought too much on what she had seen. It had seemed so distant compared to his fate.

      Now, she was reaping the consequences. Cleora’s words came back to her—that even those who were skilled in interpreting visions still didn’t always know what they were doing and trying to stop it from happening did nothing but cause them despair. And still … she felt that despair roll over her heart.

      She could have stopped this.

      It was irrational, but she couldn’t keep from thinking it.

      Kerrigan pushed through another round of roses. She blasted the first guard with fire, and the second, she swirled her air into a tornado, taking him off of his feet and throwing him a dozen yards across the arena.

      She didn’t look back as she, Fordham, Wynter, and Audria cut a path toward Bastian. He was still crowing to his crowd, amping them up as they committed atrocities beyond anything she’d thought possible. The riots the Red Masks had organized, killing humans and half-Fae six years ago, was terrible, but it was but a fraction of what was happening tonight. He had strategically picked this night when all the Society members would be in attendance along with a large portion of the Kinkadian populace.

      The night the world ran red.

      But now that she had a clear line of sight, she saw that Helly had finally escaped the confines of the dragon trap. Hydie and Selwyn were both knocked out from whatever the magic was. Durban beat at the shield to try to get out. Kerrigan couldn’t decide if that was because he wanted in on the bloodshed or to stop it.

      Nor did she know how Helly had managed to escape. But she strode with single-minded purpose in Bastian’s direction.

      “You won’t get away with this!” Helly cried, using her magic to amplify her voice for all to hear.

      Bastian just smiled. “Ah, Hellina, you have done your duty to stop us these last few years, have you not? And you almost had us last night.”

      “I will have you now. This is the end for you, Bastian.”

      “But I’m just getting started. We all are.”

      “If you are so certain in your abilities, your right to rule like this, then come here. Fight me.”

      “No,” Kerrigan whispered.

      She wanted to rush forward to defend Helly. Helly was formidable, but Kerrigan didn’t know what tricks Bastian had up his sleeve. They both knew he could jump like Fordham and Wynter. He hadn’t walked into this fight casually. He’d plotted it out over years and made it intentional in every aspect. Up until the moment he could put the mask on before the entire world and claim his right as the head of council and the Father.

      But Bastian just laughed and obliged. One second, he was on the podium, and the next, he was in the arena before Helly.

      To her credit, Helly didn’t look surprised. Her shields were up. Her magic was at the ready. Nearly six hundred years of training.

      Bastian leaned in with the first attack. A jet of fire so hot that it was white. Helly met it with water, and the air grew thick with steam as it evaporated in midair.

      “Why have you done this?” Helly demanded as she strained to hold the deluge against him.

      “You know well why,” Bastian said, perfectly at ease.

      “You have long fought for people in need. You joined the Society because of the need for more healers in the south, for more magic there. You wanted to break the bonds of generations of oppressed magic. We’ve worked hand in hand to try to gain more support. It makes no sense, what you are doing, Bastian.”

      He avoided her next assault and blasted her backward with a jet of air. She leaned into the air, letting herself dance with it as the Fae air masters did. She came down to one knee with a steady look on her face as she rocked the ground under his feet.

      “It is because of my past that this is the most logical path. Humans and half-Fae are a drain on our resources. They multiply like rabbits, overpopulate our cities, and then act as if they deserve to join our Society and our council. When they will live maybe a hundred years. As if anyone with so little magic who will age so quickly should be making choices for the good of the Society.”

      Bastian sidestepped her earth work and shot it straight back at her. She ended up on a platform a hundred feet in the air. Helly used the air to bring her back to the arena floor and then wove intricate water magic to shoot back at him.

      “And yet you supported a half-Fae through the entire process.”

      He grinned. “Ah, is that what bothers you? Kerrigan?”

      “You’ve betrayed her. You’ve betrayed us all.”

      “Everyone is betrayed by her sheer existence,” he snarled.

      The arena was enraptured with this fight. Kerrigan wanted to step in, but she was locked in an endless parade of guardsmen trying to push her back. A circle had formed around the two Fae so that she couldn’t get past. But every word was a knife in her chest.

      “Kerrigan is pure good,” Helly said. “You knew that once.”

      “She is pure potential. She proves exactly why we need to cut these abominations off at the feet. If you don’t agree, then you belong on your knees with them.”

      Kerrigan felt it in the wind before it happened. As if the plates of the earth rumbled in response to Bastian’s magic. The water shifted in the oceans. The fire in the earth’s core listened to his beckoning.

      “Get down,” she shrieked, falling hard to her knees and covering her head.

      The earth itself split down the middle. Everything shook hard enough to drop most of the guards who had been attacking them. The arena was cleaved in half from one end to the other. A line ran straight down the center, large enough that Hydie and her dragon fell straight through it and disappeared entirely.

      Then, the screams began in an increased fervor as the crowd erupted in terror. An earthquake like no one had ever seen before rattled the earth beneath their feet. And Bastian had caused it.

      “This is my power,” he shouted as he walked with an even gait toward Helly, who had fallen to her knees. “Now, feel my wrath.”

      A stiletto blade dropped out of the black of his Society robes, and he drove it straight through Helly’s heart.
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      Clover had never feared anything like the rumble under her feet.

      Hadrian and Darby clung to her as they all tried to hide on the floor of the stands. Guards had been climbing up to where they were seated, but they hadn’t made it yet. They had been rounding up humans and half-Fae to bring forward and kill. Screams came from them as their magic was stripped from their bodies, and they writhed on the ground until they died.

      Clover didn’t have a lick of magic, but it wouldn’t stop them from enacting their own form of justice. None of that compared to the fear she now felt as the earthquake struck Kinkadia.

      “Stay down,” Hadrian said.

      Darby was sobbing in her arms. “Why is this happening?”

      “Hate,” Clover said. “Pure hate.”

      “We’ll get you out of here,” Hadrian told her. “They won’t take you from us.”

      She wished that she could believe him. That in this terrible world they lived in, a human girl could have everything she wanted. It had been too much to hope for. Too much to believe would be possible.

      They would come for her. If Darby and Hadrian tried to stop them, they would be cut down too. She knew it even if they didn’t.

      She would never let it happen. She would die before letting them get hurt too. Already, they were in danger by being affiliated with Kerrigan, by loving their friend who wanted to see a world where everyone was treated equitably. But no … not in this world. Not when she had been so close to claiming it.

      “This is my power,” Bastian shouted.

      Clover’s anger hit a fever pitch as she watched the man who should have been Kerrigan’s mentor and friend ruin the world. This male. This one male got to choose for everyone else who he thought was worthy. And because of this unbelievable magic he somehow wielded … he was going to get to do it.

      Helly was on her knees. Helly—beautiful, strong, loyal Helly—who had patched them all up at one time or another. Helly, who had never judged her for her loch cigarettes. Who saw her as an asset even if she was a human with nothing to offer.

      That Helly was on her knees before a monster.

      She couldn’t see Helly’s eyes from the distance, but she imagined them to be defiant. And the feeling rose in her chest so abruptly that she knew she couldn’t let this stand. She couldn’t cower and let the Red Masks win.

      “Now, feel my wrath,” Bastian cried.

      Clover jumped to her feet with a gasp as he stabbed Helly. Her body crumpled sideways into the sand. Dead. She was dead. It was unfathomable. Helly should have lived forever. She should have outlived a human street rat by a long shot. The world was upside down.

      “Clover, get down,” Hadrian shouted up at her.

      The earth was still trembling beneath their feet. She should have taken cover. She should have surrendered to the hate in this world, but she would not.

      Her father had fought for a new world.

      He’d been killed for his vision. A place for humans and half-Fae to have their own magic. A right to live how they pleased. To not be subjugated behind Fae because of their lack of powers. All the reasons that Bastian had just spewed in his speech.

      It was why she was an orphan. Why her world had ended in one night. Why she had nothing.

      And now—now—when she finally had something to hold on to, when she had love and friendship and a life, they wanted to strip it all away again. She wouldn’t allow it. Not again.

      Clover released the amulet from under her shirt. It pulsed, as if hearing her call. She had no idea how it worked. Since talking with Thea, she had tried multiple times to call it to action but had given up. Her father hadn’t finished his greatest invention. There was nothing to be done.

      But she didn’t believe that. He wouldn’t have given her this for nothing.

      So, she lifted her two loves to her feet. She laced their fingers together and felt the intention of her will push into the amulet.

      “Never again,” she said.

      Everything began to glow a bright, hot white. It was as if they were standing in the center of a star. But none of them wavered or tried to pull away. She wouldn’t lose them. Not this time.

      Then, the magic flared to its brightest, and Clover, Hadrian, and Darby vanished.
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      Helly’s body fell lifeless to the arena floor.

      Kerrigan’s ears were ringing.

      There was still a fight. This wasn’t over. And yet she couldn’t move. She couldn’t think.

      Helly.

      Her Helly was … dead.

      She couldn’t comprehend this. That this meant that Tavry’s beautiful life was forfeit as well. Tavry would never ride the skies again. Kerrigan would never find Helly in the mountain, talk to her, be healed by her, confide in her, love her. Helly had been her mother in everything but name. She had raised Kerrigan in the mountain and looked after her when her father was absent. She had been the closest thing to family until she and Kivrin made up.

      It didn’t even make sense that she could be killed. For so long, it had seemed impossible. Fae could live for thousands of years unless they chose the abyss, and Helly had never seemed the type to choose the abyss when she had so much left to do and learn. Healing was a never-ending process. And now, she could never heal again. Or be healed herself.

      “Kerrigan,” Fordham roared, pushing through the blank moment in her mind.

      She reacted on instinct, bringing her hands up, and a shield formed in front of her. It stopped a guard’s blade as it came down toward her head. The sword lodged in her shield, and she shoved him back. It dropped out of his hand, and she slid across the arena sand to pick it up.

      She was again on her feet in a second, slicing the blade down on his outstretched arm. He screamed in pain, pulling back the severed limb in terror.

      Kerrigan wielded the blade like an extension of herself. Fordham had made her a good fighter, and Lorian Van Horn was the one who had shaped her into a deadly weapon. He might have hated half-Fae as much as Bastian did now, but he had been a thorough teacher. The same as Bastian in that regard.

      In fact, Bastian had been the one to set up Lorian so that he would take the blame. Lorian had been hanged for that. Another thing that was Kerrigan’s fault, but it had been at the mercy of the machinations of Bastian. A thorough, detailed, and premeditated psychopath.

      She intended to end him the same way that she’d taken Lorian down.

      She just needed to get through the wave of guards heading her way. She wished more than anything that she’d had her last meeting with Cleora. In three days’ time, she was supposed to meet with the professor to learn how to work on her energy blasts. Kerrigan had only been able to get them to work twice, and both times, she had been beaten near to death. Her other spirit magic was of the defensive variety. And apparently, even the energy blasts could only be conjured to save her life. She sure would have liked to wield them to tear through the guards to clear the way to Bastian.

      The bastard was walking away from Helly’s body. He took his spot back on the podium and was monologuing again about his right to this place. Right. As if any of this was right at all. Or would ever be right again.

      “Lay down your arms, and you will be spared,” Bastian said. “We do not seek to kill all those who oppose us. We will not kill all the humans and half-Fae.”

      Kerrigan knew he was a liar.

      “We are merely here to start a new world and cleanse the old.”

      Kerrigan ducked the next assault, slashed across the male’s chest, and kicked him out of her way.

      Bastian produced the Collector out of his pocket. “This is an ancient magical artifact that has the identity of every person in this city.”

      “Not me,” Kerrigan snarled. He was bluffing anyway. Only Red Masks had touched the Collector. Unless he had used it in another way that she wasn’t aware of.

      She dived forward, spinning on her knees and slicing the Achilles tendons on her opponent. Fordham, Wynter, and Audria were at her back, clearing out the magical artifacts that had no effect on her. As the Collector wouldn’t either.

      “Every human and half-Fae in the city will have their magic removed,” Bastian announced.

      The shouts of terror were even worse. So few had any magic that it was highly sought after for any half-Fae and humans.

      Kerrigan clashed swords with a guard nearly half as tall as her. The metal clanged together. Then, she smirked and blasted him in the face with fire. He screamed and went down, batting it away.

      “Once there are no humans or half-Fae in the city who have magic, we will begin this Society anew.”

      She would have laughed if she hadn’t known he had every intention of doing exactly that.

      “You can fight all you want,” Bastian roared. “But if you lay down your arms, you will not be harmed. Already, this is happening elsewhere in the city. Your Artisan Village isn’t safe. Your Dregs isn’t safe. Your Wastes isn’t safe.”

      Wynter gasped behind her. Kerrigan ran her next assailant through and turned to Wynter.

      “Dozan,” Wynter said as fear filled her irises.

      “Scales,” Kerrigan said, realizing just how widespread all of this was. The Wastes was no longer safe. No one was safe. “Wynter.”

      “We need you,” Fordham shouted as he took down another person and blasted away the noir.

      Kerrigan shook her head. “Go. Save him.”

      Wynter met her gaze. Something passed between them that no one else would understand. But it meant everything in that moment.

      Shadows crept around Wynter, and then she was gone.

      “No!” Fordham growled. “Why did you tell her to go?”

      “You know why.”

      “We should go too,” he snapped. “This is futile.”

      “Not until I have his head,” she said and then plunged back into the crowd.

      Fordham snarled something vulgar behind her, but he would follow her to the ends of the earth. Audria was also there at her side. But the tides were turning and not in their favor. Without Wynter, there was a weak spot in their defense. Plus, it didn’t seem to matter how many people they blasted through on their way to Bastian; more just kept coming.

      They weren’t fresh any longer. Her magic was still a deep well within her, but it wasn’t bottomless. They needed to get through this line now rather than later. The more new recruits Bastian had to throw at them, the easier it would be to break them down.

      Fordham must have realized it at the same time. He shouted, “Together.”

      Kerrigan fell back a step into formation with him and Audria. They had fought like this a thousand times. All that training snapped into place, just as the Society had always wanted it to. They had worked together at Lethbridge, and it was only the fact that they knew each other so well that they hadn’t been overpowered yet. The guards were disorganized and generally light on magical prowess. It was the rest of the Society, who was still engaged in battles in the arena stands, that Kerrigan was most worried about coming after them.

      Fordham moved to the center of the ground as Kerrigan and Audria held back the guards that approached them. But already, they looked worried. Kerrigan’s smile was vicious as she slashed at the bravest among them.

      Then, Fordham released his shadows, and they barreled down the middle of the guards. Guards screamed, and a perfect corridor appeared between them and Bastian.

      None of them spoke. They just ran.

      Before anyone could regroup after the assault, Kerrigan, Fordham, and Audria were through the bulk of the guards. The stage and podium were only feet away when Audria screamed.

      Kerrigan whipped around. “No, no, no,” she gasped.

      A Society member had Audria by the throat. A blade was poised to run her through. She sent a plume of air toward him, but he had a shield in place.

      “Stop fighting, or we kill her.”

      “Kerrigan, don’t!” Audria screamed.

      She had no strategy for this. They were mere feet from Bastian. They needed to cut the head off the snake to have any hope of winning. She couldn’t leave Audria behind.

      But she didn’t know what was the right play here. She couldn’t surrender. They would kill her. That, she was certain of.

      Before she had to make the call, a roar sounded behind the male holding Audria. A fireball rocketed across the male’s cheek. He screamed in pain. One of his own had turned against him.

      “Stay away from her!” Roake shouted, appearing over the Society member.

      Audria fell to her knees, gasping for breath. The fireball had singed one side of her face, and her hair was still burning. She used water to swat at it, but pain flashed in her eyes. “Roake?”

      “I would never let anything happen to you,” he said, offering her his hand.

      “But … you had a red mask.”

      Kerrigan lost the rest of the conversation as the attack continued. At least she had Fordham, but they were now cut off from Audria and Roake. And she wasn’t even sure if he was really on their side or if he didn’t want to see his precious Audria get hurt.

      “Kerrigan, we need to leave,” Fordham said, a note of fear edging into his otherwise calm voice.

      “We can’t.”

      But then she saw what had made him sound that way. Red Masks had won in the stands. It didn’t matter how many guards they had cut down. A line of Society members, all in black robes and red masks, stood between them and Bastian. And more were coming in.

      She could fight dozens of guards. She had gone to battle against other Fae. But … this many Society members … was that even possible? She and Fordham were powerful, but against a hundred Society members?

      Her eyes narrowed. “Can you jump to him?”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Fordham, we have to stop him.”

      “I’m not leaving you!” he repeated.

      “Then, we have to go through!”

      Together, they engaged the first line of Society members. Magic mingled with sword play. It was two on ten. Then, two on twenty. Somehow, more were still coming. Kerrigan felt sluggish against the attacks. Her magic hardly struck one person before another moved in to counter her. She felt like a boulder being pushed uphill.

      Then, there was nowhere to go.

      First, an air blast landed on her hip, shredding through her robes and pushing her backward. Earth knocked across her face. She whirled in a circle, still holding her sword out in front of her. She deflected a fire blast, but it shattered her remaining shield.

      She gasped as it broke into a million pieces. That was the sound that distracted Fordham. His gaze shot to her. He’d been winning against his opponents despite the incredible odds. But her distraction had ended it.

      Air blasted him in the chest, and he lost his footing, coming down to one knee. “Kerrigan,” he said, so full of longing that her heart broke.

      She lunged for him, throwing out the last of her fire magic to block the next attack. It worked halfway, but he was pushed harder to the ground.

      “Fordham,” she shouted.

      Just as Ashby March appeared in the middle of the chaos and drove a knife into Fordham’s back.

      Kerrigan screamed as she watched Fordham fall forward. She blasted people out of her way to get closer to him. Her fury making up for any skill she was lacking. She wouldn’t let this happen. She would get her ring off. She would put it on his finger. She would save him. There was no other option. She couldn’t live without him.

      March stood over his body—Fordham’s beautiful body—and smirked at her. This was his vengeance. His moment to make up for the humiliation of her choosing someone else. She could see it in the lines of his body and the certainty of his expression. He thought he’d won.

      She smiled as she drove her sword through his chest.

      She felt not an ounce of remorse as his eyes widened in shock and he fell to the ground, dead.

      “Fuck you,” she spat and then shoved him away from her.

      Kerrigan dropped to her feet. “Fordham,” she gasped. “Ford.”

      Tears came to her eyes as hands scrambled to haul her away from him. She launched hopeless attacks. She didn’t care who they hurt or what happened. She just needed to get this ring off of her finger and save her love.

      “I’m … here,” Fordham hissed through his teeth. “Always here for you.”

      Then, he stopped speaking.

      Hands grabbed her from all sides. She kicked and clawed and screamed and bit to get back to Fordham. But there were too many people all at once. Too many people pulling her away from him.

      Even when a pair of shackles was slapped onto her wrists, she still spewed magic to everyone around her. Frightened looks only amplified her powers. Nothing could stop her. She would stop at nothing to kill Bastian. Nothing.

      Then, Isa appeared in the midst of the madness. Kerrigan fought even harder. She couldn’t overpower Isa like this. On a good day, she could, but already tied up and half-depleted? It was too much.

      To Kerrigan’s horror, Isa snatched up her wrist with a grip hard enough to break bone. Kerrigan struggled even harder when she realized what Isa was about to do. She couldn’t take the ring. She couldn’t have it. She needed it to save Fordham’s life.

      But Isa plucked the ring from her finger. Her magic disappeared in a flash. The magic-dampening shackles suddenly worked, and the fight finally went out of her in a rush.

      Her eyes were still on Fordham as she was hauled off of the sand and bodily thrown to her knees before the Father.

      Isa stepped up to the podium and handed him the ring. He slid it onto his finger and straightened, as if a surge of power had gone through him. His smile was arrogant and victorious. This was the end.

      He had won.
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      “The power,” Bastian crowed, holding his hands up. “Oh, the power.”

      Kerrigan glared up at him with all of the anger in her heart. “You’re a monster.”

      Bastian laughed. “You had this the whole time?”

      She said nothing. She wasn’t going to tell her that Dozan had given it to her. And she had no idea how he’d gotten it. Only that it was clear that was why the Wastes had flourished so much under him. With its absence … it was already crumbling under his feet.

      As it was under Kerrigan’s at present.

      “I had a feeling you’d found it when you brought it up in our trainings, but I was waiting for you to bring it to show me.”

      “Guess I wasn’t as stupid as you thought.”

      “Oh, you were.”

      Kerrigan glared harder. This all felt so wrong. Helly and Tavry were dead. Alura was knocked out. Audria was missing. Fordham lay, stabbed, on the arena floor, out of sight. Wynter had gone after Dozan as the Wastes came down. Kerrigan hadn’t seen her friends or her father since the start of all of this. The world as she had known it was destroyed at the foundation. The arena was soaked through with the blood of innocents. All so this monster could take his place on top.

      “Why?” she forced out. “Why would you do this?”

      “Have I not made myself clear? I desire a more perfect world. One where Fae are not vilified for their magic. Where those who are beneath them do not get in the way.”

      “But … you helped me,” she gasped. “You were my mentor. You spoke for me at the tournament and during training. That makes no sense if this was your goal.”

      His grin was terrifying. “Cyrene of the Doma was the first to rise above her position,” he explained. “She was a human from another world who came in and stole a dragon. But in that same year, there was another—Dean. Another human but sponsored from my own tribe, Elsiande. So many in the south wanted nothing to do with magic that they chose to sponsor a human to take our place. We lost two dragons to these infiltrating humans. We lost an Elsiande spot in the tournament to one of them.

      “I had long despised the cultural shift to allow humans and half-Fae more access. But that was one step too far. It was why I organized the riots after Cyrene and Dean’s tournament win. It was why I recruited Roake to enter the tournament. It was what sparked a revolution.”

      What he called revolution, Kerrigan called genocide and oppression. Kerrigan had been caught in those tournament riots. She had almost died. If not for her spirit magic, she would have. And now, she couldn’t even call it to defend herself. All that practice, and it wouldn’t listen to her, no matter how hard she tried.

      “So, when you appeared and I realized you were gaining similar acclaim to the humans, I realized that I could use you as an example of how bad it could be. You had the support of Society members high on the council. You bypassed all traditions and qualifications, and you persevered despite it. I showed everyone exactly how far a leatha could get with the support of the council.”

      Kerrigan recoiled at that word. She’d heard it so many times in her life. But hearing it from Bastian, someone who had supported her for the last year, broke her heart. After everything he’d done, she could still be hurt by his words.

      “So, you set me up,” Kerrigan spat out.

      “I led you to water and let you figure out how to drink,” he declared. “You were an example of an overreaching half-Fae. Everyone saw exactly how high you could rise. And time and time again, you did rise. You even won a spot on the Society council as a first-year member. Unthinkable.” He raised his hands. “You are a symptom of a greater problem. And now, everyone has seen that.”

      “Because I can succeed, you want to cut off everyone?” she said. “That’s insane.”

      “It’s perfectly logical. I wanted to prove that you could rise to such an exalted place, only to show just how far you could fall. You are nothing.”

      Kerrigan glared back at him. “It sure took a lot of effort to take down a nothing.”

      “Hardly.”

      “You make it sound so easy, but your own daughter chose me over you.”

      For a second, Bastian faltered. He said nothing, just glared down at her. Kerrigan saw her barb had landed true. Valia had turned on him, and that had hurt him. No matter that he had killed her for it.

      It was Isa who had the most interesting reaction. Kerrigan had thought that Isa was the one who had turned Valia into the Father. Except she looked murderous. Anger flared in her eyes, and she clenched her hands into fists. She was standing at Bastian’s right side, victorious for all to see, and she was furious with him.

      Bastian’s voice dipped. “Valia was a necessary expense,” he said with no conviction. “She betrayed me. The cost of betrayal is death. But a quick death will not be enough for you.”

      Kerrigan raised her chin. “And yet you have shackles on my wrists. You won’t fight me yourself?”

      Bastian tilted his head up. “Oh, I have other plans for you, Kerrigan Argon. Better plans than any fight.”

      She shuddered at those words. He had thought this through. He wanted it to be a spectacle. The last thing she wanted was to give it to him.

      As she was trying to find a solution on how to get out of this, a figure launched themself out of the arena stands. Kerrigan’s eyes widened as she realized the figure was her father.

      Kivrin had a guardsman blade in each of his hands, and as he landed on the stage, he rolled, coming swiftly to his feet and bringing both of his hands down in an arc. The blades cleaved clean through Bastian’s arm. The same arm that had the Ring of Endings on it.

      Bastian roared in pain at the loss of his arm. His magic surged, and a jet of pure energy exploded out of him and toward her father. Kivrin’s scream was a sound Kerrigan had never wanted to hear. It was as if he was being burned from the inside out. He shot into the air and dropped out of the sky onto the arena floor below.

      A healer rushed forward to help Bastian staunch the bleeding. The Ring of Endings would likely heal him, but she didn’t think it could grow his arm back. That would be gone forever.

      “Isa,” he snapped.

      Isa hadn’t moved during the entire ordeal. She looked up at the Father. There was death in her gaze. But still, she stomped off of the stage and to Kivrin. He was curled in on himself. Kerrigan could hear him moaning. The words were unintelligible.

      “What was that?” Isa asked as knives dropped into both hands.

      “My legs,” he moaned louder. “I can’t feel my legs.”

      Isa kicked one of his legs, but it didn’t move. They didn’t do anything as she kicked him again. His legs were … dead. They had no function left. He might never walk again. Even with the best healers in the mountain, they hadn’t figured out how to fix paralysis. And they had just killed the best healer in hundreds of years. Helly would be no help this time.

      “Dad,” Kerrigan said, crawling toward him.

      A dagger whipped out toward Kerrigan, and Isa hissed, “Don’t move.”

      Guards ran forward and pushed Kerrigan down, holding her so she couldn’t move.

      Fordham was somewhere out there with a blade in his chest. She couldn’t see him. And now, she couldn’t go to her dad.

      “Isa, please. It’s my father,” she begged, hating the sound of her voice.

      “Like I care.” Isa rolled Kivrin over. “I should kill you here, but we have other plans for you too. Right- or left-handed?”

      Kivrin just moaned.

      Isa shrugged. “Guess we’ll decide on both.”

      Then, with brutal efficiency, she slammed a dagger straight through his left hand, pinning it to the arena ground. He screamed again in pain. But she wasn’t finished. She stomped her boot on his right wrist and then thrust the second dagger into his hand.

      “You’ll never hold a sword again,” she snarled.

      Her father—who, for so long, she had assumed had abandoned her, who she had just learned to love again, who had sacrificed himself to try to save her—now lay helpless on the arena floor. His legs were useless, and his arms were pinned down in the position of a crucifix.

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. This couldn’t be the end.

      She tried to summon her energy magic. Anything to push this back. Anything to give her an advantage. But there was nothing. She had used all of her tricks. Bastian had the ring. Her friends and family were down. Her spirit magic wasn’t responding.

      Bastian had regained an ounce of control. The healer had stopped the bleeding and was busy bandaging his arm and shoulder. He shoved her away in his fury and stalked off of the podium.

      “You will pay for this,” he told Kerrigan. “You will all pay.”

      Kerrigan looked up at him with fire in her eyes. “We will never stop fighting.”

      “I should kill you,” he snarled. His magic was tight as he lashed it into a whip and brought it down hard across her chest.

      She clamped her mouth shut, refusing to give him the benefit of her screams. But on the third strike, she groaned. On the fifth, she gasped. On the seventh, she shouted. And on the tenth, when her chest was bloody and raw, she screamed herself hoarse.

      Bastian let the whip go and then stood before her, missing an arm, but as proud as ever. “I have other plans for you. You will be made an example.” He lifted his one good arm. “Everyone, witness the sentencing of Kerrigan Argon. I will invoke the old ways.”

      Kerrigan blinked through her tears of pain. She didn’t know what that meant. The old ways?

      Then, figures appeared out of the crowd. Red Masks, all of them dressed in black Society robes. The guards fled her side as they closed in on her. Bastian at the lead, and to Kerrigan’s horror, twelve others in a circle around her.

      Thirteen.

      A circle of thirteen.

      She flashed back to her vision. A circle of thirteen was used for powerful workings. It was almost never used now. Hardly any magic was needed to do something this spectacular. But she had seen it, and now … now, it was around her. What powerful working could they be doing together?

      “As one,” Bastian called.

      Each Fae reached for their magic. It lit up gold as it shimmered into a perfect circle, connecting each of the members in the circle into one unit. The power flowed around and through them before returning like a current to Bastian.

      He lifted his one remaining hand and said, “Fraisen.”

      Kerrigan racked her brain for the ancient Fae word. And then it came to her—drain.

      Her magic tore out of her.

      This time, she couldn’t even scream as her body was lifted off of the ground. She arched backward as a funnel of power siphoned out of her. She could feel it draining like sand through a sieve. She tried to cling to it, to demand it remain, but there was no hope. There was no stopping it. Not with a circle of thirteen working ancient magic.

      It ripped through her. Pulling and pulling and pulling until she could feel that near-bottomless well hitting empty.

      Then, her bond with Tieran was at the forefront. It snapped, as if it had never existed. Tears ran freely down her cheeks at its loss.

      At the loss of all of her magic. Every last drop was draining out of her. And she had so much that she had never considered what it would be like to see it dwindle. She had felt several times what it would be like to go without, and it had nearly broken her. She couldn’t live like this. She couldn’t do it.

      Another bond stretched taut.

      Fordham.

      “No,” she forced past her lips.

      She reached for Fordham wherever he was left dying on the ground. She reached for him, desperate to keep the bond secure. They had just found that invisible string that tied them together. They had broken the curse and discovered a way to be together. There was so much more that they needed to do. So much more time they needed. She wouldn’t let this go too. She refused.

      She tried to fight it. Felt the weight of the circle of thirteen fighting against her.

      And she just wasn’t strong enough.

      Her scream ripped through the arena as the bond snapped.

      She collapsed forward as the circle ended.

      It was gone. It was all gone. Her magic was fully drained.

      The shackles fell off her wrists. She could have slaughtered them all in that moment. But she couldn’t so much as make a spark appear in her fingers. There was nothing there. Just a deep, empty nothingness.

      Her mind thought too hard on it, and everything fractured. No Tieran. No Fordham. No magic. She was … less than nothing now. Just a half-Fae girl who had risen too high and been reminded of her place.
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      The circle broke apart.

      She was no longer a threat to them. The crowd was cheering her demise. Bastian was speaking to his audience. But she couldn’t hear any of it.

      She felt nothing at all.

      She would surely die like this.

      Just as all the others he had used as examples of his power.

      She would die and never see Fordham again. She could no longer feel him. They had ripped the one pure thing from her. Tieran was still trapped, and now, they weren’t bonded either. Everything had fallen apart. She had been so busy chasing dead ends that she hadn’t seen what was right in front of her nose. And everyone she loved was paying for it.

      “Kivrin,” she gasped as she crawled on hands and knees to her father. “Are you alive?”

      “I can’t feel my legs,” he said.

      “They’re paralyzed. They … they stole my magic.”

      His eyes were filled with terror at those words. “I’m so sorry, baby. You can survive this. You have to want to survive this.”

      “Everyone is dead,” she said, her voice breaking on the words. “I want to go with them.”

      “No,” Kivrin said with such force. “You have to live. You have to get to your mother.”

      Kerrigan blinked in confusion. “You’ve lost too much blood. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      Kivrin coughed hoarsely. “I know … I know what I’m saying. You have to go to her.”

      Kerrigan could have laughed if she didn’t feel utter despair. “How can I do that? I have no magic. I don’t have a dragon. I have nothing.”

      “Go through the portal,” he said, coughing up blood. “You have to get to the portal room and go to her.”

      “The portal room?” Now, Kerrigan was even more confused. But at least thinking about this was keeping her from succumbing to the numbness spreading through her body.

      “Yes. Go through the portal to Domara.”

      “The lands of the gods?” Kerrigan gasped.

      He nodded once. Pain in his eyes. “There’s so much more I want to tell you. But there’s no time.”

      “Even if I could get there, the portal is closed,” she said. “There’s no way that I could get through it.”

      “It will open … for you,” he gasped. “You are your mother’s daughter.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Descendant of He Who Reigns.”

      “You told me never to say that,” she reminded him.

      “Andromadix are no friend to you, but Keres will help you. You are the first heir. Tell her what happened. She will help you.”

      “Dad, I don’t understand any of this.”

      But his eyes rolled back into his head, and he passed out. Either from blood loss or pain that his body just couldn’t sustain. He was gone to her. There were no more answers. Just a road map.

      Get to the portal.

      Go to Domara.

      Find her mom.

      Except she was stuck in this arena. Far … far from the portal room. The one that had been in her vision, destroyed. She remembered it crumbling down. Was this another indicator that this was all hopeless? The blood flowing freely, the circle of thirteen, and the portal collapse. It must mean the end for her.

      “Praise the Father!” people shouted from the stands.

      People were applauding him. Applauding his destruction.

      And he soaked it in. Even with only one arm, he stepped up to the podium and began to spew a victory speech. Kerrigan only half-listened as she chewed on the idea of what to do. She would never make it out of here. They wouldn’t let her walk out. But if she could get to the dragons and take down the magical artifact holding them in, then she could get to Tieran. She could escape on his back.

      With renewed purpose, her eyes tracked the confines of Tieran’s cage. She didn’t know if he would wake when she brought the shield down, but it was her only hope. Fordham was done. Wynter was gone. Bastian had the Collector and the Ring of Endings. She couldn’t jump herself. She had no magic.

      There.

      She saw small objects set up at various points at the perimeter of the stadium. They must have been set there before they even arrived in the arena. Bastian had placed them there to take them out. The one nearest where Helly had escaped had been upended. That must be how she’d gotten out. Kerrigan didn’t know exactly how Helly had done it, but it had worked. The rest weren’t as lucky.

      Kerrigan tracked the trajectory from where she lay next to Kivrin to the nearest weak point in the artifact. It was almost fifty yards. Under normal conditions, she could sprint there in no time. Right now … it felt an interminable distance. There was no way she could get there to free the dragons. Not without being spotted.

      Still, she had to try.

      Kerrigan waited until Bastian started up his asinine speech again. Then, with a deep breath, she got to her feet and ran. She felt sluggish at best. Slow at worst. She could barely get her feet under her. Let alone outrun others who were fresh. But still, she had to try. She had to do it. Get that down, get on Tieran, and fly into the mountain. Anything to escape.

      But as she approached, a male stepped between her and her escape. He removed his Red Mask and leered at her. “No escape this time.”

      “Trask,” she spat.

      “You killed March.”

      “He had it coming.”

      “So do you.”

      Trask, who was nothing but a third of his house, with no right to the throne and no hope of joining the Society, pulled out a wicked blade and held it point out to her. He was even holding it wrong. It was embarrassing.

      “You can barely hold that thing,” she jeered.

      “And you’re barely standing, leatha.”

      She wanted to roar at him, but she had nothing left in her. She needed to outsmart him. Not fight him.

      So, when he came at her, she ran straight toward him. She wasn’t fast. She had no magic backing her. But her body remembered the maneuvers she had trained relentlessly. She slid onto her side, ducking his sword and tangling his legs up with hers.

      His body went down hard on his side, and she was already back up on her feet, racing to the artifact.

      She snatched it up in her hand and breached the shield, watching as it sputtered and then fell. She’d done it. She had gotten the shield down.

      Her heart raced. Trask was getting back to his feet behind her. She just needed Tieran to wake up. She needed her escape route to work.

      But Tieran didn’t move. His chest rose and fell, but he didn’t stir.

      “No,” she whispered.

      She had run out of options. Officially. There was nothing left she could do.

      “There’s no escape,” Trask taunted.

      Tears of despair came to her eyes. After all of that … after everything, Bastian had really won.

      Then, Trask’s eyes widened to saucers. Kerrigan whipped around and saw the shadows coalescing before her.

      Shouts came up from the other side of the arena. “He’s missing!”

      Then, Fordham’s face smirked up at her. He grabbed her tight around the waist.

      Bastian roared, “Get them!”

      But he was too late.

      They vanished. A moment later, they stood in the aerie. Fordham collapsed to one knee. The knife was still in his back, and he was losing precious blood.

      “Ford, oh my gods! Okay, hold on. We’re going to get you help.”

      “Need … Netta,” he gasped. “Get to … Shadows.”

      “No,” she said. “We won’t be safe anywhere.”

      “Safe … in my … court.”

      “We need to go to the portal room. We need to get help.”

      “Court … can help.”

      That sounded logical, but the House of Shadows agreed with Bastian. Had gone to war multiple times over the right to have humans and half-Fae as chattel. They weren’t going to go to war for the opposite rights, not after the Society screwed them out of their own rights. They were going to make peace with the first person who ended their isolation. That should have been Fordham, but it wasn’t. He never got the chance.

      “Trust me. We have to get to the portal. We have to … we have to go through the portal to get help.”

      “Cyrene?” he asked.

      Which was a great thought, but even Cyrene’s world couldn’t take on the entire Red Masks. They needed bigger help. They needed Domara, the world of the gods.

      “Do you trust me?”

      He nodded once without hesitation.

      “Then, trust me.”

      His eyes were wide as he reached up and put a hand to her face. “I can’t feel you anymore.”

      Tears came to her eyes. “I know.” She choked on the words. “I know. We’ll fix it, I swear.”

      Then, he wrapped her up in shadows despite the pain written on his face and jumped to the portal room. It was overrun with guards, who gaped in shock at their appearance. They were tearing the portal down. Just as she had seen in her vision. They were preventing anyone from calling for reinforcements. This was their only chance.

      “How?” Fordham asked.

      But Kerrigan didn’t know how to answer that.

      It would open for her. With that intention clear in her mind, she rushed past the guards, and the portal shimmered into an iridescent pool. The guards shouted in alarm, rushing toward her. There shouldn’t have been a way to open that portal. She didn’t even know how she had done it when she had no magic in her veins. Just her mother’s blood.

      “Domara,” she gasped.

      Then, she took Fordham’s hand, and they fell forward into the portal.
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      Isa stood at Bastian’s right hand.

      Kerrigan had gotten away.

      Somehow.

      He was raging at Isa’s side, claiming that everyone had to find Kerrigan. That anyone who brought her head to him would be richly rewarded.

      It was a lot of trouble for one half-Fae girl that he’d refused to let Isa kill for a year. She could have ended her life anytime she wanted. But no, the Father knew better. He had a master plan. It had all gone right just as he had envisioned. He’d claimed to need Kerrigan alive to make this moment a success. Only to lose her at the pivotal moment.

      Still, he was calling it a victory.

      Hundreds were dead in the stands. Dragons had been knocked out. Red Masks flooded the place. It was everything they had worked toward. It was everything they wanted.

      And yet she felt … nothing.

      Nothing, except a deep-seated anger.

      Because this was supposed to be her moment too. It was supposed to be her rise out of the shadows. She didn’t have to be his pretty assassin anymore. She could be so much more.

      She and Valia.

      Her sister.

      They were both supposed to be here. The right and left hand of the Father. And now, his arm was missing, and the daughter who should have been on his left was dead. Poetic.

      “Daughter,” Bastian called, drawing her out of her thoughts.

      She faced him and bowed her head.

      “Join me. This is your victory too.”

      So, she stepped up onto the podium and let everyone know her face. Let them see the horror of their nightmares. The assassin that stalked their dreams. Let them know who she was.

      And all the while, as she held her chin up and took in their terrified looks, she plotted how to escape. The money wasn’t enough now. The person she was supposed to escape with was dead. There was nothing for her but the Father.

      The Father who had killed her sister.

      She met his gaze and wondered if he knew that she hated him now. That she could never forgive him.

      He’d put his hand on her shoulder after he’d killed Valia and said, “You understand, don’t you, daughter?”

      She’d nodded her head as she held the tears back. Then, those monsters took her sister’s body back to the mountain. She stole it away from them at her first convenience and cried like she hadn’t since she was a youth. Since the assassin school had beaten tears out of her.

      And then she had plotted.

      She would give Bastian this victory. She couldn’t go against him now. He would expect that.

      But one day, she would kill him.

      And he would know it was for Valia.
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      Thank you so much for reading HOUSE OF CURSES! I hope you enjoyed the continuation of Kerrigan’s story. I absolutely loved writing it and can’t wait for all your favorite characters to return in HOUSE OF GODS.

      
        
        “On the other side of a portal, Kerrigan Argon lands in the home of the gods.

        

        She's lost everything: Her family. Her magic. Her world. Even her dark Fae prince, Fordham Ollivier, has disappeared

        

        She has no idea where to turn, especially after the only person who offers her help in this world turns out to be a kidnapper, who delivers her into a new kind of hell: the gladiator ring.

        

        There she learns she has one chance to return home. Win the gladiator tournament and the gods will grant you one wish.

        

        Kerrigan is determined to gain that boon to save her people.”
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      If you love fantasy romance, meet Cyrene in The Affiliate. “A girl discovers she has magic where magic doesn't exist...and falls for the king in the process!” Currently FREE!
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