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        Chapter One

        The Throne

      
      This was the wrong dress to take down an empire.

      But it would have to do.

      Kerrigan’s emerald eyes were haunted as she stared at her wan expression in the trifold mirror. She was under a mountain again. Inside the House of Shadows. Safe. For now. She should have felt confident, ready, anything other than the melancholy that had descended as she stepped inside Ravinia Mountain in preparation for Fordham Ollivier to reclaim his throne.

      “You look like you’re going to your death,” Darby said as she stuck another pin in Kerrigan’s bright red hair in an attempt to control the unruly waves.

      Kerrigan forced a smile for her oldest friend in the world. “It’s been a long day.”

      Darby met her eyes in the mirror. “A long year.”

      She looked like she wanted to say more. Like she wanted more than the barest explanation of what had happened to Kerrigan in the land of the gods, but Kerrigan didn’t feel ready for that. Her mission was most important. She’d deal with everything else later.

      “This is step one,” Darby reminded her. She reached for another pin on the vanity, her onyx skin highlighted in the flickering candlelight. “You just have to survive today, and then you can go back to beating people up.”

      That earned a real laugh from Kerrigan. “I don’t want to just beat people up.”

      “Don’t you?”

      Kerrigan grinned. “Maybe a little.”

      She had turned to politics to fight for the humans and half-Fae who didn’t have anyone to fight for them. But she was not a natural at it. She had always preferred to let her fists and magic talk for her. It would be better to leave the rest of that to Fordham.

      Soon she’d be on her dragon’s back again, flying into battle. Soon, but not yet.

      “I think that’s it,” Darby said as she shoved in a final pin.

      Kerrigan twirled in a circle, feeling the black-and-silver silk slide around her legs. The dress had been prepared for her the last time she was in the House of Shadows. Since there had been no forewarning about their arrival, she’d had to make do with what was available. Namely an out-of-date dress with a corset that pushed her breasts up nearly to her chin and poofy layers that extended past her hips. It wouldn’t have been her choice, and she definitely couldn’t fight in it.

      “You look ridiculous.” Clover appeared from the balcony, dressed down in pants and a fitted tunic. She took a draw on her cigarette as she eyed Kerrigan’s dress with skepticism.

      Kerrigan turned to her friend. “Tell me about it.”

      “Don’t smoke that in here!” Darby said as she headed for her girlfriend.

      “Loch isn’t even illegal here,” Clover said as she puffed a circle of it into Darby’s face.

      Darby waved her hand in front of her face. “But we’re in short supply.”

      Clover frowned at that. She had a chronic illness with debilitating pain, and the only thing that had ever helped had been the illicit substance. Now that they were out of the city, it was going to be hard to get more.

      “Don’t fight,” Hadrian called from the balcony.

      “She’s decent,” Clover said on a relieved exhale. “You can come in.”

      Hadrian appeared then. His light brown skin was nearly the same color as Clover’s, but it was the blue of his hair that made him stand out. He wrinkled his nose at Kerrigan when he walked in.

      Hadrian shrugged. “You look…” His hands widened. “Uh…classy?”

      “I know. I know,” she said to the trio. “It’s not the best dress.”

      “They’ll like it though,” Darby said, folding into Clover’s arm. Hadrian wrapped an arm around Clover’s shoulders.

      The trio still baffled Kerrigan at times. In some ways, it made perfect sense. Darby and Clover had always had a thing for each other. Hadrian and Clover had always been at each other’s throats. The fact that it worked for them to be together was amazing, and Kerrigan was happy for them.

      “Let’s hope a fight doesn’t break out,” she grumbled.

      “The only time I’ll ever hear you say that,” Clover said.

      “Well, wish me luck.”

      Hadrian chuckled. “You won’t need it.”

      With that vote of confidence, Kerrigan headed for the door. It swung open on a breath, and there stood Delle. Her mother, Adelaide, was Fordham’s chief attendant under the mountain, and Delle was to be his attendant while he was at Draco Mountain for the Society. Since that wasn’t happening any time soon, she had been reassigned to Kerrigan.

      “Mistress Kerrigan,” Delle said with a short bow, “don’t you look lovely?”

      “Thank you, Delle. Is Fordham ready?”

      Delle stiffened at the informal use of Fordham’s name, but Kerrigan didn’t care about formalities anymore. Not after all they had endured together to get to this point. Delle should be glad Kerrigan wasn’t calling him by his shortened nickname, Ford—or worse, princeling.

      “His Majesty awaits you at the entrance to the throne room. I am to escort you.” Delle hesitated. “Are you sure you would not like a look at the crown jewels?”

      Kerrigan remembered the last time she was here. How all the full-blood Fae had been festooned in gemstones, with them dripping from necks, wrists, fingers, and even attached to the sharp points of their ears. She had been left bare, an ornament herself to the crown prince. She was still a half-Fae to them, her mere presence anathema to their beliefs. She had enough shock value today without adding jewels to the mix.

      The only jewelry she needed was her mother’s gold bangle. One of the most powerful magical artifacts in existence and a way for Kerrigan to portal between locations.

      “No thank you, Delle.”

      Though she looked concerned, she said nothing, just gestured for Kerrigan to leave the residence.

      Kerrigan pulled Darby in for a hug. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

      “Chin up.”

      Then Kerrigan was breaking from her friend and following Delle down the corridor toward the throne room. Until her father had deposited her on the doorstep of the House of Dragons for the crime of being half-Fae, Kerrigan had been raised as a princess. Kerrigan Felicity Argon, first of the House of Cruse, destined for the Bryonican throne. She knew the drill. Even if she was walking into a pit of vipers, she had to appear unaffected. So she lifted her chin and walked straight to her waiting beau.

      She felt Fordham before she saw him.

      The weight of the mating bond was a taut rope between them. After having fractured into pieces, it was pulsing and alive, and she was still unaccustomed to its presence, even though it was the most natural thing in the world.

      At the slight tug on the bond, Fordham turned around. Her breath caught. He was without a doubt the most devastatingly beautiful male she had ever seen. The first time she’d seen him had been across the dragon tournament arena, cloaked in black shadow, radiating sinister energy. She had thought him beautiful then, and as they went from enemies to allies to lovers to mates, she had found him more compelling every time.

      He wore a black suit with silver stitching and a black cravat against his pale throat. His body was long and corded with muscle from years as a soldier, then as a dragon rider, and finally as a gladiator. His shoulders were broad and his waist narrow, the suit a touch tighter on him than when he’d last been here. His last six months of training had erased the final vestiges of youth and bulked out his immaculate figure. Despite that, the hollows under his eyes were a bluish purple that spoke of a soldier still haunted by memories of those he’d slain and the torment he’d endured. But when his liquid-silver eyes lit on Kerrigan, that all slipped away. And it was just a besotted man before the love of his life.

      “Kerrigan,” he breathed, his eyes traveling the length of her.

      “You look…” they both started at the same time.

      He laughed. “A vision.”

      “As are you,” she said, straightening his cravat. “Are you ready to speak to your subjects?”

      “Not quite.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “We’re doing the right thing.”

      “I know.” His eyes dipped her to mouth and resolutely back up. “But I have been doing this all wrong from the beginning, and I don’t wish to mess this up.”

      “You aren’t going to mess this up. You are the rightful king.”

      “Not that,” he said.

      Shadows appeared around his hand, and for a second, he slipped his hand into them. Kerrigan’s eyes widened as he removed a small, black velvet box.

      “What a party trick,” she whispered.

      “Ollivier trick,” he said with a wink. Then he opened the box to reveal a ring.

      Her ears were ringing as she realized what he meant—that he had not been talking about his throne or his people or the upcoming war at all. He had been talking about her.

      “I’ve loved you since the tournament. I loved you as a rider. I loved you in another world, among the gods, as a gladiator. You were the only thing that kept me going all those long months. I promised you that I would do this the right way, that I would court you properly.” He smirked with a small shrug. “But nothing with you has ever been proper, and I have found that is just the way I want it to be. Here with you, my mate, in my arms, in my life, as my queen. So will you, Kerrigan Felicity Argon, do me the honor of being my wife?”

      “Yes.”

      The word flew out of her mouth before conscious thought returned.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she gasped.

      She jumped into his arms, and he twirled her in place. When he finally put her back on her feet, he removed the ring from the box and slid it onto her ring finger. It fit as if it were made for her. At the center of a gold-filigree band was a large diamond with smaller diamonds on either side. It looked like an antique.

      Well, this jewelry she would wear.

      “It was my mother’s,” Fordham explained.

      Kerrigan’s heart clenched. “I love it.”

      Fordham’s fingers moved to her chin, lifting her head to look up at him. “I love you.”

      Then his lips were on her, hungry and inviting. A promise of what was to come. A cleared throat was the only thing that kept them from indulging.

      “Your Majesty,” Adelaide said behind them, “they’re ready for you.”

      “Of course,” Fordham said.

      He turned to face the double doors. Kerrigan slid her hand into the crook of his arm, putting the royal engagement ring on full display. They both straightened as the doors slid open, and displayed before them was the House of Shadows court.

      Fordham moved first, walking them down the aisle toward the waiting throne cast in solid black granite that towered over the rest of the room. A smaller black-and-white marble throne was positioned next to the first throne. A queen’s throne. Kerrigan resisted thinking about that just yet. There would be more time to consider the implications after their positions were more secure.

      A gasp rang up from the assembled peerage as they got a good look at Kerrigan. The House of Shadows had notoriously hated humans and half-Fae, and seeing her on the arm of their king had to be a shock. An engagement ring on her finger must have made them enraged. The murmuring grew louder as they continued down the bloodred carpet to the dais.

      Neither of them said or did anything about it. They let the news spread like wildfire until all assembled knew what was before them. Their king and his half-Fae queen—soon-to-be at least.

      Fordham assisted her up the steps to the dais and let her sink into the queen’s throne. Fordham’s sister, Wynter, was resplendent in black and silver, the Ollivier colors. She was seated next to his cousin Prescott in a place of prominence. He shot Kerrigan a reassuring smile—one of the only friendly faces in the room.

      A choked gasp came from the woman next to them. Kerrigan got her first look at Viviana, the former queen, who had negotiated such a poor treaty for her subjects after being defeated in battle by the Society. The woman looked askance at Kerrigan sitting in what she must have considered her place.

      Kerrigan had better things to do than flaunt herself on a throne. In fact, this was the last place she wanted to be, but it made the most logical strategic sense. A handful of rogue resisters weren’t going to win against the Society full of dragon riders, not even with Kerrigan and Fordham and their new powers at the helm. They needed power, and the House of Shadows had a standing army—not to mention a hatred for the Society.

      It was something she had in common with Fordham’s subjects, as the Society was currently being run by Kerrigan’s former mentor, Bastian, a power-hungry dictator who despised humans and half-Fae and had seized control of the government by murdering all dissenters…and stealing Kerrigan’s magic.

      Now she was back in Alandria with magic to spare, and it was time to end this thing once and for all.

      Fordham took a seat on the black throne.

      “I, Fordham Ollivier, king of the House of Shadows, head of the Dark Court, leader of House Charbonnet, the rightful ruler of all of Alandria, hereby declare war against the Society.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two

        The War Council

      
      The king’s advisers were flapping their arms like wings, pointing fingers, and gesturing dramatically. And it was all about her.

      Kerrigan had to fight back a smirk. As if being upset with their king was going to get him to throw Kerrigan aside for someone more acceptable to the general populace. They had no idea what she and Fordham had been through or what it would take to end the curse on his family. There was only one option forward. They would get to it eventually.

      “Enough,” Fordham said in that icy tone that brooked no argument.

      The room quieted, but the tension was thick in the air.

      “You come to my war room, not to discuss going to war with the Society but my choice of bride?” Fordham’s eyes roamed the dozen people standing on the other side of the massive desk. “I am your king. This is not a discussion.”

      “Your Majesty”—a graying Fae with pale skin and lavish robes gestured to Fordham—“we recognize your authority, but you have been away for some time.”

      “That’s an understatement, René,” another Fae male snarled. He was much younger, closer to Fordham’s age, with stark-white hair brushed off his forehead and piercing blue eyes. “You were exiled from our halls. You abandoned us to the very Society you wish to overthrow. You fought with them against your own people.” He beat his fist against the table, and it rattled. “You disgraced us.”

      Fordham stood very still as he stared down his nose at the male. Kerrigan didn’t know how he had the restraint. She wanted to punch him just for laying out the history as if it was how it had all happened.

      “Barron, stand down,” René said.

      “I will not,” Barron said. “I said nothing when he came back. I said nothing when his sister claimed the throne after him. At least she was here when the walls fell. At least she fought with us.”

      Prescott jumped up in indignation, but Wynter put her hand out to stop him. “I only returned as regent,” she corrected swiftly. “I held it in my brother’s absence, and I made that clear from the start. Fordham Ollivier is the rightful king of the House of Shadows. Whatever you say, Barron, keep my name out of it.”

      Kerrigan kept her expression neutral, but internally she was grateful for Wynter. Before, she had been their enemy and nearly killed Fordham. But her mind had been against her, and after treatment, she was much more clearheaded and a good ally.

      Especially because Fordham had not just “left” his throne. Kerrigan and Fordham had fallen through a portal into the land of the gods. They had clawed their way out of the horrible world with hopes of bringing home magic that could save their people from the Red Masks. Not that they had any intention of telling Fordham’s subjects the gritty details of those trials.

      “You can say what you want,” Barron continued, waving his fist at them. “You can rewrite history however you see fit, but you’re just proving that you’re not fit for the throne. And I’ll happily speak for the whole Laurent family.”

      Fordham nodded once. “A rousing show, Barron.”

      “I have been here in your absence.”

      “Opportunistic of you,” Fordham said dryly.

      Barron’s face purpled at the quip. “I was here when you were gallivanting around the empire, sullying your good name with a half-Fae. The Laurents deserve more respect for holding up the kingdom and weathering your absence.”

      “Hear, hear!” came voices from the Laurent side.

      “And the Blanchards!” another chimed in.

      Another round of cries for their family.

      “And what of the Olliviers?”

      A cheer came from the center of the room—Fae who would kill rather than see another royal house on the throne.

      “Are you suggesting that I am not fit for the throne that I inherited? That I did not stand at my father’s side for years learning how to take over?” Fordham set his palms flat on the table. “Or are you saying something else? That an Ollivier is not fit for the throne? Are you suggesting a Blanchard or a Laurent instead?”

      Barron certainly seemed to think that, but before he could say otherwise, a female Fae stepped forward. “No one is suggesting that there is a more worthy successor to your father, the great King Samael Ollivier.” She wore glittering jewelry on every part of her body and even threaded into her gown.

      “Exactly, Celeste,” another male said. “That wasn’t the implication. We support your right to rule.”

      Celeste waved her bejeweled hand. “Only that allying with a Blanchard or a Laurent would…show greater support for our people.”

      Kerrigan lifted her chin. She knew exactly what they meant by that—and the dangerous line they were walking.

      “Speak plainly,” Fordham said in a voice that said they should absolutely not do that.

      She gestured to the female at her side. “My daughter, Aurelie, would be an option.”

      Viviana huffed. Aurelie’s cheeks heated and she took a step backward as if she did not want to be a part of this conversation.

      “Viviana would be a better choice,” René said.

      All eyes turned to the dowager queen. “I wouldn’t be opposed,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes at Fordham.

      Which was an understatement. Viviana had been trying to get her claws into Fordham while she had been married to his father. But as a Blanchard and the dowager queen, she was someone the people already recognized.

      Fordham drummed his fingers against the table. He never once glanced at his father’s widow, only around at his subjects: Barron, who looked as if he wanted to be the one marrying the queen and taking Fordham’s place; René, who seemed genuine about his concerns; Celeste, who might have put her own hat in the ring if she thought it would get her a seat on a throne. Then finally, he looked to Kerrigan. Their eyes met and her heart skipped a beat.

      “What do you think?” His face was somber, but his eyes were sparking with mischievous danger.

      “That this has gone on long enough.”

      He nodded once. Then he took her left hand in his and placed a kiss on the finger that held his mother’s ring. “My queen.”

      Viviana snorted. “You’d defile these halls with that leatha?”

      Kerrigan didn’t even have time to sneer at the racial slur that meant, generously, half-breed bitch, because Fordham reacted on a hair trigger. His black shadows erupted into the room. Not the trickle he’d had before they’d landed in Domara, been sold into slavery, and entered into a gladiator tournament but the roar that he had now that their mating bond had been connected through the Daijan bond, which allowed them to share powers. His magic was now magnified by her own immense power.

      The room went dark. A pitch-black nothingness that sent screams into the room. It was choking and oppressive, like being dipped in inky, suffocating smoke. Like there would never be light again.

      Even though Kerrigan could never fear something that came from Fordham ever again, even though the shadows were as much at her command now as his, even though the fear was intoxicating in its own way, she still felt the weight in the gesture.

      This was pain magnified. And Fordham should have been able to control his shadows better. His reaction was an outburst that they couldn’t afford unless they wanted to take this throne a different way.

      So she put her hand on Fordham’s shoulder. At the touch, she felt something release, and the darkness receded enough to bring back the light.

      His shadows still writhed across his extended arm, which was pointed at Viviana, who was choking in the corner. Black smoke encircled her throat, lifting her off her feet. His face was hard and unyielding, the dark prince he’d had to be for so long to survive this court. He was that male no longer, and Kerrigan hated to see it on him, even in defending her.

      “I can fight my own battles,” she told him.

      He ground his teeth together. It seemed like he didn’t want to control his outburst. He wanted to snuff the life out of this sniveling female who had sold out his kingdom and insulted his love. No one would stop him. In fact, most would revel in it. To gain power in the House of Shadows, you had to take it. But Kerrigan didn’t want to know what it would do to him afterward.

      “Fordham,” she said in an insistent tone.

      His shadows dropped, and Viviana fell with them. She landed on her hands and knees, gasping for breath. Tears streamed down her perfectly made-up face. Red marks ringed her neck, and claw marks from her scratching at the invisible shadow bonds were visible.

      “In case you didn’t know,” Kerrigan said evenly, “that isn’t a word we use in polite company.”

      Viviana glared up at her. But she knew better than to insult her again. At least that lesson had been learned…for now.

      Kerrigan placed her hands on the table and addressed the room. “The real threat is out there.” She pointed away from the House of Shadows and the Dark Court and Ravinia Mountain. “It’s inside Draco Mountain, inside the heart of the Society. The Red Masks have infiltrated and taken over the government. They’re killing people and removing the magic of any humans or half-Fae who have it. I realize that you don’t care about them, about anyone like me, but the Red Masks are the same people who don’t want you to have a seat at the table, the same ones who stripped you of your rights, and I was the only one there defending you.”

      The Fae looked skeptical of this. They looked back and forth between Kerrigan and Fordham as if this were some trick.

      “Fordham had already left to remove the curse on the Ollivier line. I had to renounce my place with the House of Shadows or else not become a Society member. But when they gave me that option, I made them stop and think about the choice they had made with you. I had been within your walls. I knew the hold the thousand-year barrier put on your people, and I was the one who took it down, not Wynter.” She pointed at the princess, who nodded her agreement. “I did that. I helped your king remove his curse. I fought for your rights. And I am still here.” She lifted her chin. “Me. The half-Fae, the leatha that upsets your sensibilities. I’m the one fighting for House Charbonnet, and I’m going to be the one married to your king. You can accept that now, or you can be on the losing side of history.”

      Silence followed her declaration. It was a risk speaking to the nobility like this. They had spent far too long hating people like her, but she had to put it all out there, and she couldn’t hide behind Fordham forever. She could have told them about the shadows she now controlled, about the fact that she wasn’t half-human at all but what the gods called a Fae-touched demi-Doma—half-Fae, half-god—or that she could open portals at will. But none of that would make them respect her, only fear her.

      She’d try for respect first, and if it came to it, she’d take their fear.

      “As you say,” René finally said with a slight bob of his head.

      Viviana looked like she wanted to run him through with a sword, but she was still panting and desperate on the ground.

      “My queen.” Barron offered Viviana a hand. “No pretty speeches are going to change my mind.”

      Viviana took his hand and came to her feet. “Blanchard and Laurent are united in this.” Then she let Barron escort her out.

      The rest of the Fae assembled watched as the line was drawn in the sand. It wasn’t clear which side those still in the room were on, but if it was Fordham’s power that kept them in line, then so be it.

      Kerrigan knew this was only a first step, that it was all far from over. But they had won today.

      “Good,” Fordham said smoothly. “Now, start over with where we are on the army.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three

        The Solution

      
      “I wasn’t sure if it was going to get bloody in there,” Wynter said once the council had dissolved some hours later.

      “From me or her?” Fordham asked.

      Wynter shrugged. “All of the above.”

      “Fair,” Kerrigan said as she flopped back into a seat and rubbed her temples.

      Prescott shook his head. “Barron is not going to accept any of this.”

      “He’s not,” Wynter agreed.

      “Before Arbor died,” Prescott said, choking on the word. Arbor was his sister and closest friend, and she’d been killed for treason in the capital. Fordham had recalled Prescott back to the House of Shadows. He seemed to just be coming out of his fugue state. “I…had a relationship with him.”

      “With Barron?” Fordham asked, aghast.

      “It was purely sexual,” Prescott said. “I stopped it at Arbor’s insistence. He’s a little violent.”

      “You think?” Wynter asked with a shake of her head. “What were you thinking?”

      “He was a good time,” Prescott said with a shrug.

      “Could you rekindle this relationship?” Wynter asked.

      “We’d never ask you to do that,” Fordham said quickly. “I wouldn’t risk you.”

      Prescott glanced between them. “He’d know it’s a trick. Plus, I’m not who I once was, not without Arbor. Unless…”

      “Unless?” Wynter prodded.

      Prescott glanced between them. Sometimes it was uncanny how much he looked like Fordham. Before Arbor died, he’d been this vivacious character who could charm the pants off anyone. Apparently that meant Barron Laurent. “Unless you humiliate me and he thinks I’d have reason to defect.”

      Fordham pursed his lips. “I don’t like this plan.”

      “We should consider it,” Kerrigan said.

      Prescott sighed. “If this is how I make up for what happened with Arbor, then I’ll do it.” He came to his feet and ran a hand through his hair. “I should probably go set the stage at least.”

      “Pres, you don’t have to,” Fordham argued.

      “I know,” Prescott said. “But it’s what Arbor would do.”

      Then he left the war chamber behind. Kerrigan’s heart went out to him. He’d been a pawn for so long, and now it looked like he was yearning for redemption.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Wynter promised Fordham. He just nodded.

      “Viviana is also going to be a problem,” Kerrigan added.

      “She always has been,” Wynter said. “And now, without our father to temper her anger, she’ll be worse than ever.”

      “Suggestions?” Fordham asked.

      “Kill her,” a smooth-as-honey voice said, filling the room.

      Kerrigan’s head snapped up as Dozan Rook stepped into the war council chamber. She shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew how to access the room. He had always been as slippery as a snake and twice as dangerous. He was dressed in his typical Wastes garb—black suit, red vest, and bloodred cravat with the Rook R pin at his collar. No matter that the Wastes had been destroyed in the Red Masks’ coup of the city. Dozan would forever be an underworld king.

      “Should I be concerned that there are spies within my halls?” Fordham growled.

      Despite Fordham’s displeasure, he and Dozan had learned to work together. They had both been fighting for Kerrigan. Dozan had been her first obsession—first everything—but he’d respected Kerrigan’s choice in the end. Anyway, she was pretty sure something was going on between him and Wynter, even if neither of them would admit it.

      “I’ve cleared out the others,” Dozan said with a smirk.

      “Do I even want to know what that means?”

      Dozan shrugged, unconcerned, as he ran a hand through his brown-red hair and came to Wynter’s side. “I didn’t do it for you,” he said as his eyes moved to Kerrigan’s, “but for her.”

      Wynter stepped away from him at that admission. “Regardless of why Dozan is here or his methods, it’s hard to deny that they are effective. We need every manner of tool we can get.”

      “And as to his…suggestion?” Fordham asked.

      “Killing her is the easiest solution,” Dozan said with another shrug. “Publicly, for her dissent. Then no one will question you.”

      “Why am I not surprised the guy who murdered his whole family to become king of the Wastes would suggest this option?” Kerrigan quipped.

      Dozan arched an eyebrow and leaned his hip into the war table. “Always here for good advice, princess.”

      “Killing her would bring all the Blanchards down on our heads,” Fordham said.

      “They’d appreciate the power move,” Dozan argued.

      “He’s not wrong,” Wynter said. Fordham opened his mouth to argue, but she held up her hand. “But it’s not the right move here. We need them all on our side. We need a power play. Something stronger than you walking into a room with Kerrigan on your arm. Something bigger than your mother’s ring and our father’s throne.”

      “I’m not marrying Viviana,” Fordham snarled. He thrust his hand toward the door. “That was the bullshit that they argued.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting that,” she hissed right back at him.

      Shadows bloomed on both of their hands as the sibling argument threatened to escalate. They were still not accustomed to their truce. They hadn’t been raised to do this together. It was all new territory.

      “What is your suggestion then?” Kerrigan asked gently.

      “A coronation,” Wynter said.

      “Oh,” Kerrigan said. “Actually…”

      Dozan nodded. “Not a bad idea.”

      Fordham stalked away from the table. “Must we?”

      “It’d be public. It’d be undeniable. The entire kingdom would be present to see you crowned.”

      Fordham paced back and forth across the room with his head bowed. Wynter was still listing the many virtues of why a coronation should fit into their plans despite a war on the horizon, but Fordham seemed unable to hear her.

      Kerrigan knew that look, had seen it on his visage back in Domara when he had been enslaved and lost to Iris’s torture.

      “Hey,” she said softly, putting her hand on his sleeve to stop him.

      He cast his gray eyes upon her, looking as if he were coming out of a deep fog. “Hmm?”

      “Where did you go?”

      He shook his head. “There must be another solution.”

      “A wedding,” Dozan quipped, his voice laced with derision.

      “We’re trying to make them like him,” Wynter reminded him. “Marrying a half-Fae will not make them more amenable to Fordham’s throne. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Kerrigan said. Wynter was only being pragmatic.

      “They will if she does her new party tricks at the ceremony.” Dozan drew a rainbow above his head like a banner. “Think, Kerrigan controlling some dark shadows. A new portal opened at her behest. A live beheading of the former queen.”

      “Dozan,” Kerrigan growled.

      “Come on, princess. I know you want to show off, get back in the ring.”

      “This isn’t the Dragon Ring.” She clenched her jaw and turned her back on Dozan. That wasn’t the problem here. She’d been one of Dozan’s best fighters in his fighting pit. She was still one of the best fighters and had only improved in her gladiatorial endeavors, but that sort of thing wasn’t going to win a war. “We need to focus on what’s ahead of us. If the wedding will do that, then sure, let’s get married. If not, then we need something else to win people over. Because we cannot beat the Society alone.”

      That was the crux of the problem. They had to cater to the House of Shadows, because how else were they going to stop an all-powerful dragon-rider government? They held all the cards.

      “Will a wedding fix it?” Kerrigan asked Fordham. “With all the bells and whistles?”

      He paused as if contemplating the idea. “Do you want to get married here? I always thought…” He sighed. “I always thought you’d want to get married back home in Kinkadia or at Waisley.”

      Her heart constricted. She hadn’t put much thought into her wedding day. She’d believed that she would be forced to marry her betrothed, Lord Ashby March, until they had sidestepped that with Fordham outranking him. He’d been a welcome casualty the night the Society fell to the Red Masks. So the idea of a wedding had always felt like more nightmare than anything to her. The idea of marrying Fordham? Well, that was something else entirely.

      Now that he had her thinking…what did she want? Waisley was her home in Bryonica. She’d adored the estate as a child, but Kinkadia was where she had grown up. She knew the streets like the back of her hand. Would she give either of those dreams up to marry Fordham inside the cold Ravinia Mountain to satisfy his people?

      Yes.

      If it worked, she’d do it.

      “If I get to marry you, then it doesn’t matter.”

      He frowned at that assessment, as if he didn’t like that she was giving up a dream for him. As if he wasn’t the dream.

      “I’ll do it,” Fordham said, turning away from Kerrigan. “The coronation.”

      Kerrigan blinked. “But I thought you didn’t want to.”

      “I’d rather that than sacrifice our wedding for their depravity.”

      “A white knight,” Dozan drawled lazily.

      “What is so bad about this coronation anyway?” Kerrigan asked. “Aren’t they just going to put the crown on your head?”

      Wynter winced. “It’s a bit more involved than that. They do it the old ways.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Kathiria e sendera,” Wynter declared.

      Dozan met Kerrigan’s gaze, and they both shrugged.

      “My ancient Fae is a little rusty,” Kerrigan said.

      “A denouncement,” Fordham said. His gaze lifted to the room as he squared his shoulders to go into battle. “A contention of my right to the throne and a fight to the death.”

      A fight to the death might have been fine six months ago, before Domara. Fordham was a weapon. He’d slain people on battlefields before she was even born. But since his enslavement, she didn’t want to put him in that position.

      They were at war. Death was a necessary aspect of that. They weren’t going to walk away from this unscathed. But that didn’t mean he had to kill his own people in the process.

      “Ford,” she muttered.

      He pushed away from the table to knock twice at the door. It swung open to reveal his chief attendant, Adelaide. “How may I assist you, Your Majesty?”

      “Begin preparations for a coronation.”

      Adelaide was too well trained to balk at that request. She tipped her chin. “As you wish.”

      “Send invites to the entire populace, and let it be known that an official kathiria e sendera will be in effect for any who wish to challenge my right as ruler.”

      To this, she just blinked. “Of course.”

      Then she backed out of the room and hurried away. Oh, to be a fly on the wall to hear what she really thought of all this.

      “It is done,” Fordham said, like a new collar wrapped around his neck. He held his hand out to Kerrigan. “We have our final audience for the evening.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four

        The Patient

      
      “Are we going to talk about this, or are you planning to make all the decisions from now on?” Kerrigan asked as they headed out of the war chamber.

      “Kings have to make decisions.”

      “We make decisions together,” she argued. “That is how we work. We’re better together. Don’t forget that. If you don’t want to do this denouncement thing, then don’t do it.”

      “It is a part of the official coronation.”

      “Then let’s get married,” she suggested instead.

      His smile made her toes curl in her slippers. “So eager?”

      “Maybe,” she said as her cheeks heated.

      “I would marry you today if you would have me. I’d have married you already. None of the pomp and frills matter to me. Just that you are mine.”

      She wiggled her fingers, showing off the bright diamond. “For someone who doesn’t care about pomp, you gave me an awfully big ring.”

      “I simply care that everyone knows that you’re mine.”

      “Subtle,” she said with a laugh.

      “Anyway, I don’t want to force a wedding under duress.”

      “This isn’t duress.”

      “It would be. Can you imagine us getting married in my home where the people hate half-Fae?”

      Kerrigan sighed. “No.”

      He kissed her knuckles. “I couldn’t do that to you. I want you to have your dream wedding.”

      “I don’t have a dream wedding, just a dream groom, and I already have that. The rest we can figure out.”

      “But on our own terms,” he argued, “not theirs.”

      “Yes, but I don’t want the alternative to hurt you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Kerrigan grasped his arm. “You’re not fine. Neither of us are. Not after what we went through. I know what Iris did…”

      Fordham hissed through his teeth at the name of his enslaver. The woman who had put a collar around his neck and harnessed his magic for herself.

      “I know,” she said, softer. “Okay?”

      “It’s too late,” he said after a moment. “I’ve already agreed. I will accept the consequences. That’s the price of war.”

      Kerrigan nodded. The cost weighed on her as well, but she wouldn’t back down from what was needed. She was sure that she would have to do many things that she didn’t like before this was all over. And if this was what Fordham had to do, then so be it.

      “Here we are,” Fordham said.

      “This isn’t your chamber.”

      “No, it’s not,” he said and then pushed the door open.

      She shot him a suspicious look before stepping into the room. It was a large infirmary with rows of empty beds and a window that was currently open, revealing the bright moon and the Vert Mountains beyond. The place smelled sterile and clean. A pair of women huddled in a corner on the opposite side of the only occupied bed.

      “Dad,” she said as she hurried across the room.

      Kivrin Argon, first of the House of Cruse, the playboy prince of the Bryonican royal line, had always cut a formidable figure, and somehow he even managed it in a hospital bed. Kerrigan had spent so long hating him for leaving her on the steps of the House of Dragons, and now she wished she could get every one of those years back. He’d done it to save her, and after meeting Vulsan, her mother’s husband, she understood why. He would do anything to kill Kerrigan and keep her from claiming her right as the first heir of the Domaran Empire—not that she had any interest in that.

      But it was her father’s fear of Vulsan and his enduring love for her mother, Keres, that had kept them apart. All that time, he had been suffering alone. He’d lost his spot in the Society, his potential dragon, and the love of his life all in one fell swoop when he’d been in the dragon tournament. And then when he’d found something worth fighting for, he’d had to give up both Keres and their daughter for her own safety. She’d felt justified being angry about her abandonment at the time, but she cringed thinking about her reaction now.

      “Kerrigan,” Kivrin said with relief. “How did it go?”

      “Fine. Fine. I mean they hate me, but what else is new?”

      “They’ll learn,” Kivrin said.

      “How are you feeling?”

      He shrugged. “Just happy to be out of a cell.”

      Kerrigan was still furious about how everything had gone down the night of the council election. Her mentor and mother figure Helly had been slaughtered by Bastian, Fordham had been mortally wounded, and Kerrigan had lost her magic, but her father had continued to suffer after the events of the arena. When he defended Kerrigan, he’d been paralyzed from the waist down. Then the assassin Isa had driven knives through his palms, staking him to the arena floor. After Kerrigan had disappeared, they’d healed him enough so he didn’t die and thrown him in a dirty cell to waste away as political leverage.

      “I still can’t believe that Isa got you out,” Kerrigan said.

      Kivrin’s gaze went far away. “Yes, my jailer and savior rolled into one.”

      Isa was more than a mystery. Clover had claimed that she was on their side and had gotten Kivrin out of a cell to prove that, but Kerrigan would never believe it was anything more than an act. Isa was daughter to the Father, and Bastian would use her in any way he saw fit to get to Kerrigan and her friends. Considering a host of dragons had been waiting for them when Kerrigan returned, someone had leaked their location.

      Kivrin reached for her hand, and his eyes lit up. “What is this?”

      Kerrigan flushed. “Ah, well…”

      Fordham cleared his throat behind her. “I asked her to be my wife.”

      “Good,” Kivrin said smugly.

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Kerrigan said.

      Kivrin laughed, a choked sound. “He asked my blessing first.”

      “You did?” Kerrigan asked, whipping around.

      Fordham shrugged. “I thought I’d do something properly.”

      Kerrigan snorted. “Typical.”

      “I’m happy for you,” Kivrin said. “This is what you deserve.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered. She squeezed his hand. “What did Amond say about your injuries?”

      Amond appeared around the corner. His brown skin was sallow as he shuffled forward. His black eyes were cast down, and he looked like he was about to pass out at any moment.

      Fordham took a step forward as if to catch him from falling, but the healer put his hand up. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” Kerrigan said.

      Amond was one of Dozan’s men. Dozan had always collected talented magical users—he’d tried to collect Kerrigan at one point—but Amond was the clincher of his cohort. He was the most talented healer that Kerrigan had ever seen. Traditional healing used the energy from both the healer and the recipient and could take hours for injuries, but Amond used a blue light to heal within minutes, without any of the extra problems from traditional medicine. Kerrigan had never learned how he did it.

      “Yeah,” Amond said as he came to Kivrin’s side and checked him over. “Withdrawal.”

      “Oh,” Kerrigan muttered. “But Clover…”

      “Would be worse off without the loch than I am,” Amond said.

      While Clover used the substance for her illness, Amond was just an addict. It had been a good deal with Dozan—healing for the drugs. But now the drugs were too limited. Kerrigan couldn’t imagine what he was going through.

      “Can the healers…”

      Amond glanced up at the two Fae on the other side of the room with disdain. “They don’t know half as much as they need to ease my symptoms, and nothing can fix it. I just have to…” He gestured dismissively.

      “Should you be healing then?” Fordham asked.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Amond said. “If it gets too bad, Clover and I worked out a deal.” He clapped his hands. “As for your father…”

      “Give me the bad news,” Kivrin said.

      “You’ll walk again.”

      Kivrin gaped. “What?” he asked in a strangled voice.

      “Oh my gods,” Kerrigan whispered.

      “It’ll take a few sessions,” Amond said as a blue light appeared in his hands. “It would have been better if I’d seen you straightaway, but considering the world was falling apart, I’ll make do with what I have.”

      “You’re sure?” Kerrigan asked, tears coming to her eyes.

      “Nothing is ever certain, but I’ve seen something like this before.” He went silent for a minute, a catch in his voice before he said, “In a war far from here.”

      The blue light disappeared into Kivrin’s body. A sigh of relief hit her father like a painkiller straight to his veins. Amond started at Kivrin’s hands, which had been hastily healed so still had damage in the tendons. Then he moved from one hand to the other before shifting lower to his abdomen and working at his spine.

      Kerrigan had always been so focused on the healing from Amond, she had never paid attention to him while he was doing it. Now that she was, she couldn’t help but see the way Amond almost glowed gold as he used his powers.

      She put her hand to her mouth. “Amond…”

      With a resigned sigh, he released his magic and let the blue glow fall away. He sank down into the chair next to Kivrin.

      “It’ll take a few weeks,” Amond told Kivrin. “Longer if I can’t get my own shit together.”

      Kivrin nodded. “Thank you. I never thought…” He shook his head. “I didn’t want to hope.”

      “Your work will be compensated,” Fordham told Amond. “We’ll look into the loch situation as well.”

      Amond tipped his head at him. “That would be appreciated.” Then his gaze swept to Kerrigan. “Ask me your question.”

      “Are you…” She paused because it couldn’t be possible. “Are you Doma?”

      He put his head into his hands. “Demi-Doma.”

      “You’re half,” she whispered, shock written on her features. Then after a moment, she added, “Like me.”

      He cleared his throat. “Like you.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five

        The Demi-Doma

      
      Kerrigan rocked back on her heels. Amond wasn’t the first Doma she had met, but if Amond was half like her, then could he teach her? Had her teacher been here all along and she just hadn’t known it? Had she suffered through magic sickness and the struggles of her spirit magic and the bonding with Tieran for nothing?

      “You have more questions,” Amond said. “I’ll answer what I can.”

      “How long have you known I was a Doma?”

      “I realized the first time I saw you fight,” Amond admitted.

      Kerrigan sank into a seat. “So long ago.”

      “You have the glow to your skin. If you’ve ever seen it before, you don’t forget what it looks like.”

      Kivrin winced. “I didn’t think anyone else could see it.”

      “Most would assume it’s her magic,” Amond said.

      Kerrigan reeled from that new information. Amond was a demi-Doma like her. He’d known all along about her and never said a word. Not a single word.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

      “Didn’t seem like my place.”

      “But…”

      “And I was pretty out of it.” He gestured to his trembling hand. “I didn’t want to be known for what I was. You seemed unaware of your heritage, and that seemed for the best. But as you may remember, I did tell you that my healing was more advanced. I hinted at it.”

      “How would I have known?” she demanded.

      “Well, it was also a test to see if you knew more than you were letting on.”

      She sighed heavily. “Scales. Are there more of us?”

      “Not that I’ve seen, but there could be.”

      She tipped her head back. As much a nonanswer as he could probably give. Would he really out other Doma who lived among them if they didn’t wish it? He hadn’t done that to her.

      Her head snapped forward again. Or had he?

      “Did you tell Dozan?” she asked on a desperate breath. Had he known all along too? Was that why he had wanted her so badly?

      “No,” Amond said immediately. “He doesn’t know what I am either.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Yes, Dozan had wanted her for her power, but he hadn’t known the extent of it. For some reason, that made her feel better. She didn’t know if she could live with knowing he’d kept this from her too. It was hard enough that her father had.

      “Well, are you from Domara? Or were you born here?”

      He sighed. “I’m from Domara.”

      “How did you end up here then?” Kerrigan asked.

      “That is none of your business,” Amond bit off.

      Kerrigan straightened at his tone, the hurt and pain in it. As if the very mention of how he’d arrived in Alandria was more painful than the drug withdrawal he was currently undergoing.

      “I need more information, Amond. You can’t drop a bomb like this on us and then refuse to tell us what you know.”

      Amond turned his back on them. “I’ll answer your questions. After all the years of hiding my identity, I’ll let you know who I am. But I’m not here to discuss my past or how I got here. Is that clear?”

      Kerrigan opened her mouth to object, but Fordham put a hand on her shoulder. She had questions. Surely he knew that they needed all the leverage they could get.

      “Domara wouldn’t help this dumping pit, if that’s what you were thinking,” Amond said with certainty.

      “I never thought that they would,” Fordham said.

      “The Doma only care about one thing and that’s themselves.”

      “But my mom…”

      “Pushed you through the portal,” Fordham reminded her. He crossed his arms, closing himself off from the painful memory of Domara. “She is dealing with enough. She isn’t coming here to help.”

      Kerrigan knew that and still it stung. Keres had gone up against Vulsan and He Who Reigns single-handedly. Kerrigan hated to even imagine what she was dealing with right now.

      Amond furrowed his brows. “Who is your mother?”

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a glance before turning to Kivrin, who blanched. Kivrin ran a hand through his hair before answering, “Keres Andromadix.”

      Amond went stock-still. “The daughter of He Who Reigns?” His eyes shot to Kerrigan. His mouth opened as he surveyed her features. “Blessed lords, I see it now. How is this possible? Kivrin…”

      “I was stranded in Domara,” Kivrin told him. “Made Daijan by Keres. We fell in love, and then she found out that she was pregnant after she released me.”

      Amond opened and then closed his mouth. “But last I knew, the daughter of He Who Reigns had no children.”

      “Correct. She’s first heir,” Kivrin confirmed.

      “Gods,” Amond muttered. He stared at Kerrigan in shock and awe and possibly horror. As if the very idea that she was descended from that bloodline was unfathomable.

      “I know,” Kerrigan said with a shrug. Being her mother’s heir was a privilege and a death sentence. No one in Domara, least of all Kerrigan herself, wanted her to become heir. She had more important things to do.

      “It’s incredible that you returned in one piece. But no wonder you’re so powerful.” He shook his head. “Keres Andromadix. Would never guess the first heir was part of the Doma dumping ground.”

      “What is this dumping you keep mentioning?” Kivrin asked.

      Amond shrugged. “This world is where Domara sends everything that displeases the emperor.”

      Kerrigan tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not exactly a secret,” Amond said. “Where do you think the dragons come from? Your own myth says that the dragons were sent to the Holy Mountain, and where the gods touched, the magic-immune metal tendrille was left behind.”

      “That’s a literal interpretation?” Fordham said.

      “Yes. And the Fae,” Amond continued. “How did you find them in Domara?”

      Fordham paled. “I was the last full-blooded Fae from Alfheim.”

      “Wrong. The Fae that weren’t murdered were sent away, where they couldn’t be a nuisance to the gods.” Amond shrugged.

      “I could read their ancient Fae,” Fordham said to Kerrigan.

      “You think the emperor sent the Fae here?”

      “Where else did they come from?” Amond asked. “The only thing that belongs in this world is humans, ironically.”

      Kerrigan let the news weigh on her. The hundreds of Fae houses fighting over this small island. The dragons who hated them for interfering in their affairs. The Irena Bargain that settled the dispute, pairing the first dragon and rider together.

      “What else have they left behind?” Kerrigan asked.

      “A first heir,” Kivrin suggested.

      “Your mother’s bangle,” Fordham said.

      Amond nodded. “Me.”

      Kerrigan thought about all the magical artifacts whose construction was lost to time. No one knew how they had first been created. Were those Doma tricks that had been cast aside? Was their world a pit of dissenters fighting one another? No wonder they were in this position.

      “This is too much.” Kerrigan pressed her hands to her temples. All the information threatened to spill from her brain as she tried to force it all to fit together.

      What did it mean if Domara sent everything here? How did it impact this world to have all these people here fighting one another? Was this how they kept Domara running smoothly under Doma rule? And how could she use this to her advantage? Right now, all she saw was pain. So much unnecessary pain.

      The Doma had forced heartache on the humans of this world. They’d thrust dragons and Fae and magic into this world that may not have even had it before. And there was no one who knew the true origins. They were all stuck dealing with this aberration.

      All she could do was go forward. Domara had done what it had done. It had altered their history irrevocably. Now Kerrigan had to fight for her own right to exist and the existence of all those who had been harmed by the Red Masks. Humans were here first. Half-Fae existed because of the Fae invasion of the island. They had every right to coexist. She had to find a way to do it.

      “It’s been a long day,” Fordham said. He rubbed a gentle circle into her back. “We’ll come back later and work on the loch in the meantime.”

      “Sure,” Amond said. “Thanks.”

      Kerrigan rose to her feet, feeling the exhaustion of the day settle over her. “If you could go back, would you?”

      Amond considered. “I don’t know. This world is messed up, but at least we don’t have He Who Reigns.”

      “Bastian isn’t much better.”

      “He’s not as powerful, but if you don’t get to him soon, he might be more powerful than you. And you’re the only thing holding him back.”

      Kerrigan gulped at those words. She had come back to reclaim her land, but she was just one girl. One girl to hold back a whole empire. Great.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six

        The Winner

      
      “There’s not enough time,” Kerrigan said as they left the infirmary.

      “For what?”

      “Anything,” she said.

      “Kerrigan…”

      “We have to beat Bastian. We’ve been gone too long.”

      “Amond has you riled up.”

      He did. That was for sure. If anything, she felt more desperate to get started. Step one was complete—reclaim the throne. And now that had come with extra parts, none of which she or Fordham were looking forward to. While they were working on step two, they had to deal with this coronation, and all of it felt like it was taking too much time.

      “You’re never going to sleep with all this in your head.” He pressed a kiss to her hand. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “Where I used to go when I felt like you feel right now.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “All right. I’m intrigued.”

      Fordham slipped through the spy tunnels at the back side of his closet, and down they spiraled through the quiet mountain. Fordham knew the steps like the back of his hand, and after checking the spy hole, they stepped out into an empty corridor. After a few more turns, they stopped in front of a solid metal door. It had an eye with sunbeams etched into the metal.

      “This way,” he said.

      He lit a torch in the creepy hall, and they went down, down, down.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      It was another ten minutes of stairs before they stopped in front of another metal door. Fordham’s hand disappeared into a pocket of shadows for a moment, and then a key appeared in his hand.

      Kerrigan shook her head. “Not going to get used to that.”

      He grinned as he inserted it into the door. It shrieked on unused hinges, and Kerrigan followed him inside.

      “A crypt?” she asked. “Wow. You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

      Fordham laughed. “This is my family crypt. It dates back thousands of years.”

      “Creepy.”

      “I stole the key and made a copy when I was younger. I used to hide here when I was supposed to be doing other things or when my father wanted me to torment people. I just disappeared. And no one ever found me. It was my thinking place.”

      “I’ll repeat, creepy.”

      “The House of Shadows is a creepy place.” Fordham shrugged. “This is where I came before the ball when I brought you to the House of Shadows the first time. Prescott and Arbor found me sitting here.” He gestured to a stone. “Talking to my mother.”

      “Oh,” she whispered. “Why didn’t you bring me then?”

      “We were on much different terms. With the curse…”

      “Right,” she said, stepping forward to look around.

      Kerrigan could see the appeal, honestly. The room itself was larger than she would have thought for a crypt. Olliviers stretching back thousands of years had spaces all over the square space large enough for a few dragons to be comfortable in.

      Fordham pointed out notable relatives. His father with his many wives interred beside him. The king during the Great War had a statue that nearly brushed the ceiling. A gleaming sword was at his side that Fordham explained was the sword he slayed the Society leader with. On the other side were long-distant cousins and aunts and uncles who had been lost to time. At the center was a full sarcophagus carved out of the same stone as the room. It depicted a Fae female with a crown on her head and her arms crossed over her chest, multiple rings on each finger. There was no written explanation of who she was.

      “The first Ollivier.” He patted the sarcophagus. “It’s empty though. Not even the ashes remain. Or that’s what my dad always said.” He pointed out dates on the oldest plots. “They date back as far as when Fae first came to Alandria.”

      “Fascinating. I think we have a tomb that dates back that far for Argons as well.” She sighed. “If Bastian hasn’t destroyed Waisley.”

      Another thing to worry about.

      “We’ll get it back,” Fordham said.

      Kerrigan shook her head. “I wish I could go up against Bastian one-on-one and end it all.”

      “I know you want to fight, but this isn’t that kind of battle.”

      She paced the room as she fumed. She hated that he was right. Because of course he was right. Bastian would never go up against her like that. Not without his own contingencies in place. He’d come up against her with the full might of the Society, and she’d turned around and run away.

      She couldn’t meet him and end this. There would be someone else to take up the mantle. Someone else who hated humans and half-Fae. Someone else who wanted to destroy the world.

      Kerrigan sat on the ground with her back to the sarcophagus of the first Ollivier. “I can’t help but feel like we’re wasting our time.”

      “I can’t help but think you want to throw yourself into danger to get this over with quicker.” He sank onto the cold floor next to her. “Are you planning something reckless?”

      “Me?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes.

      “I know you always are, but I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want you to run off and get yourself killed. I couldn’t live without you.”

      Kerrigan swallowed at those words. “I’m not going to run off. It’s not about that. I just don’t want him to get any stronger. You heard what Amond said. What if I can’t beat him?”

      “He’s not the only one getting stronger. You have more magic than you had before, which was already formidable.”

      It was true. When she’d learned that she was a demi-Doma, it had unlocked something in her. As if explaining everything that had never made sense about her power. Why was she so much more powerful than other half-Fae? Why did she have visions? Why could she enter the spirit plane? Why couldn’t she bond with her dragon? Suddenly it all fit together.

      Then she’d gotten her magic back in a blessed pool of water under the starlight. She’d had a vision of her mentor, Cyrene, and seen a room full of past Doma women who had agreed to return to her what was stolen. She’d been visited by a goddess of starlight, who had let her take more than her share but stopped her before it killed her. She had woken in the water transformed to a pool of starlight, forever changed.

      Her mother’s bangle was one thing, but whatever the starlight had given her, the Doma women had given her, whatever she had taken for herself—it was more than formidable.

      “And you won’t be alone.”

      “Neither will he,” she said.

      “I don’t think that’s true,” he said slowly. “Bastian, the Father, the Red Masks, they don’t have anything but hate in their hearts. They don’t have what we have. They don’t have a reason to fight that serves them. We believe in human rights for everyone. We believe in humanity.”

      “That doesn’t seem to be enough,” she countered. “We believed in all that before, and still he won.”

      That was the crux of it, wasn’t it?

      No matter what happened, he still won.

      Despite all logic, the villain had come out ahead with his vitriol and hate speech and “tell it like it is” mentality. The people had rallied behind him, Fae fearful of change and desperate to stay on top in a world where they saw diversity as a problem. They didn’t care if others were hurting, the people they saw as beneath them. That didn’t matter when their interests were threatened and they believed the propaganda that fell from Bastian’s snake tongue.

      “He won,” Fordham agreed. He came to his feet and gestured around the crypt at all the dead Olliviers. “My father ruled here for more than a millennium with even worse beliefs than him. Sometimes the bad guys win.”

      Kerrigan’s shoulders dropped. “Yeah.”

      “But despite my father,” he said, staring at his father’s tomb, “we went to war to end slavery a thousand years ago. There are still people who believe that was the correct way. But they’re not as vocal anymore. They’re not in the right. We shouldn’t own people. So sometimes it takes longer to change minds. To make people come to the side of right. It took me time.”

      “It took you meeting me to come around,” she said, turning to face him. “Also, you fell in love with me.”

      He smirked. “And I don’t plan to share.”

      She grinned. “So how do I change everyone else’s mind?”

      “We should focus on the people who don’t agree with him. He was elected fair and square, but then he killed all his dissenters. That isn’t someone who is secure in his position. It means he knows that they could rally against him.”

      “How do we reach them?”

      “Step two,” Fordham said.

      “Step two,” she confirmed.

      “Right now, our allies are spread out. We have your friends and family in one place, but that’s not enough.”

      Kerrigan ran her hand along the first Fae’s crown. She might feel demoralized, but at least she had her friends here and safe. People who would rally behind her no matter what. Bastian didn’t have anyone.

      “Let’s get through the coronation and work with our current allies to figure out the rest of the plan. We don’t need to figure it out tonight,” Fordham said.

      Kerrigan’s mind was whirling. For a plan with so few steps, it sure felt daunting. “I know you’re right. I know that we have a plan. That we can win this. But inside, it feels like I’m just one girl against the world.”

      “You’ve never been just anything.”

      Kerrigan smirked. “That’s love talking.”

      “No, I’m serious. When have you ever been just one girl against the world? You’re Kerrigan Argon,” Fordham said, pushing away from his father’s tomb to come to her side once more. “You’re a fighter. You’re a loyal friend. You’re strong and resilient and well-spoken. You’re the youngest dragon rider in history, the youngest Society member, the youngest council member. You don’t back down from what you believe in, and people listen to you. If you’re just one girl, then the world should shake in fear.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered as tears pricked her eyes. “How can I feel small when you see me like that?”

      “You can’t,” he said as his arms slid around her back and drew her into him. “This is what he wants. He wants you to think he’s too big to defeat. That it’s too scary and you should stay away and let him ruin our world. It’s easier for him if you do.”

      “I wouldn’t want to make it easy for him,” Kerrigan said as she rested her head against his chest.

      “It’s not your style.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “No, it’s really not.”

      Fordham kissed the top of her head and held her tight against him. She could have stayed there forever. This was what she wanted for everyone. Not the hell that the Red Masks had unleashed on her world. No matter how strong Bastian got, she would have to face him. Because she couldn’t let this stand.

      “This isn’t the end. It’s just the beginning.”

      “It sure feels like it is.”

      Fordham stroked his hand through her hair. “If the end is hate, then it isn’t the end.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

        The Amulet

      
      Clover

      “They were rude,” Darby said as she slid her nightgown over her inky skin.

      “We knew they would be rude,” Hadrian reminded her.

      Darby stuck her bottom lip out, and Clover thought about drawing it into her mouth and having them all forget about the last couple days, weeks, months. That was what she wanted for the two loves of her life, for them to not continue to know all the heartache and risk everything for her.

      Not that she could let them go. Even when she thought about how much safer the two full-blooded Fae would be in their little houses married to someone else or, gods forbid, each other. She just couldn’t fathom letting them go. Yes, she was a human with zero magic of her own, just her father’s amulet, which promised her something she was sure would forever be just out of reach. She’d used it once to save her loves from the Red Masks’ arena purge. She’d never been able to make it work since and was almost certain she never would.

      “Don’t pout,” Hadrian said with an eye roll.

      Clover smirked. “Now, now, sweetheart, be nice to our little princess.”

      Hadrian’s back went up at the old nickname. “We can’t control how these bigoted people see Kerrigan is all I mean. They hate humans and half-Fae. I’m not sure what they’re thinking, bringing us all here as if we can change their minds just by having Fordham on the throne.”

      “I for one believe that’s the only way to initiate change,” Darby argued. “We can’t let their prejudices stand. Kerrigan is half-Fae. Clover is human. They’re the best of us.”

      “Aww, baby, you say such sweet things,” Clover teased, tipping Darby’s chin up with a finger.

      Darby’s eyes went round with desire. “Do you think we can change their minds?”

      “No,” Clover said automatically.

      Hadrian huffed. “Don’t be a pessimist.”

      Clover arched an eyebrow at Hadrian. “You were just agreeing with me.”

      “I didn’t say we can’t change their minds. I just don’t think we should start with the House of Shadows. They’re nightmare fodder for children.”

      “We need their army,” Clover said with a shrug. “A show of strength. Once Kerrigan and Fordham secure that, then we’ll work with the allies we already have. We don’t have to convince everyone. We just have to show enough force to go up against the Red Masks and the Society.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Darby muttered.

      Hadrian slid an arm around Clover’s waist and drew her into him. “You’re sexy when you discuss strategy.”

      Darby held her hand out. “Why am I not involved in the sexy strategy?”

      Clover laughed and drew her girlfriend against her as well. It had been such a long time coming for them. She had always liked Darby, but as a human, she had felt so far beneath Darby and all her beauty and magnificence. She was going places, and that was away from Clover. And when that possibility had splintered, Clover had fallen into Hadrian’s arms, content to have him but always yearning for both. When Darby had finally come around, they weren’t sure how it would possibly work. But in the weeks of Kerrigan’s absence, hidden away from the world, they had found that it had worked better than expected.

      “Let’s not talk sexy strategy. Leave that to our king and queen,” Clover teased. “It’s been a long day. To bed with you lot.”

      Hadrian pulled them both toward the large bed at the center of their new chambers. It was a serious upgrade from the space they’d been holed up with the RFA—Rights For All—organization back in Kinkadia. They’d been working on replicating her father’s amulet, hoping to find out how it produced magic. Even though Clover told them over and over again that her father hadn’t gotten it to work.

      It was why he was dead after all.

      The Red Masks had discovered what he was doing and killed both her parents for it. They would have killed Clover too, but her mother had stashed her away with the Laments church. She’d hidden in the catacombs among the bones as the church had been burned to the ground. She’d crawled out after and run straight to Dozan Rook. He had the loch and the new identity that she needed to survive. He’d given her a place at his Dragons Up card tables, where she had earned her keep and found herself all over again.

      “I need a cigarette first,” Clover said. “Get in bed, and I’ll just be a minute.”

      Darby and Hadrian slid under the covers on either side of the bed, leaving the middle for her. The space that she was always meant to occupy.

      She lit her loch cigarette with shaking hands. Her stash had dwindled significantly, and looking at it made her heart ache. She didn’t know what she would do if they didn’t find an alternative. Amond had said there was nothing more that he could do for her illness. He’d tried to cure her over the years, but what she had didn’t have a cure. Not even from a fancy healer. There was only managing the symptoms, and she couldn’t be under his blue healing light day and night.

      The loch gradually settled her nerves as she inhaled the white smoke.

      “Sing for us,” Darby pleaded somewhere between being awake and asleep.

      Clover sighed. She didn’t sing much anymore. That had been stolen with her parents’ deaths as well. But for her loves…

      She took another long pull on her cigarette before stubbing it out against their tiny balcony that they’d been afforded because of her smoking habit. She ran her finger over her father’s amulet as she began the lullaby that her mother had always used to sing her to sleep.

      
        Sleep, my little darling.

        May dreams soothe and obey.

        Turn the charm one, two, three times.

        Don’t leave. I want you to stay.

      

      Clover followed the words of the song, turning the amulet when the song said.

      
        Sleep, my little angel.

        Open the heart, and I’ll appear.

        Speak my name one, two, three times.

        No fear. I’ll always be near.

      

      She tilted her head. Speak the name three times.

      “Clover. Clover. Clover,” she whispered into the stillness.

      Her amulet lit up in her hands. Her eyes widened in shock as the thing split in half, a little heart opening at the middle.

      “Oh my gods,” she gasped.

      Hadrian and Darby sat up in bed. They exclaimed at the amulet, which had sat dormant for weeks, despite trying everything, but her parents had left her the clues for it all along.

      “How?” Hadrian asked as he scrambled to her side.

      “Clover, you did it,” Darby said.

      The amulet was hers now, but what could it do?

      She thought about how Kerrigan always said magic felt like a well within her and she needed to draw it out and shape it. Well, the magic wasn’t in Clover. It was in the ancient Fae tendrille amulet that had been crafted for her. She reached and for the first time felt the threads of magic at her fingertips.

      Fire appeared in her hand.

      She looked up at her two loves and smiled a very dangerous smile.

      “Dragons up, baby.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

        The Flying

      
      Kerrigan woke in a cloud of furs with strong arms wrapped around her waist, holding her against a bare chest. She’d fallen asleep against Fordham, and waking up to his gentle breaths between her shoulder blades almost made her forget the rest of the world. Almost.

      She shifted in his grip to get a look at his midnight hair sliding over his forehead and against his eyelids. His aristocratic nose sloped strong and proud. The hard cheekbones that sliced across his face and the razor’s-edge jaw that had a hint of stubble across it. He was all hard planes and deadly features, and yet here in her arms, he looked content, happy, peaceful—as if war wasn’t waiting on the other side of his dreams. She could see the sad, broody boy who wrote poetry with charcoals and not the deadly killer they’d honed him into.

      “I’m going flying,” she whispered as she brushed her lips against his.

      He groaned softly, tugging her closer. His fingers tightened in her shirt and his lips slanted open, his tongue sweeping into her mouth. “Don’t go.”

      “Need to burn off some energy.”

      “I have an idea about that.” His lower half pressed firmly and intently against her. She shivered at the connection.

      “You have kingly duties.”

      “Yes, I have to do my queen.”

      He was already kissing his way down her center, rolling his tongue around the rim of her belly button, and sliding her legs wide to accommodate him. She gasped at the first sweep of his tongue against her core. Her back arched off the bed, and she clamped her knees around his head. He pushed them farther apart, bracing them open with a strong hand. Then he began swirling his tongue dangerously around her until she thought she was going to break the bed with her quivering.

      “Ford,” she gasped.

      He glanced up at her with a smirk before slipping two fingers deep inside her. Her head slammed back again, and her eyes snapped closed as a moan escaped her lips.

      “Oh gods.”

      “Just me,” he teased. “You’re the only goddess in the room.”

      He moved his finger in a come-hither motion, and she saw stars. For a second, she might have been back in that other realm, where she plucked her magic from a goddess of starlight. But it was just Fordham taking her to new heights.

      “Release,” he purred against her body.

      And she could do nothing but what he asked. Her body broke into a million little pieces as her climax hit her like a crash of waves against the rocks.

      Fordham slid up her body, positioning himself between her legs. She opened her eyes as she came back down to earth and found him studying her.

      “What?” she whispered breathlessly.

      “I want to memorize every inch of you just like this.”

      “As you unravel me?”

      “I want you every way I can get you.”

      “Then take me,” she pleaded.

      His response was to thrust into her waiting body. She tightened around him. A satisfied grunt left his lips, and she shuddered at the pressure as he filled her. She was fully prepared for him, wet and needy, and he still stretched her with his girth.

      Her hand came to his abdominals once he was fully seated as if she was going to stop him, but really she needed a second to bathe in the way it felt to be complete with her mate. The intensity and need and wanting and ache and endless longing all rolled up into one perfect package. Like this one person had been made for her and her alone.

      “Yes,” she whispered and then, “please.”

      He grinned, leaning down to place a kiss on her lips. She could taste her own arousal on him as he swept his tongue into her mouth. Then he started to move.

      “Oh,” she said.

      “You feel incredible.”

      “Yes,” she said. She hadn’t known how much she needed this. In the midst of all the turmoil of leaving Domara and the plan they had to set into place with him as king, she just needed this right here with him.

      The room was punctuated with heavy breathing, the slap of skin, and fevered moans and gasps. Fordham lifted her leg up onto his shoulder and drove in deeper then, bringing her right back to the peak.

      She cried out as her climax hit her for a second time. He drew out her pleasure with a few more hurried thrusts. Then he rutted one more time and finished with a grunt as he leaned over her and released all his pent-up energy into her body.

      They both collapsed onto the bed after he was finished. Her chest was heaving, and one hand threaded through his dark hair.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      “I love you too.” He brought her knuckles to his mouth and kissed each one individually.

      A knock on the door made them both still.

      “Your Majesty,” Adelaide called from the other side.

      “Gods,” Fordham groaned.

      “I’ve had responses to your coronation. We should discuss options today to begin preparations.”

      Fordham rested his head against her shoulder. “Fuck me.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Again?”

      “Guaranteed.” His fingers tightened on her hip. “We did not utilize our bed correctly the last time we were in my court, and I intend to do more of this.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      “Tonight,” he promised, placing a long, languorous kiss on her lips. Then he rolled off the bed and stepped into pants, lacing them up as he headed for the door.

      “Your Majesty?” Adelaide said again.

      “Just a minute,” he called. He slung his shirt on over his well-sculpted abs while Kerrigan hurried into the adjoined bathing chamber. She heard Fordham pull open the door. “Where do we begin?”

      Kerrigan chuckled at Adelaide’s disapproving remarks as she hustled him and a flurry of attendants into his changing room.

      Kerrigan had no interest in being stuffed back into some ridiculous dress. After she cleaned herself, she tugged on her black leather pants and a black shirt. Just as she was leaving, Delle appeared at the entrance. She looked her up and down with alarm. “We have a full day scheduled for you, my lady.”

      “Delle, call me Kerrigan.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Kerrigan blew out an exasperated breath. “I’m going flying this morning. So cancel whatever you have planned.”

      “We need to consider your wardrobe.”

      “After lunch,” Kerrigan promised as she slung her black leather jacket over her shoulder.

      Delle followed in her wake as she headed up toward the aerie. She tugged on the bond to let Tieran know she was on her way. His answering response made her smile.

      “Do you think this is the best idea, considering everything going on?” Delle asked.

      “We only have two dragons. Someone needs to be in the skies. Tieran and Netta will take unbonded riders, but I don’t want to only put my friends on their backs. I want to be out there. I was trained for this. Fordham was trained for this. I promise we’ll be better at it.”

      Delle nodded. “As you say. But you will be amenable to new clothing in the afternoon?”

      “As long as it doesn’t mean that horrid dress again, then yes.”

      Delle laughed. “Noted.”

      “Are you going to follow me the entire way?” Kerrigan asked as they climbed the stairs.

      “As you were trained, so was I. If you’re not taking soldiers with you, then you will permit me to watch your back. Whether you like it or not, you’re royalty here, and some don’t want that. You might be dangerous in your own right, but you aren’t immune to ambushes.”

      “Fair,” Kerrigan admitted. She slowed until she and Delle were on the same step. “Tell me who I should be looking out for.”

      “That is a long list.”

      “It’s a long walk,” Kerrigan said.

      Delle nodded and began to explain all the dynamics of the court and how every group probably wanted Kerrigan dead. It was a daunting but interesting conversation and made the arduous trek up to the top of Ravinia Mountain go quicker. Delle was a fount of information, and Kerrigan would use her to her advantage.

      But at the sight of Tieran, Kerrigan stopped hearing Delle. He was magnificent, with midnight-blue scales that rippled in the early morning light. He was smaller than most dragons of his age, but he made up for it in speed and stealth.

      Kerrigan rushed forward and threw herself on her dragon. “Tieran!”

      “Miss me?” he asked into her mind.

      She laughed and swatted at him. “Don’t get cocky.”

      “You are the one who dropped through a portal and disappeared for weeks, then return as if nothing happened.”

      “Yeah, my bad. Can we fly?”

      “Well, I can. Did you also sprout wings on your adventure?”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “You’ve got jokes.”

      “Indeed, I do.”

      “Is Netta coming with us?” Kerrigan asked.

      Netta appeared around the corner, her bright red scales lighting up the sky like a wildfire. Fordham’s dragon was bigger than Tieran but still nimble. She’d always been mischievous. In fact, when Kerrigan had wanted a dragon, it had always been Netta. She and Tieran had butted heads for years—they still did at times.

      “You’re joining us,” Netta said into her mind.

      Kerrigan glanced up to see a rider already on her back. Wynter sat stiff-backed on the dragon, her ice-white hair up in a plait over her shoulder. “You coming?”

      “I sure am.”

      Kerrigan mounted Tieran with ease, racing up his leg and landing on his back. The adrenaline rocked through her, and she felt her training kick in like she hadn’t missed a single step.

      “Ready?” she asked Tieran.

      His response was to follow Netta into a deep dive off the mountaintop. Kerrigan leaned forward against his back as the cold air bit at her cheeks in the free fall. He pulled up just short of the ground, and she let her arms fly wide as he moved into a hover.

      No matter what happened in her life, flying had always been the thing she loved most. As a Dragon Blessed within the House of Dragons, she had been in charge of taking care of dragons who lived in Draco Mountain. She’d flown with dragons since she was a littling. It had never ceased to amaze her.

      “Netta says she and Wynter will sweep right. We can sweep left and meet in the middle,” Tieran said.

      “Sounds good.” Kerrigan waved at Wynter and veered away from her across the valley. “Do you think that the Society knows we’re here?”

      “If they don’t yet, they likely will soon.”

      “Yeah,” Kerrigan muttered.

      It was hard to think of the Society up here, with the wind whipping through her bound hair and the chill biting through her leathers and everything so far below looking as small as ants. She wished that she could revel in this feeling forever, forget the rest of her responsibilities and keep flying.

      “We haven’t had time to discuss the bond,” Tieran said as they soared around a mountain and circled back through the valley. “You said there was another way.”

      “I asked my mother about it,” Kerrigan told him. “Well, she said that the way we’ve been doing it here is barbaric.”

      “As Cleora said.”

      “Yes. Cleora said that bonding riders and dragons together so one would die if the other did was terrible, but I hadn’t really considered it like that. That was how we had the Irena Bargain. That was how the Society began.”

      Tieran was silent a beat. “Of course.”

      “Is that not how the Irena Bargain happened?”

      “It is. As you tell it, a maiden walked into the mountain and bonded the leader of our kind, the Great Ferrinix. Together, they joined all the others, and the Society was created to end the war.”

      “And how do the dragons tell it?”

      He remained silent for longer. So long that Kerrigan thought that he might not answer.

      “I would be breaking dragon law to tell you.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened at that. “There’s dragon law?”

      He huffed steam from his snout. “Don’t be daft. We govern ourselves and tolerate your kind at best.”

      She laughed. “Fair, I suppose. So how do I hear the whole story?”

      “A Great would have to tell you.”

      Kerrigan mused on that. Most of the Greats were dead, and the ones that remained had returned to the Holy Mountain, where humans weren’t welcome. Didn’t seem likely that she’d ever find out then.

      “All right. Well, that’s a history lesson for another time, I suppose. My mother said that Doma don’t bond dragons. They don’t even have to use crux bonds to connect to them, that Doma are powerful enough to assert control over other life-forms.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “No. The way they use it is definitely not good. But if I use the magic the way she said and make it go both ways, I think that it’ll work just by the force of my new magic, without endangering either of us if something happens.”

      “Let us try then.”

      Kerrigan could hear the eagerness in her mind. He wanted this. They both did. And she would do anything to have that bond back the way it was meant to be. The fact that they could do it without the fear of death was an added bonus.

      “All right. Here I go,” Kerrigan told him.

      She’d had doubts about the vastness of her magic her entire life. Finding out she was Doma and not just that but a descendant of the strongest magic users currently in existence was a fact that had floored her. She still sometimes doubted it, but as she reached into the pit of her gut and felt for the well, it was hard to doubt. She was flush full of magic. More magic than she’d ever had before. Enough magic to make all the dragons do as she told them…if she were as messed up in the head as her grandfather.

      But that wasn’t what she wanted.

      All she needed to do was link her and Tieran together. And she felt for the first time that she could do that.

      She tugged a bead of magic out of the well, connected a string to it, and pulled. It came freely, willingly, as if it had always wanted to do her bidding. She spread her arms wide and felt the energy build and build and build. Then she plucked it free and felt it course into Tieran. Not a tether like before. Not a bond like the one that connected her to Fordham, but a hook that slid into place.

      Tieran shuddered at the first touch, as if it was an invasion. She hesitated at that reaction, but he settled almost immediately. She raised her hands to the heavens, looking at the sky and reaching for the unseen stars before bringing her hands down quickly.

      The connection stuck.

      Then held.

      She released her magic on a breath and laughed. It was so close to a bond. So close that she could almost feel him the way she had always wanted to. The way she had in a crux bond. Except there was no direction. She didn’t have to move her hand to feel him anymore. It was just a connection. New and wholly original.

      “Gods above, this is what we’re supposed to feel.”

      And he was right.

      “Could others do this? It would change the entire bargain.”

      “I’m not sure anyone else is powerful enough,” Kerrigan admitted as she flexed the line between them, held in place with her intention and magic. “But we should teach crux bonds to the unbonded. I should probably teach it to Wynter, actually,” Kerrigan said, her gaze shifting outward as they came back around to their meeting point.

      But as she tried to find Netta and Wynter in the distance, something else caught her attention. Her eyes widened in alarm.

      “Tieran!” she gasped. “Dragon!”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

        The Chase

      
      Tieran dove.

      Kerrigan held on for dear life. She was glad for all those months in training inside the tournament arena, all the times she’d done this exact thing. Her blood was hot, her senses on alert, her body ready for the next move.

      She still had nightmares about the time she and Tieran had flown into battle together, the deaths that were on her hands. But it didn’t stop the fact that she was good at it. She was an instrument of war, and she would utilize her talents to their best ability.

      “Netta is coming from the other direction,” Tieran let her know.

      Anything she wanted to say would be lost to the wind. But with the new connection, she could practically feel Tieran’s adrenaline pumping through him. And she wondered.

      Kerrigan pushed her thoughts toward Tieran, down the new link between them.

      “Good. Tell her to come in high.”

      Tieran’s surprise was a flicker of his wings. “You spoke into my mind.”

      “It’s disconcerting, isn’t it?”

      “You didn’t tell me you could do that.”

      “We just figured it out together. Now keep your head in the game.”

      Tieran’s rumbling laugh rippled through her, and then they were both back in the upcoming fight. She wasn’t sure if they were out on a leisure flight or if they were a scout for the Society, but either way, she couldn’t let them get away.

      The other dragon rider had been moving in a hovering position when they saw Tieran hurtling toward them. They reacted instantly, pivoting on a coin and launching into a dive roll away from Tieran.

      And while Tieran was smaller, he was unreasonably fast and always had been. Kerrigan had tears streaming from her eyes as he picked up speed, swinging in tight on the tail of the larger beast.

      Kerrigan didn’t recognize the dragon, who had brownish-yellow scales and a bulky build. His rider was an indistinct male Fae with honey-blond hair streaming out long behind him. He was dressed in a red tunic and brown pants with a dark emerald cloak wrapped around his shoulders. Not even riding leathers. Maybe he was just out for a leisurely ride. Too bad for him.

      If he had a dragon, that meant he was part of the Society. That made him her enemy.

      The rider had a head start that kept him several lengths in front of Tieran. And while he was catching up on the bulkier dragon, she didn’t want him wiped out before they got there. Kerrigan also wasn’t as familiar with this mountain range as she was the one back home. If this rider was from any of the surrounding houses—the war house, Herasi, to the west; the forest house, Sayair, to the north; or the outskirts of Kerrigan’s own Bryonica to the east—then they would be in for a race.

      “Here we go,” she whispered into the wind as Tieran approached.

      Just as he got within distance, the other dragon veered sharply left. Tieran took the turn sharply but not quite as well as the other dragon. They rounded the next corner, and the other rider dropped low on his beast as they fell into a deep dive.

      Kerrigan held on tight and mirrored his position as they moved into a rocky outcropping. Her heart thudded in her chest as they gave chase, threading through the tall rocks at record speeds.

      And this rider, while not as well or as recently trained as Kerrigan, did have the advantage of the surroundings. These were clearly familiar to him. As they moved through the rocks, taking pin-tight turns, she felt their lead slipping. They couldn’t let him get away. That was her only thought as she was taken on his wild-goose chase through the mountains.

      But the farther they got away from Ravinia Mountain and the safety of the House of Shadows, the more she wondered if this was planned. Were they luring her away on purpose? Was this scout more advanced than she was giving him credit for? She didn’t know. Only that if she let him get away, the Society would immediately know their current location. And with only two dragons, they could do considerable damage to the mountain before Kerrigan was able to rally support for her cause—before most of Alandria even knew she was still alive.

      She swore that wouldn’t happen.

      The people needed to know she was alive. Hiding out in the mountains was only helping the Society. She wasn’t going to turn herself in or doing anything rash like Fordham suspected, but hiding wasn’t the answer either. The people needed to have hope, or else there would be no rallying call left.

      That all hit her in a moment, and she pressed her urgency on Tieran, giving him a final boost of energy. He slid around the next rock outcropping and slammed sideways into the rock, sending it raining down onto the other dragon.

      A cry rang out from the rider as rocks fell onto him. But they were still going, moving out of the worst of it as Kerrigan and Tieran pressed in closer and closer and closer. They just needed another minute.

      They pulled up alongside the other dragon, bumping against the larger beast and then veering out of its way as it tried to throw its larger weight into Tieran. Without the bulk to stop him, they could only poke at him. They needed to be smarter, since they weren’t larger.

      The rider’s eyes flared at the sight of her recognizable red hair and freckled face. “You’re alive!”

      He shouted the words as if he found them unbelievable. He must not have been there the day that Bastian had sent the might of the Society against her. That likely made him local. Was he scouting for them? Wrong place, wrong time?

      “Land!” Kerrigan yelled back at him.

      The Fae male’s face contorted at those words. “I won’t land! You’re the one who came after me!”

      “If you won’t surrender, then we’ll have to make you.”

      “Make me!” the male yelled in fury. “They said you were a bitch.”

      Tieran snarled in fury at the insult. It was a step up from being called a leatha but still wholly unoriginal.

      “Well, never mind,” Kerrigan said on a laugh and moved to standing.

      Because what the male didn’t know was that she now had Fordham’s powers at her disposal. The Daijan bond had wrapped itself around their powers, and they could share. She could feel the shadows come to her hands as fierce and terrifying as the first time she’d seen Fordham do it. And the benefit of shadows was that she could jump.

      Which Kerrigan had never done before but was prepared to do to take him out.

      And then Netta appeared overhead.

      “Mine!” Wynter shouted.

      From one second to the next, Wynter launched off Netta’s back. Midair, her entire body disappeared, and she landed squarely on the back of the other dragon. The male looked shocked at the sight of another person on the back of his dragon. His instincts took over too late. Wynter was a formidable fighter who could see the auras of someone’s magic. It gave her an edge in almost all ways in a fight, except for when her magic couldn’t work on Kerrigan, when Kerrigan had been wearing the Ring of Endings. The ring that was currently on Bastian’s finger.

      “How?” the male gasped before Wynter’s fist cracked into his face.

      He fell backward, and his dragon roared in anger. It whipped sideways, and Wynter careened to her knees, clinging to the beast. If she wasn’t careful, it was going to send her flying. She hadn’t had the training for this.

      “Kerrigan!” Wynter screamed. “Catch.”

      Kerrigan only had a second to process what Wynter was saying, and then she bodily threw the Fae male off the side of his dragon. When his dragon dove for him, Wynter was already gone, back on Netta’s comforting back, and racing after him.

      Kerrigan swore at the sight of the Fae free-falling toward the rocky outcropping below. She and Tieran pushed down at the same time. He was only a few feet past them. Tieran reached out and grasped him between his claws. He pulled up quick out of his dive, missing the other dragon’s claws by inches. Then he sped away from the rocks.

      “Call off your dragon!” Kerrigan shouted down at him.

      “I will not! You started these hostilities!”

      “We’ll kill you,” she snarled. “And then you’ll have a dead dragon.”

      She hated even making the threat. It was barbaric that this was the outcome—that the death of one would kill the other. But it was the world they lived in, and it was the only threat they had. They could outpace his dragon, but if he fled without his rider, then it would all be for nothing.

      The male cried out in anger and then went silent. “I told him of your threat. He will have words with your dragon,” he snarled.

      Tieran tightened his grip. “His dragon is called Henrley. His rider is Gerrond. They have been bonded for fifty-seven years,” Tieran explained into her mind. “He says that killing them would be against dragon code, but I told him we are at war. He went silent after that. He will follow us back to the mountain if we do not kill his rider.”

      “Good,” Kerrigan said. “Then let’s go back. Gerrond has some explaining to do.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Ten

        The Interrogation

      
      Tieran dropped Gerrond onto the rock floor with a thud. The Fae groaned and rolled over, clutching his side. Kerrigan slid off Tieran’s back and came face-to-face with her mate.

      “What in the gods’ names were you doing?” Fordham demanded.

      “Hello, love,” Kerrigan said with a smirk. “I brought you a present.”

      Fordham’s eyes snapped to the Fae slowly trying to come to his feet. “Where did he come from?”

      It was in that moment that his dragon landed next to Tieran.

      “Scout,” she said.

      “And you decided to intercede?” he asked, low and lethal.

      “He saw us. He was going to report to the Society.”

      “I was not,” Gerrond said, reaching for his side.

      Kerrigan shrugged. “He called me a bitch.”

      “He did what?” Fordham demanded, hauling the Fae up by his shirt collar and holding him in the air.

      The male looked wholly terrified. If the use of Wynter’s shadows had scared him, looking into Fordham’s murderous face nearly made him piss himself.

      “I didn’t know. You have it all wrong,” the male said. “She threatened to kill me!”

      “That is the least you can expect from me,” Fordham snarled.

      “Ford,” Kerrigan began. “We can’t interrogate a dead prisoner.”

      Gerrond’s eyes widened in alarm. “I’m not against you! I was looking for you.”

      “Of that we’re certain,” Fordham said, throwing him to the ground.

      Kerrigan returned a moment later with rope and tied Gerrond’s hands behind his back. “Delle, would you do us a favor and have the guards put Gerrond here in an empty, guarded room?”

      “Of course,” Delle said, gesturing for guards to take over.

      Fordham still looked ready to beat the guy into a bloody pulp for the insult. He was riled up, and she thought the show was a good one. They had an audience, and the guards and attendants would spread the story that Fordham was as ruthless as ever. But she also needed to calm him down away from all these onlookers.

      “Brother,” Wynter said as she finally climbed down from Netta. “Your fiancée performed admirably as a rider.”

      “Of course she did,” Fordham said. But there was still death in his look. “She is formidable.”

      “I saw her intentions and jumped in,” Wynter said, saying enough without saying everything.

      “I appreciate that,” Fordham said with a nod.

      “Kerrigan,” Tieran said into her mind, “Henrley is saying that we have made an unwarranted mistake here. That he wants to discuss their actual objective. We could restrain him, but I believe Netta and I should speak to him first.”

      “Will he flee otherwise?” she asked.

      “I do not believe he’d abandon his rider.”

      “Then do it,” she agreed.

      To Fordham and Wynter, she said, “Tieran and Netta are going to speak to the dragon, Henrley. He’s not a flight risk. He sounds adamant that this is a mistake.”

      “It sure didn’t look like a mistake in the middle of the fight,” Wynter observed.

      “No, it didn’t.” Fordham clenched and unclenched his hands.

      Kerrigan reached forward and put hers over his. “I’m all right.” She glanced around the room. She wanted him to be seen as fearsome. For her to seem that way too, to be honest. That was definitely working in their favor, but if they wanted to have a real conversation, they needed to do it elsewhere. “Let’s go interrogate our prisoner, shall we?”

      Fordham leaned forward until his lips brushed against her earlobe. “Don’t think you’re getting out of a conversation about you using my powers.”

      “I’d never expect that,” she said. “But maybe somewhere more private?”

      “Assuredly.” He gestured for her to begin walking. “Wynter, you too.”

      “Excellent,” she said with a dangerous smile. “I have a set of knives with me. Hopefully, he’ll let me play with them.”

      “You’re a bit of sadist,” Kerrigan said.

      “And?” Wynter strutted forward. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      Fordham shrugged. “You get used to it.”

      Kerrigan followed the siblings through the cavern of Ravinia Mountain until they came to a series of rooms. Wynter ran her nails along the walls as they walked, explaining that these were their father’s interrogation rooms, but the prison was lower, darker, and deadly. Kerrigan had never wanted to see the interrogation rooms.

      “Wynter, wait here,” Fordham said in a voice that brooked no argument. Then he grasped Kerrigan’s hand and dragged her into an empty room.

      “What?” Kerrigan gasped.

      But as soon as the word left her mouth, Fordham shoved her back against the closed door and towered over her, one arm above her head, caging her in. Her mouth went dry at the sight of him and all his deadly power. Her broody princeling turned king, all sinister energy and unbridled fury.

      “Are you completely out of your mind?” Fordham demanded.

      “Fully in use of my faculties,” she assured him.

      “You used my shadows,” he snarled. “You were going to use them to jump. I could feel it, Kerrigan.”

      “That was the plan, yes.”

      “Do you understand how dangerous that was? How fucking terrified I was for you when that hit me?”

      “Ford…”

      “No,” he growled. “Listen. I spent decades training my shadows, Kerrigan. We’re stronger together. It won’t take you that long to figure it out. I can show you how instead of you fumbling through it like I was forced to do by my father, as Wynter was forced to do. But you will not jump into them unaided.”

      She dropped her bravado at the serious look on his face. “Okay. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You think of nothing but what is right in front of you.”

      She pushed against him. “I was in the middle of a fight,” she snapped. “I did what I had to do.”

      “You have enough of your own power. Use that. That jump could have killed you. You could have simply ceased to exist without proper training. I wasn’t there to keep you safe.”

      She put her hand to his cheek. “I can keep myself safe.”

      “I’m serious, Kerrigan. At least let me train you so it doesn’t send me into a blind panic in the middle of a meeting with Barron Laurent, who has made it clear he wants to see me dead.”

      Her anger deflated, and she let her hand drop. “You were in a meeting with Barron?”

      “He was there, yes. And he called my ability to lead into question. I could barely contain how much I wanted to kill him so I could get to the door to you.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she melted against him.

      “The only benefit was that I snapped at Prescott, who tried to stop me too. I didn’t want to do it, but hopefully it is the start to getting him in with Barron.”

      “I hate Barron.”

      His arms came around her back. “I feel the same. But mostly I wanted to be out there to keep you safe. Thank the gods that Wynter was there and could see what you were about to do.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “So when will we train? We don’t exactly have spare time around here.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” he said as if her acquiescence appeased him. “Now, this interrogation. Shall we begin?”

      “You’re speaking my language.”

      He matched her grin and opened the door.

      Wynter made a face at their appearance. “Are you done already? That was quick.” Her expression was deadpan when she looked at Kerrigan. “I apologize for my brother.”

      Delle snorted and turned her face down to cover it.

      Fordham narrowed his eyes. “I take offense at this.”

      “Don’t worry,” Kerrigan said with a wink. “I have no qualms with his stamina.”

      “Please stop talking as if I’m not here.”

      Kerrigan nudged Wynter. “How are you finding Dozan’s stamina?”

      Wynter’s face went blank. “You would know, wouldn’t you?”

      Fordham bared his teeth at his sister at the insinuation.

      “That was a long time ago,” Kerrigan said. “He’s not one to wait though, so…”

      “Another point of conversation,” Wynter said blandly.

      “Interrogation instead?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Anything but this topic,” Fordham said to the ceiling.

      He nodded at Delle, who promptly yanked the door open with a pointed “Your Majesty.”

      “Not a word,” he said as he stepped into the darkened room.

      Kerrigan tossed a ball of light into the room to illuminate the dark space. She was surprised that Gerrond hadn’t done so until she saw the magic-dampening manacles around his wrists. She winced at the sight. She’d had her magic completely taken away from her, and she would always hate anything that could do it again.

      Wynter slid into the seat across from him, a knife in her hand, a twisted smile on her face. “So, Gerrond, is it?”

      He eyed her knife skeptically. “This is all a huge mistake.”

      “So your dragon said,” Kerrigan said.

      Fordham leaned against an opposing wall and watched with catlike eyes and grace. “Tell us what you were doing here.”

      “Looking for her,” Gerrond said, gesturing with both hands toward Kerrigan.

      Kerrigan frowned. “Me? I thought you said it was a misunderstanding.”

      “It was,” he insisted. “The Society sent out a call to arms to locate you, and I answered it.”

      “I’m not seeing what you think is a misunderstanding in that,” Fordham said.

      Wynter flipped her knife, catching it and throwing it skyward again. She let it embed itself in the wooden table. “If you’re a Society goon, then I will have no qualms slowly peeling your skin off with this knife.”

      The male blanched. “I…I… Please, I don’t want that. That isn’t why I came through here. I mean, yes, I was looking for Kerrigan. That was the mandate by the Society, but I wasn’t doing it to hurt her. I wasn’t even sure she was really alive.”

      “Your poor choice of words said otherwise,” Wynter said. She plucked the knife out of the wood and began to pick at her nails.

      “My apologies,” he said quickly. “Sincerely. If you were alive, I wanted to ally with you or at least find out if you were worth allying with.”

      Kerrigan frowned. “Why would you run if that’s what you wanted?”

      “A dragon comes hurtling after you, you get out of the way,” he said with a defeated shrug. “I didn’t know it was you until too late, and then you were talking about killing me. What was I supposed to do?”

      “I asked you to land.”

      He huffed. “It felt like a trick or an attack. Either way, I was afraid and worried you would kill me. I was wrong, but it was all I could do to escape.”

      Wynter leaned forward with her elbow on the table. “And what does the Society want with our Kerrigan?”

      “They want her brought in alive to the Father,” he said with distaste.

      She used the knife to flip a honey-blond curl that had escaped his hair tie. A few hairs fell to the table. “And what was your plan?”

      Gerrond stared down at the strands of his hair and then back to Kerrigan. “I’ve been working with the drifters, and I wanted you to help free them too.”

      Kerrigan blinked. That was not what she had been expecting. Her gaze cut to Fordham’s, and she could see in his terrifying gaze that he too hadn’t known that was what Gerrond was going to say. They thought he would beg or plead or lie. Not this.

      Drifters were Fae who didn’t have a house. Either they had been kicked out of their house or raised by drifter parents. Some chose the lifestyle to escape the Society’s interference, but there were many who had it thrust upon them. It was more difficult to get work without house support, as Kerrigan well knew, but she had always assumed most full-blooded Fae were in a better position than humans and half-Fae, regardless of circumstances.

      “You want me to free the drifters?” Kerrigan asked. “Aren’t the drifters already free?”

      Gerrond put his back up at that comment. “Absolutely not! They’re shunned by society and the Society,” he said, emphasizing the capital letter of the government word. “They’re just as demonized as the humans and half-Fae. The Red Masks have already turned their eyes toward them in their bigotry, and they don’t deserve any of that. I thought you of all people would recognize that, considering I heard the story of you mourning the son of a pair of drifters I knew.”

      Kerrigan froze at that. “You knew Lyam’s parents?”

      “I did,” he said somberly. “Sending him to the House of Dragons was one of the hardest things they ever did.”

      Kerrigan turned away from the male. She didn’t want him to be able to dissect her expression, not when it came to Lyam. Growing up in the House of Dragons, it had always been the four of them—Kerrigan, Hadrian, Darby, and Lyam—against the world. Lyam was her partner in crime until he’d been killed by Isa one night in the Dregs. Finding his murderer had led her on this hunt for the Red Masks. She still missed him and hated that she’d lost his compass—the last thing his parents had given him as drifter Fae who couldn’t support him any longer.

      “Why do you care about the drifters?” Fordham asked as she recovered herself.

      “I have been trying to help for the last fifty years,” Gerrond explained. “After completing dragon training, I went on a mission to visit and record information about all the houses’ customs. But on each voyage, I ended up befriending drifters who helped me along the way. Gradually my mission changed. No longer was I as interested in the houses themselves but those who lived on the outskirts of them. If you go through my bags, you’ll find my research. I record the stories of the drifters so that they won’t be forgotten. I have one of Lyam’s parents as well.”

      Kerrigan turned back around at that. “And how would I help the drifters in your perfect world?”

      “It’s not just humans and half-Fae that are suffering under the hands of this new regime. It’s everyone at the margins, anyone who dissents. I have been trying for years to get the Society to heed my advice regarding these Fae. There’s enough that, if they mobilized, they could truly hurt the house system, but it is their primarily nomadic lifestyle that is keeping them from doing that. I want them to have their own voice in the government, but the Society is strict, and they change slowly.”

      “That’s a fact,” Kerrigan muttered.

      “If you’re enacting change, then I want it to be for everyone,” he said on a shrug. “I’m sorry that I don’t care about your plight as much as I do theirs, but we are all in similar boats, and the tide would lift us all.”

      Wynter sat back hard in her chair. “That’s a pretty story,” she said with a soft clap. “Did the Society plant that in your head?”

      Gerrond had fire in his eyes at her suggestion, and it was not just terror. “I’m in the Society, a leader of House Sayair, and a renowned researcher. There’s no reason I would need to be sympathetic to your cause. I would just say the might of the Society would crush your two little dragons. Instead, I’m telling you the truth.”

      “And what’s that?” Fordham drawled.

      “They’re weak. The houses are fractured. Not everyone agrees with what the Red Masks did. I can get into the Society and tell them what they need to know. I can help you if you help me.”

      Kerrigan, Fordham, and Wynter exchanged looks. Fordham tipped his head to the door.

      “Come on!” Gerrond cried. “At least release the chains. I’m telling the truth.”

      “We’ll see about that, pretty,” Wynter said, twirling her knife and booping him on the nose.

      He jerked back as they all exited and looked frantic. “Please, wait!”

      Fordham closed the door behind them and sighed. “That was enlightening.”

      “Do we believe him?” Kerrigan asked.

      “I do,” Wynter said, dropping her killer act. “His aura never changed while he was explaining, except moving between terror and indignation.”

      “We should check out his bags and look into his research,” Fordham said.

      “I’ll see what Tieran got from his dragon,” Kerrigan said. “Because if he’s telling the truth, then he might be an ally we can use.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven

        The Plan

      
      “I’m personally offended by this meeting,” Dozan said as he slid into the room.

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “We don’t care. Sit down.”

      He stepped forward into her space, and she just tilted her head up to meet his golden gaze. “You interrogated someone without me, princess?”

      “I didn’t want them dead, so I didn’t invite you,” she quipped.

      He smirked. “But making them scream is the fun part.”

      “And here I thought you liked to get it over with quickly.”

      “Never,” he purred.

      Fordham slapped his hand against Dozan’s chest and pushed him a step backward. “Take a seat.”

      Dozan smirked at him. “You’re so easy to rile. Perhaps you should work on that.”

      Fordham gaze was steel when he said, “Perhaps I should put my fist through your face.”

      “Fordham, shut up,” Kerrigan said, placing herself between the men. Her gaze shifted to Dozan. “Why don’t you go find Wynter? She mentioned something about your stamina earlier.”

      Dozan’s eyes flickered open in surprise, so quick that she might have missed it. “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Told her it might not be worth it,” she shot back before Fordham could punch him.

      Dozan grinned. “Maybe I’ll let her find out.”

      “You do that.”

      Dozan arched his eyebrow at Fordham before finding his seat.

      Kerrigan whirled around and pushed Fordham. “You are just letting him push your buttons.”

      “He irritates me,” Fordham muttered.

      “Yeah, and he knows it,” she hissed. “You’re completely on edge and need to bring it way down or we’re not going to survive this. Dozan is the least of our concerns, okay? We’re allies. We’re on the same side.”

      Fordham just shrugged. “I didn’t punch him.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “You take a seat too. Scales.”

      Fordham winked at her and then took up a spot to her left while everyone else settled in. Hadrian and Darby sat on a couch on the far wall. Clover smoked her cigarette on the balcony, her eyes never leaving the pair. Wynter sat straight-backed on a chair, glancing up at Dozan with all the grace of a feline ready to eat her prey. Dozan looked perpetually unconcerned, his antagonistic smile gracing his face. Were they both aware how obvious it was that they were circling each other?

      The only person they were missing was—

      “The stairs here are murder,” Kivrin said as he approached on crutches.

      “Sorry, we picked the most secure location,” Kerrigan told him.

      “Understandable. What’s this all about?”

      “I’ll explain after we seal the room. How’re the sessions with Amond?”

      Kivrin winced. “Here and there. He’s in worse shape than me at the moment.”

      “Withdrawal?”

      “Darby has been helping. She is much better at healing than she gives herself credit for, but Clover might have to give him some of that loch, or he’s not going to survive.”

      Clover’s head whipped to them at the sound of her name. “Amond?”

      Kivrin nodded. “It’s not looking great.”

      She took another inhale on her cigarette. “I’ll see him after this.”

      Kerrigan shot her a concerned look. “Thank you.”

      Kivrin took a seat opposite Wynter, and Kerrigan pressed the doors closed. A second later, she sensed Fordham draw on his magic to seal the room from prying eyes and ears. He nodded at her.

      “So what’s the deal with this coronation?” Clover asked before anyone could start.

      Hadrian cleared his throat. “I think what she means is: Is there a fight to the death, and should we be worried?”

      Darby laughed. “Don’t put words in her mouth.”

      “Seriously, I’m not worried about Fordham fighting anyone but Kerrigan,” Clover said. “More like I’m wondering why are we going through with this?”

      Kerrigan arched an eyebrow at Ford. “You or me?”

      “I’ll take this one,” he said, straightening his black suit. The silver cravat brought out the liquid silver of his eyes and made her wish they were back in his room using it for its intended purpose. “The coronation is a necessary step to secure my position on the throne. The army might not follow me without the show of strength. As a part of the coronation, a denouncement is where I can be challenged by anyone for my position. So if they killed me, they’d get the throne.”

      “But you have shadow magic,” Darby said. She glanced around the room. “Right? He’ll be fine.”

      Wynter scoffed and lifted a shoulder. “Each of the three royal families has a specialty. Ollivier has the shadows and shadow jumping. Blanchard has ice magic. Laurent has lightning, and their contender, Barron Laurent, is the most talented wielder they’ve seen since before the wall was put up.”

      “Great,” Kivrin said with a groan. “And you’re going to fight him to the death?”

      “If he challenges me, then yes.”

      “But you’ll win,” Hadrian said, gesturing to him. “I mean, right?”

      Fordham remained silent for a beat too long. “I have fought alongside Barron in the past. I have fought against him in a previous battle between our peoples. We’ve never gone one-on-one.”

      The room went silent at the declaration. Kerrigan’s own heart was pounding. Fordham hadn’t mentioned any of this to her when they’d talked about the coronation. She’d thought Barron was an asshole, irritating, but she’d never considered that he’d be a real opponent.

      “And if Fordham has to face more than one person before him,” Wynter added, “he wouldn’t be at top strength.”

      “Yes, thank you, Wynter,” Fordham added with a growl.

      “That isn’t part of the discussion for today,” Kerrigan said quickly. “The real problem is that a dragon rider saw Wynter and me out on Tieran and Netta.” She quickly explained the chase and the interrogation to the rest of the room.

      “And you believe this guy?” Kivrin asked in disbelief. “He sounds like a Society stooge.”

      Wynter nodded. “I saw his aura. While I read magic auras, you can usually tell if someone, especially someone with a lot of magic like a Society member, is being purposely deceptive. It’s not a science. I’ve been misled in the past, but my”—Wynter paused over the word—“mental state is much improved. The ability is more defined.”

      “Also, we spoke to Tieran and Netta, and they both separately vouched for his dragon,” Kerrigan said. “Henrley’s story about Gerrond’s involvement with the Society was nearly identical but with enough nuance in the telling that it didn’t sound rehearsed.”

      “Also, to corroborate his story, we searched his pack and found the research he claimed to be doing with a dated notebook going back years,” Fordham added.

      “So what are we doing with him?” Kivrin asked. “You can’t think to let him go?”

      “We need allies,” Kerrigan said.

      “Is he an ally though?” Clover asked. “No offense, but he just dropped out of the sky.”

      “I think he could be,” Wynter said.

      Clover snorted. “Why?”

      “Because I’ve been spying on him,” Dozan said, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “We sent in servants with food and drinks. We had Delle ask him questions. We took off his manacles. And then I sent Wynter back in. She played a little,” Dozan admitted with a grin. “He remained steadfast. He never used his powers. He could be a plant, but he didn’t act like one.”

      He’d done all this with Kerrigan’s permission, and still it unnerved her to think about how terrifying the pair of them could be.

      “So we let him go?” Darby squeaked.

      “We work with him,” Fordham said.

      “Gerrond said that the houses aren’t with the Society yet. That they could be swayed. If we want to sway them, we need more people. We need more dragons,” Kerrigan said hastily. “Two isn’t enough to reach the entire continent and guard our back.”

      “I could speak to Galanthea,” Hadrian said. “If he’d take me into Kinkadia, I could speak with Fallon and rally their support.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “That’s a great idea. We have other allies in the capital and the houses. We need ways to reach them, and we can’t do it alone. This could help.”

      “Not to throw us off topic,” Clover said, “but I may have to return to Kinkadia with Hadrian.”

      Kerrigan opened her mouth to question her when magic erupted in Clover’s hand. Kerrigan gaped at her. Her perfectly human friend, who had not a stitch of magic in her, was holding fire in her palm the same way Kerrigan did.

      Wynter jumped to her feet. Kivrin balked. Dozan put a hand on Wynter’s shoulder as if he was prepared to put her behind his body. They were treating Clover like a threat or abomination. But humans didn’t really have magic. Certainly not like this. And Clover had never shown any inclination.

      “I figured out my father’s amulet,” Clover explained. “He left me the directions in a lullaby, and last night, it worked for the first time. Which means we can arm humans and half-Fae.”

      The room went silent.

      And then Dozan took a hungry step forward. The man who had never had magic and made an empire out of his own power and force of personality now had his greatest desire right before his eyes.

      “Wait,” Kerrigan said, stopping him in his tracks. “That’s the only one that works?”

      Clover dropped the magic. “Yes, but we were producing them in the capital. We didn’t know how to make them work. If I go back, I can test them all, and then we’d have more people on our side with the power that’s been held back from them.”

      This would change the entire world.

      They’d be lucky if they got out without a slaughter of the entire Society system and its replacement with total anarchy if they weren’t careful. As Kerrigan well knew, arming a mob could end in disaster. She’d been almost killed by Red Masks in a riot when she was twelve, which had triggered the start of her spirit magic creating visions. The Society had earned everything coming to them, but she wanted to make sure there was something left at the end.

      “We need to keep this secret until the last minute. The last thing we want is for them to kill everyone,” Kivrin said at once.

      “They can’t…” Clover argued.

      Kivrin jerked to his feet, holding a crutch under his arm. “They’ll kill anyone who threatens their power. If they get a whiff of this, you’re dead. They’ve had thousands of years to practice their powers. You cannot throw untrained humans and half-Fae against that might. We need this as a backup, not as the first wave.”

      “They’d be fodder,” Fordham said.

      “Yes,” Wynter said, tilting her head. “That’s how our father would have used them.”

      “This is an amazing development,” Kerrigan said gently. “But I agree it should be used strategically. Go back to Kinkadia, and work on developing the amulets. But the people need to be trained.”

      Clover nodded once, but Kerrigan could see her dreams had been dashed. “Sure thing.”

      “If Gerrond is amenable, we should send him back to the Society. Take Clover and Hadrian as far as he can, and then we use him within the Society. He can keep tabs on the Red Masks and help us build out our allies.”

      “And who exactly are our allies?” Dozan asked with a smirk. “Besides the people in this room. Possibly the humans and maybe Galanthea? It’s not much to go on.”

      It was a good question. One she hadn’t discussed openly with everyone because the truth was she didn’t know exactly who was on their side. She had guesses, but until she spoke to them, she wouldn’t know.

      “Well, not Isa,” Clover said with a laugh.

      “No,” Kerrigan said. “I can’t believe you ever trusted the assassin. She tried to kill me. Multiple times!”

      “She saved my life,” Kivrin said.

      “And is also the reason you’re paralyzed,” Kerrigan pointed out.

      Kivrin sighed. “We were desperate for hope that someone close to the Father had turned.”

      Like Valia.

      Kerrigan sighed as she thought about how the Father had cut down one of his own daughters for betraying him. Would he do the same to Isa? Or was her double cross always part of the plan?

      “Audria,” Kerrigan said at once.

      While Audria might be a Bryonican royal and a thorn in her side, she had been in Society training with Kerrigan and shown up when it mattered. She had taken on the Red Masks for her. She’d even broken with Roake, another dragon rider, who had been infatuated with her but turned out to work with the Red Masks, to help Kerrigan.

      “If…if she’s alive,” Kerrigan said with a lump in her throat.

      Clover winced. “She’s alive all right and still in the Society.”

      “But she fought with me on the battlefield the night of the arena massacre.”

      “She was in the dungeons for a while,” Kivrin confirmed. “But they let her out for good behavior.”

      Kerrigan bit her lip. “She was probably biding her time.”

      “Or she was turned into one of them,” Clover argued.

      “I think she’s with us,” Kivrin said quietly. “I overheard her speaking to Roake and him begging her to put aside her principles because Kerrigan was dead and he wouldn’t be able to protect her much longer. Soon afterward, she was out, but it was a big argument.”

      Fordham nodded. “Audria then. And Noda in Concha. She has family that are Society members. I think she’d be on our side.”

      Noda had dropped out of the Society training program with Fordham and Kerrigan, but if she was on their side, it would be valuable to have the support of the Concha dragons.

      “Yes. And Alura?” Kerrigan asked. She had trained their lot of dragon riders, and though her father, Lorian Van Horn, had been falsely accused of being the Father and sentenced to death for it, Kerrigan was fairly certain they were on the same side.

      “I could speak with Anya,” Kivrin said softly. Anya had been his first love, but she’d chosen another man, Lorian. With his death, Anya and Kivrin had been reunited.

      “If we could get Galanthea and Venatrix, then we’d have two of the three warring houses and the House of Shadows,” Hadrian said. “We’d be in a much better position.”

      “And Mendy,” Fordham added. “The people in Erewa would come to our defense.”

      “They don’t particularly like dragons though,” she reminded him. Fordham had infiltrated their ranks when trying to break his curse.

      “But they have some Society members, and we could convince them.”

      “I could speak for Bryonica,” Kivrin said.

      “We all speak for Bryonica,” Kerrigan said. “I just don’t know if our house will be loyal.”

      “I could speak with Sonali,” Darby said of her benefactor when she’d been taken out of the House of Dragons.

      “With March gone, the other leaders are more progressive,” Kivrin argued. “Sonali would be a great start, but we could speak with Walston as well.”

      Kerrigan nodded. That put them in a much better position than she would have thought. Alandria was home to twelve—now thirteen—houses, separated by how they preferred their use of magic. Magic for might were the warring houses to the west—Venatrix, Galanthea, and Herasi. Magic for good were the healing houses to the west—Bryonica, Ibarra, and Concha. Magic for efficiency or menial tasks—Erewa, Sayair, and Zavala. And magic for nothing—Aude, Elsiande, and Genoa. Until recent decades, they had focused on channeling their magic into artifacts, but since Bastian, who was from Elsiande, had taken over as the Father, they were more focused on keeping magic out of the hands of humans and half-Fae.

      By her estimation, they had allies in two warring houses, Venatrix and Galanthea; two healing houses, Bryonica and Concha; and two efficiency houses, Erewa and Sayair. Plus, the might of the House of Shadows, the drifters, and possibly humans and half-Fae if they could be safely armed.

      They were starting to look like an actual force that could take on the Society. Now she had to find a way to reach them all.

      “Well, we know who our potential allies are. The first steps are to get Clover and Hadrian back into the city.”

      “Wait,” Darby said. “I should go with them.”

      “I don’t know about the dragon holding that many,” Kerrigan said. “It’s asking a lot to take two extra riders already. We’ll have to get Henrley’s permission. Plus, we need you in the infirmary with Amond.”

      Darby looked between Hadrian and Clover but saw only resolution. “How will I know you’re okay?”

      “I can check in,” Kerrigan said as it came to her. “I can pull them onto the spirit plane…” Her voice trailed off as an idea hit her.

      Fordham’s gaze shifted to her. “Why do I feel like I’m going to hate whatever thought you just had?”

      “Because it’s me.”

      “Kerrigan?”

      “I know how to reach our allies,” she said slowly. She glanced up at Fordham, feeling like she should have known all along. “I’ll dreamwalk.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve

        The Collar

      
      Isa

      Isa knelt, her head on the ground. Sweat beaded on her temple and neck. It ran into her bodice, leaving a trail on the black fabric. Her hands were bound behind her back. Her face throbbed from the punch she’d taken from the Father.

      This was better than what was to come.

      At least here, alone, she could suffer the humiliation in silence and darkness—her constant companions. Even before she’d been sent to the assassin school, she had preferred her own company and the comfort of the night. Now, it was all that was sustaining her.

      A stream of light filtered into the pitch-black room. She flinched at the assault to her eyes, which had become accustomed to the darkness.

      “The Father requires you,” a female voice snarled.

      Isa stretched her aching limbs and came slowly to her feet. She was head and shoulders taller than the other woman, but somehow the other woman was more imposing. It probably helped that she wasn’t chained.

      The woman grasped Isa’s arm and hauled her out of the dark room and into the light. Isa blinked rapidly as the woman shoved her in the back to keep moving. Years of careful, stealthy footwork kept her from falling on her face. Still she missed a step and had to hasten to keep herself upright.

      She held her head high even as fear crept in on the edges. She missed even a year ago when her biggest fear had been if she’d ever actually get enough money for her and Valia to leave this life behind. Valia had been her sister in all but name at the assassin school they’d been raised in—until the Father had killed Valia for her duplicity, stripping her of her magic, which killed her.

      When he’d discovered Isa’s own treachery, she’d thought he’d kill her too. He could forgive her in what appeared to be her working against him—poisoning the guard, liberating a convict, and infiltrating Kerrigan’s friends—if at the end, she delivered Kerrigan Argon to him. But she hadn’t. Clover hadn’t told her that Kerrigan was back. There was no news to send him. Another spy had confided that to him.

      And as his fist had slammed into her face—his most prized possession—she’d had to come to terms with the fact that the Father would kill her. He was the Father and her father—her real father. A masochistic, vindictive monster. And her own flesh and blood. Something she had pushed so far down that until that moment, when he’d found out about her double cross, she hadn’t even let herself consider that he remembered.

      But he had. It was her saving grace. He’d killed Valia, but he had something else in mind for Isa.

      She stepped through the double doors to the council room filled with Red Masks. The organization had been her home since he’d created it. She had been raised in it. She’d been there the night that they’d rioted in the streets and burned the human Lament churches. Still felt satisfaction in seeing the ruined church on the square.

      They stared down at her as she passed, and an unfamiliar feeling hit her—shame.

      Was her shame for being caught? Did she still want to be one of them? Or was it something else? Something more complicated?

      She sort of…hated them.

      And that was what she felt shame for—for listening to the Father’s bigotry. For believing in his ascension. For following along.

      She’d wanted to kill Kerrigan Argon for so long. She still sort of wanted to stick a blade in her heart. But the rest wasn’t what she had thought success would look like. Her father was wrong.

      Her chin lifted when she reached the center of the room and met his eyes through the metallic red mask that could not even be removed in death. He’d been fitted with a red metal prosthetic after he had been burned back home in Elsiande. Somehow it completed his fearsome look instead of detracting from it.

      “Welcome, one and all,” the Father said. “Today I sentence a daughter of the Red Masks for her crimes. Today I decide the fate of one of our own who has failed in her task to bring me Kerrigan Argon.”

      She blinked long and slow in surprise. So…he wasn’t going to tell them of her betrayal. Only that she had one task and hadn’t completed it.

      He didn’t mention her betrayal.

      He wasn’t killing her.

      She tilted her head to the side. Why was he doing this? She had never seen him act like this with anyone.

      Well, not since her mother…

      Something she absolutely could not think about right now.

      “Isa,” he continued, “you’re too valuable to keep locked up. So I have something special just for you.”

      He gestured to two Fae who walked forward with a square, black velvet box. It looked like it would hold a fancy necklace. One of them popped the box open, and Isa’s blood ran cold.

      “What?” she gasped, stepping backward. But the female was still there, pushing her forward.

      Nestled in the pitch-black velvet center was a solid black collar made out of tendrille with an onyx gemstone at its center. The entire thing radiated malice. Had this been hidden away in the depths of the Society vault?

      “You can’t put that on me!” she said, her resolve breaking at the sight of it.

      “This is what you’ve earned,” the Father said as he made for the stairs toward her.

      Isa took another strategic step away and threw her head backward into the woman’s head. It crunched into her nose, which spurted blood. Then Isa turned and kicked up into the woman’s solar plexus. She fell to her knees, and Isa shot another pointed strike to her temple that dropped her to the floor.

      Her arms were still behind her. There were hundreds of full-blooded Fae in the room. The Father was coming after her. She could never escape. But she’d never forgive herself for not putting up a fight.

      The guards came for her next.

      “Two on one with my hands behind my back,” she snapped with a deadly smile. “It’s almost a fair fight.”

      The guards laughed as if she was joking. She was not.

      She launched at them. Her years of training kicked in like a switch in her mind. There was a reason she was the most fearsome assassin who had ever come out of the school. Isa was and always had been a natural at it.

      The Father waited until she’d disarmed the first and put him on his back before saying, “Enough, Isa.”

      “You cannot do this,” she said, throwing herself at the second male. He seemed better prepared for her ferocity than the first, but still she took him out in a matter of seconds.

      “I am the Father,” he roared. His magic radiated out of him, pinning her in place. She dropped to one knee as her mind trembled under his power. Blood ran from her nose, down her lips, and over her chin. “You will obey me.”

      Finally, when it stopped, tears were in her lashes and there was desperation on her too-beautiful face, satisfaction on the faces of those assembled. Applause rang out at his outburst, as if it were a show and not her life.

      The collar opened with a soft click as the Father stepped up to where she knelt before him.

      “This is for your own good,” he said.

      “Please,” she whispered as he circled her throat. “Mother wouldn’t have wanted this.”

      “Don’t,” he snarled, “mention her in my presence.”

      The room shuddered as his outrage turned to a physical press against their senses. Isa had to close her eyes to suffer through the pain.

      The lock clicked into place.

      “Now you are mine,” he told her with a wicked smile. “Stand.”

      And she could do nothing else.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen

        The Capital

      
      Clover

      “It won’t be forever,” Clover assured Darby.

      She sniffled and swiped at her eyes. The wind whipped her black hair across her face, and she turned away from Clover. “We don’t know how long you’ll be gone. You and Hadrian. Gone without me. I won’t even know if you’re okay.”

      “Kerrigan will be able to check in,” Hadrian reminded her. “We’ll be all right. We can take care of ourselves.”

      “My little street rat,” Clover crooned with a wink.

      Darby burst into tears at the affectionate name. “I can’t.”

      Clover pulled her into her arms and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “We’ll miss you, but we’re coming back. Okay? I love you.”

      Darby jerked back. Her tear-limned eyes were wide with shock and wonder. “You…love me?”

      “I do. I love you.” Clover’s eyes lifted to Hadrian. “I love you too.”

      He flushed all over at the words. “I love you.”

      Darby hiccuped. “I love you.”

      Clover claimed her mouth one more time. Savored the sweet taste of her. Then she pulled away with as much force as she could muster, or else she’d stay forever.

      “You ready to fly?” Clover asked, slinging her bag across her back as she approached Gerrond.

      The Sayair male was shorter than Clover by a few inches. His clothes were brightly colored—red pants, a pink tunic, and his striking emerald cloak—and his long, honey-colored hair had been tied up into a messy bun at the top of his head. The hair at his nape had been shaved off entirely.

      “Have you ever flown before?” he asked carefully.

      “Once,” she admitted. “I didn’t throw up.”

      “I was part of the House of Dragons,” Hadrian offered.

      Gerrond grinned. “Ah, then you are most familiar with dragons. Excellent. It’s a several-hour flight to the city, so we should get going.” He gestured to his dragon with dirty yellow scales. “This is Henrley. He isn’t very talkative, so don’t expect him to say much unless we encounter danger.”

      “Is it likely we’ll encounter danger?” Hadrian asked.

      “Let’s hope not,” Gerrond said. He turned to Kerrigan, who had been standing off to the side, talking with Tieran as they said their goodbyes. He held his hand out. “May we meet again.”

      “Clear skies,” she said, shaking his hand once, hard. “I’ll check in with Clover. Keep her as your contact as we go forward.”

      Gerrond nodded. “Let’s hope all is well.”

      “And, Gerrond,” she said as he turned away.

      “Yeah?”

      “Good luck.”

      Kerrigan looked like she very much doubted it would go well. She pulled Clover and Hadrian in for quick hugs and then let them go, drawing Darby to her to watch as they climbed on to Henrley’s back and Gerrond led them out into the sky. Clover looked back just once to see them waving goodbye. Half of her heart was left behind.

      Despite her one dragon flight, Clover was not an easy flier. She’d left half of her stash of loch behind for Amond, just in case. She had some in the city. She just had to get to Thea and the RFA—Rights For All—a pro-human and half-Fae rights organization. But what she wouldn’t give for a cigarette right then to steel her nerves. But she had been waiting until the pain fully came on before she took a smoke. She had too little to have one for anxiety.

      The discomfort and monotony of dragon riding took over the fear of it within an hour. Gerrond kept up a steady stream of conversation about the landscape, as if he too had jitters that he needed to dispel. It was hours before the valley of Kinkadia came into view, and by then, her fingers were frozen and her legs stiff.

      “There,” Gerrond said, pointing at an outcropping some distance from the city. “We’ll stop there.”

      Henrley took them down toward the ground. As they got closer, Clover realized it was an encampment. People were living here, in little tents and shanties. Not in real houses like in the city or inside a hollowed mountain or anything. Just pitched about surrounding campfires near a little stream.

      The dragon landed, and Clover fell over as she dismounted, her legs unable to hold her up any longer. She certainly was not trained in combat. Kerrigan’s words about using magic against a stronger force felt certain now, considering Gerrond acted as if the flight had been a leisurely adventure. Hadrian too seemed out of sorts.

      “I’m a scholar, not a dragon rider,” he mumbled under his breath as they followed Gerrond toward the encampment.

      There were over a hundred people just at a quick glance—cooking, cleaning, laughing around a fire, and children running around playing games with rocks and sticks. Everyone was dressed similarly to Gerrond, in bright colors and patchworked fabric. It was a festive atmosphere, unlike what Clover would expect from anyone this close to the capital, considering the turmoil she had lived in there. Had this been just on the other side of the valley all along? Would she have preferred it?

      “This is as close as I can take you to the city,” Gerrond explained. “The drifters set up here in the summer. They’ll move farther south once winter sets in. We caught them at a good time. If all is well, they’ll have a runner set up.”

      “A runner?”

      “That’d be me,” a female voice said.

      Gerrond broke into a smile. “Islay! I didn’t expect you to be this far south already.”

      Islay was a brown-skinned Fae with gold eyes and a warm smile. Her dark hair had intricate braids that she held back with a ribbon. She was curvy and sturdy with a bow strapped across her back and wicked-looking knives at her waist. Her boots were thick leather with straps up her calves.

      “What have you brought me?” Islay looked them up and down. She sniffed. “City folk?”

      Clover held her hand out. “Clover. And this is Hadrian.”

      Islay shook and then took Hadrian’s as well. “Soft hands. What’s this about, Gerrond?”

      “I have a lot of explaining to do, but I found the half-Fae Kerrigan, and she’s agreed to help the drifters. I’ve allied with her. These are her friends.”

      Islay’s smile broadened. “That’s excellent news.”

      “They need a way into the city. They need a way to speak to their other allies. I was hoping you’d have a runner.”

      “Aye, that’d be me. But Ruen is with me. We might both go to meet these allies if we’re all on the same side now.”

      Gerrond gestured to the pair. “How about that? Will that do?”

      A man strode up then. He was human with tanned white skin as if he’d spent long days out in the sun. He had thick, dark hair all over his body and tied up much like Gerrond’s bun. He wrapped his arms around Islay and kissed her shoulder. “What’s going on, love?”

      Clover brightened at the sight of a human and a Fae together. It must have been commonplace here because no one blinked at the sight. The encampment was still mostly Fae, but there were plenty of humans too. Half-Fae as well.

      “Ruen, darling, we have some resistance fighters to take into the city. You up for it?” Islay asked.

      “Always,” he said with a laugh. “Anything to take down those bastards! When do we start?”

      

      ***

      They didn’t start right away. Clover and Hadrian were brought into the drifter camp. They broke bread with them and heard their stories, laughing and enjoying the company of a people who had lost so much and still found so much joy. The last thing Clover wanted to do was bring them more danger, but at the same time, this was what she wanted for everyone.

      Gerrond yawned. “I guess I should go to the mountain. I wanted to camp here, but Henrley is too visible this close to the Society.”

      “Be safe,” Clover told him.

      She had been uncertain about him, on edge that he might turn them in or kill them. But just a few hours with him at a campfire with the drifters proved every one of his stories true. If he was going to betray them, he was going to have to betray himself. She didn’t think he’d do that.

      “I’ll check in as soon as I can. I’d very much like to get the drifters in on this war as well,” Gerrond said. “It could turn the tides.”

      “We could use that,” Clover agreed.

      Gerrond offered her his hand. “To a better future.”

      Clover shook his hand and then Hadrian did. As the last embers were dying and the sun disappeared fully behind the horizon, Islay and Ruen hugged Gerrond goodbye and then nodded at the pair of them.

      “Ready?”

      “As we’ll ever be,” Clover said.

      Clover and Hadrian fell into step behind the pair of drifters. They spoke about everyday matters for the hour trek into the valley, but Clover could sense the moment that the oppression of the city hit them. They fell back and put their fingers to their lips.

      “Curfew,” Islay whispered.

      Clover wished they could have gone out before it got dark to avoid the curfew, but they were too recognizable. The last thing they wanted was for Isa to find them again after her betrayal.

      Islay pointed out a guard patrol on the edges of the valley. As soon as they passed, the four of them slipped into the shadows of the Dregs on the north side of Kinkadia. They were on high alert, but it was hard not to feel like they were finally home. Kinkadia was separated into sections—Draco Mountain to the east, the wealthiest mansions in Row before that, the mercantile district in Central, Artisan Village to the south, the nouveau riche on the Riverfront, and the Dregs to the north and west, where primarily humans and half-Fae scraped by. The Dregs also famously had Dozan Rook’s Wastes, where Clover had been a card dealer. Except that was long gone, bombed during the Red Masks’ raids for its association with Kerrigan. Her heart was a little heavy at that thought.

      The RFA had relocated twice to keep their people safe in the weeks following the raids. But unless they’d moved again recently, Clover knew exactly where to find them.

      It was another hour of dodging patrols before Clover stopped them in front of a hidden cellar door. She knocked on it twice and said the password. The doors were wrenched open, and Thea’s face appeared before her, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Clover!” she gasped, pulling her into a fierce hug. “You’re alive. The news…” She trailed off as she looked past Hadrian to the two new faces before her. “You have explaining to do.”

      “These are drifters, Islay and Ruen. They’re on our side,” Clover said quickly.

      “Well, come in at once,” Thea said. Everyone shuffled forward, and Thea grasped Clover’s arm. “Kerrigan?”

      “Safe.”

      Thea breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. And Darby?”

      “Safe as well and with Kerrigan.”

      “I’m glad.” She put her hand to her heart. “I feared the worst when you didn’t come back and just now, you showing up without them.”

      “Isa betrayed us.”

      Thea blinked rapidly as she hurried them into a small room with refreshments. “She did not.”

      Clover furrowed her brow. “No, she was the one who knew our plans.”

      “Isa has been magically collared before the entire Red Mask council,” Thea hissed. “Her crime was not delivering Kerrigan, but you and I both know that it must be because he discovered her duplicity.”

      “And he didn’t kill her?” Hadrian asked in shock. “If he knew, he’d kill her.”

      “I’m not sure, but the accounts I got were that she fought against it. No one believed the reasoning, and I don’t either. She was working with us. He had to have found out.”

      Clover wasn’t sure what to make of any of that or what a magical collar even did. Knowing the Father, it wasn’t anything good. But that was for another time.

      “There’s a lot to fill you in on,” Clover told her.

      “And where do Islay and Ruen and the other drifters fit into this?”

      Islay threaded her fingers through her human lover’s. “We want the same thing that you do, so perhaps it is time that we do not move on. Perhaps it is time that we fight back.”

      Thea’s smile broadened. “Now you’re talking.”

      “And as for that,” Clover said, “I’ve had a breakthrough.”

      “Your father’s amulet?” Thea asked.

      Clover flipped it over three times as she murmured under her breath. Then with a draw from the amulet, she pulled fire out of thin air.

      Thea’s eyes widened in shock and appreciation. “We’re going to change the world.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen

        The Training

      
      Wynter snorted as Kerrigan fell on her face in the training space. “Brother, this is beyond her.”

      Kerrigan came up to her elbows and spit out the bits of hair that had fallen into her mouth. “I can do it.”

      Fordham sighed. “Maybe we should go back to running five miles in the morning to clear your mind.”

      “I hate you,” she muttered.

      “That right?” he asked with a sexy smirk that made her knees wobble.

      Kerrigan grasped her practice sword and slowly returned to her feet. She had agreed to shadow training with Fordham. Wynter had gleefully—maybe a little too gleefully—agreed to watch and give instruction on form. Apparently, that meant ridiculing Kerrigan for not picking it up, even though they both claimed that they’d learned how to do it over decades.

      “I could call the shadows just fine in battle,” she reminded him.

      “You were going to dissolve into nothingness if you tried to execute a jump,” Wynter said. “That’s why I barreled in like I did.”

      “And here I just thought you were a show-off.”

      Wynter shrugged. “And?”

      “Run me through it again,” Kerrigan said.

      She lifted the practice sword, centering herself in Ravendin’s twelve paces. It was always best to go back to the basics in footwork when she was learning something new. That’d helped her in the gladiator ring back in Domara. Sure, she’d learned the Andine footwork from Constantine, but she could only do that with the hours upon hours of training inside the Society keeping her quick and nimble. To learn what Fordham was teaching her, a combination of magic and swordplay, she’d need the same.

      “Shadows are all around you. They’re in everything, the way the other elements are. The way your spirit magic is. But instead of being the thing itself that you’re reaching for, they’re the negative space around the thing. They’re the nothingness beyond our reality.”

      “That’s helpful,” she grumbled.

      Fordham smirked. “I didn’t say it was easy.”

      Wynter snorted, clearly enjoying this.

      “The shadow is not just the darkness. It’s the shadow self of the rest of the world. It’s a second skin. You have a shadow you can manipulate. Everything does. You just have to feel the edges of the darkness and not the energy all around it. Then you can draw the shadows to you and push them away from you. You can manipulate them into any shape that you want. You can use them as a weapon, and you can slip between them,” Fordham told her, matching her footwork. “The first rule of shadow work is control. You cannot let control slip even for a second or the shadows rule you.”

      “Hence me on my ass.”

      “Indeed,” he said smoothly. “Now, think about the space between the energy, and then I want you to draw the shadows in like a thread. Pull and wrap your blade in them so that the shadows are the weapon and not the blade.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “If you don’t think you can do it—”

      “No,” she interjected.

      This was the first time they’d had to train all week. Fordham had been busy with his kingly duties. Meanwhile, Kerrigan was fitted and refitted into dresses and other outfits. She’d tried on royal jewels. She’d sat through meetings on color schemes for the coronation. She’d tasted samples for the buffet. She’d listened to various musicians audition. It was a long, tedious week of monotonous queenly duties, which seemed to mean dealing with frivolous things that someone else surely could have made decisions about. She could hardly complain, since they were listening to her, despite many an upturned nose at her presence. She had to be seen as competent just as much as Fordham. She would rather be in war meetings and trade agreements and, gods, on the back of her dragon. But right now, her battlefield was the Fae nobility of the House of Shadows—as much as she hated it.

      She’d take this training interruption for as long as they’d let her. Stretching her muscles and learning new skills was far superior to napkin embroidery.

      So she leaned into her well of powers and felt for that bridge between her and Fordham. It was cast wide open across the bond. She felt for that one black string that she could pluck like a harp. Then she gently pulled against it, feeling for the shadows in the room, the negative space between worlds, and drew them toward her. She had done this with ease on the back of her dragon. Today, it took concentration and effort rather than instinct. She wanted precision and not brute force.

      The shadows answered.

      For a second, she had to force down her panic as they rushed for her. The first couple times she’d done this, she’d shrieked and dropped the connection. Once she’d gotten past the initial fear, they’d snapped at her, and she’d ended up knocked out. She didn’t want that. She wanted…no, needed control.

      They were at her command. With a steady breath, as she moved into Chutrick’s art-of-war formations, the shadows wrapped around her blade one tendril at a time. She bit down on her lip as they slowly slid into place. She was nearly to the end of the blade when she switched to Kristoffer. The complexity of those moves put her mind at ease.

      And then it was complete. Her blade held before her was wreathed in shadows, her arm trembling with the control needed to hold it aloft, as if it suddenly weighed twice her body weight. As it settled into her, she lunged at Fordham.

      A wicked smile reached his face as he met her advances with the grace of a predator. She’d seen him fight more times than she liked, and it never ceased to amaze her how superior he was in every way—his smooth movements, his precise bladework, the fire in his eyes as he took command of every situation. She respected him for it long before she fell in love with him.

      So when her blade went flying from a misplaced thrust and his sword tapped under her chin, lifting her face to look at him, she smirked and said, “Again?”

      “Ugh, the foreplay,” Wynter groaned.

      “You did better,” he said, not acknowledging his sister as he dropped his sword arm.

      “I got it!” Kerrigan argued. “Come on. I did better than better.”

      “Your arms were shaky. The shadows were half ready to explode out of you. You barely had control.”

      “I’m a work in progress.”

      He shot her a look. “Understatement.”

      “So am I ready to jump or what?”

      Wynter threw herself backward, laughing.

      Kerrigan winced. “I’ll take that to mean no?”

      “No,” Fordham agreed.

      Kerrigan shook out her arms. “Can we try that Ollivier trick instead?”

      Wynter raised her eyebrows. “You showed her how to store things in the nothing?”

      “Not exactly,” Fordham grumbled.

      “He proposed to me by pulling the ring out of the shadows.”

      Wynter lost it, doubling over. “Gods, that’s clever.”

      “Shut it,” he grumbled.

      Wynter winked at her. “I’ll teach you how to do it. Come here. It’s easy.”

      Then Wynter started twisting her hand to form a pocket in the nothing. Kerrigan tried a few times, but every time she tried to drop something into it, it just fell through and landed on her foot.

      Fordham shook his head. “That’s not how it’s done. You have to form a hole in it that only you can access.”

      “Like it’s so easy!” Kerrigan snapped.

      Wynter chuckled. “It’s a parlor trick. Keep working on it. Maybe you’ll be better at this than fighting.”

      Kerrigan glared at her, but a sharp rap on the door made them all turn.

      “I thought I had another half hour,” Fordham called.

      But it wasn’t Adelaide who stepped into the room but Prescott. There was a red mark on his neck and a haunted look in his eyes.

      “Didn’t think this should wait,” he said.

      “Gods, are you okay?” Wynter asked as Kerrigan pulled her air magic in tight to seal the room.

      “I’m fine,” Prescott said with a quick smile. “Plan is going just fine. You’ll get this in a day or so, but I came as quickly as I could.”

      Fordham had removed his jacket and cravat for training, so he was clad in nothing but a pair of fitted pants and a half-unbuttoned black shirt. Kerrigan had been admiring the sliver of skin of his chest and at this throat. In fact, it had been a big distraction when she’d gotten started. But now he moved to rebutton his shirt and slipped his arms into his kingly jacket with the expensive, silver stitching. It was like armor and made him look twice as formidable as he had seconds earlier. It was all a deception though, because clothes didn’t change how scary he was—they just enhanced it.

      “All right,” he said. “Now I’m ready.”

      Prescott handed him a crisp, white envelope. “Barron’s plan.”

      Kerrigan came to Fordham’s side as he broke the black wax seal of a jagged lightning bolt. He removed what was inside and turned it over to show a party invitation. He read it over before handing it to Kerrigan with a sigh.

      “What is it?” Wynter asked, coming to stand at Kerrigan’s shoulder.

      “A ball in our honor,” Kerrigan said.

      “Hosted by Barron Laurent and Viviana Blanchard,” Wynter hissed.

      “A trap,” Prescott said.

      “Obviously,” Fordham said.

      “This is the night of the autumnal equinox.”

      Spirit magic worked strongest during times when the veil was the thinnest. Kerrigan had been planning to use the increased cosmic energy on the equinox to reach their allies and begin Fordham’s training.

      “Of course it is,” Wynter said.

      “Do you think he knows that’s when we’re working spirit magic?” Kerrigan asked.

      “I don’t believe in coincidences,” Fordham said. He cast his gaze to his cousin, who, despite his ragged appearance, did look remarkably similar to Fordham. A muddled mirror. “Does he know, Pres?”

      Prescott nodded. “I don’t know how he could, but he was talking about it when he thought I wasn’t listening.”

      “You ingratiated yourself quickly,” Wynter noted.

      “He’s a simple man. He likes an easy smile,” Prescott said with a shrug. “Fordham talking down to me and Arbor’s death helped matters. I don’t have to fake how I’m feeling. He assumes that means I’m starting to hate you.”

      “This will be over soon,” Fordham assured him. “I’m sorry you’re in this position.”

      “I’m glad that I can help.”

      Fordham got straight to business. “Wynter, talk to Dozan about his spy network, and see if he can figure out how this got out. I’m going to have Adelaide discretely question the guards and servants.”

      “And me?” Kerrigan asked.

      Fordham tipped her chin up with a finger the way he’d done with his blade moments earlier. “You need to get a very Kerrigan-esque ball gown.”

      She huffed. “We’re going?”

      “We have to,” he said with a shrug. “We can’t snub them. We need their power too much.”

      “Yes, but we’ve established that it’s a trap,” Kerrigan said. “Why would we walk into a trap?”

      “Because otherwise, the Olliviers look weak,” Prescott said.

      Wynter nodded. “If we all stay hidden away and forgo the party, it makes it look like we’re afraid of the other families.”

      Fordham looked resolute. “I may be king, but the three families each control a third of the populace and the army. If Laurent and Blanchard turn their backs on us, we won’t have a strong enough force to take on the Society. We must attend and have a show of strength.” His shadows sparked around his hands. “I have some ideas for that.”

      “As do I,” Wynter said in the same gleeful tone she’d had while interrogating Gerrond.

      “I’ll be there too. So try to publicly humiliate me or something,” Prescott said with a shrug. “If I find out what he’s planning, I’ll find you. Otherwise, I should be scarce.”

      “Understood,” Fordham said. “Anyway, I want to see what Barron has planned for us.”

      “You don’t think they just want to kill us?” Kerrigan said, hazarding a guess.

      “Probably just you,” Wynter said on a shrug.

      Kerrigan shot her a look. “Great. And the spirit magic?”

      Fordham winked at her. “We’ll make our excuses. Trust me. I’m not giving up my training any more than you are.”

      “Let’s hope I can prove that you’re bad at something.”

      He laughed and pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’m bad at staying away from you.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen

        The Trap

      
      “Now, this is a dress.”

      Fordham’s eyes traveled down the length of her as she twirled in place. The silver ball gown looked like liquid metal as it slid against her skin. The bodice cut to a severe V nearly to her navel with a matching plunging back as well. It wasn’t a Parris original, her favorite fashion designer in Kinkadia, but it was much better than the poofy monstrosity she’d been stuffed into before.

      “Well, I did say a Kerrigan dress,” Fordham said as he slipped an arm around her lower back and drew her red-painted lips in for a kiss.

      “You don’t like?”

      “Like is the wrong word. Prefer it on my floor?” he suggested. “You’re going to shock the traditional crowd.”

      “That’s the point.”

      She pushed her bright red hair off her shoulders. Instead of going for a slicked-back look that her hair absolutely detested, she’d gone for natural waves and curls with big volume. If she had a target on her back, she wasn’t going to hide. She’d be ready.

      “Did anyone have information on how Barron found out about our plans?” Kerrigan asked.

      Fordham shook his head. “No. And I haven’t heard anything else from Prescott. We’ll just attend as prepared as we can.”

      “Everyone is in position?” she asked.

      “All set,” Fordham said with a nod. “And you?”

      She swallowed. Half of this plan relied on her confidence in her new powers, and she hoped that she could pull it off. She worked best under stress—always had.

      “I can do it,” she told him. “And I have my backup in place too.”

      His eyes shifted to the set of gold bangles that adorned her wrists. She’d hidden her mother’s bracelet in the midst of other similarly styled designs. But she knew which one would give her the edge to open a portal in the event she needed to make a quick escape, since apparently shadow jumping was off the table.

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” he said.

      “Into the viper’s den we go.”

      They left their meeting space and stepped up to the entrance to the ballroom. The ball was in full swing. They’d arrived late to give Dozan’s spies time to infiltrate the party and set up a sufficient perimeter. It would be foolish to step inside the room of their enemy and hope for the best. They had come with their weapons raised, ready for a fight.

      The door swung wide, and a short woman dressed in the black-and-silver livery of the House of Shadows called out, “His Royal Majesty, King Fordham Ollivier of House Charbonnet, called the House of Shadows, and his betrothed and our future queen, Lady Kerrigan Argon, first of the House of Cruse of House Bryonica.”

      A hush fell over the crowd as Fordham stepped forward with Kerrigan at his side. “Now.”

      With a breath, she reached deep into her well of magic. It answered with a soft thrum that nearly made her weep every time it was successful. Weeks without her magic made her never take her renewed gift for granted. But this wasn’t her own magic she was reaching for. She crossed the bridge that connected her to Fordham and found the thread of black at his center—the ability that was a closely guarded Ollivier secret. Only the Ollivier line had this power in all of Alandria.

      Then, with the crush of the crowd’s eyes on her, she tugged that thread. The shadows in the room listened to her hungry, desperate cry. They answered with relish, leaping to her hands, wrapping around her wrists, and crawling like smoke up her arms.

      A gasp rang from the crowd. The nearest group of female Fae scurried backward a few steps away from her, fear written on their carefully made-up faces. They ran into another set of Fae, who took a shocked step backward and braced the terrified women to keep them from fully fleeing.

      Fordham took her hand and let the shadows crawl up his arm and pool into his other hand. The pair of them in black and silver, wreathed in Ollivier shadow magic, was a sight to behold. One of terror, based on the faces of those assembled. It was sooner than they’d wanted to display this ability to Fordham’s subjects, but with the threat from Barron and Viviana evident, they’d agreed that this was the easiest show of strength.

      The focus of their little display was the heads of the Laurent and Blanchard families, who looked murderous. Viviana’s expression was more petulant and irritated. She was the lesser of two threats. Barron looked like he was going to extend his canines, tear through Kerrigan’s throat, and enjoy watching her blood flood the ballroom.

      She smiled at him—a taunt that she couldn’t help but throw in his direction. He’d made his move with this party. She’d made hers. Now it was time to see where the game led.

      Barron arched an eyebrow and then took Viviana by the arm and stalked forward. “Welcome,” he boomed with syrupy sweetness that was beyond fake considering the deadly expression still painted on his face. “What a surprise that you chose to attend and with such spectacle.”

      “And in such attire,” Viviana added with a wrinkled nose. “Quite a fashion statement.”

      “Thanks. It’s all the rage in the capital,” Kerrigan said. “Perhaps I could set you up with my fashion designer back home. He’d really spruce up your wardrobe.”

      Viviana looked aghast. “This is the height of fashion.”

      “Oh. Yes. It’s very traditional. It’s just not what’s up-and-coming. It makes sense, what with the Society keeping you from leaving the mountain, that you wouldn’t know what’s in vogue in the city.”

      “I don’t need city fashion.”

      “I see,” Kerrigan said as she twirled a shadow around her finger. “That explains the treaty you signed, I guess.”

      Viviana gaped at her. “The treaty to keep our people from being slaughtered? By the Society that you were a part of.”

      “Oh, Viviana, I don’t want to talk politics tonight,” Kerrigan said as she fluttered her eyelashes. “We all know that I’m fighting the Society for their terrible treatment of both my people and your people. We’re on the same side, right?”

      Barron’s grip on Viviana’s arm tightened until she winced. She smoothed over her features as if she had just realized that everyone was watching them. “Yes, of course.”

      Prescott sidled up then, appearing almost as if out of nowhere. For a second, it was as if he were the only person in the room who didn’t sense the tension growing between the heads of the royal houses.

      “Are we going to dance?” His voice was pitched too high, and he teetered sideways, nearly knocking into Kerrigan. He laughed drunkenly. “We’ve been waiting for you to begin.”

      “Gods, Prescott,” Fordham snarled. “Can’t you keep yourself together?”

      Prescott took another long sip of his wine in answer. “I guess not then?”

      Fordham’s eyes were deadly as he said, “You’re a mess. Go somewhere and sober up. It’s a disgrace.” Then he physically pushed Prescott aside to offer his hand to Viviana. “Shall we?”

      Barron did the same to Kerrigan. “My lady?”

      Kerrigan shot a glance at Fordham, who looked like he wanted to eat glass before he gave Kerrigan over to their enemy. But what else could he do in the situation? They had come to show their strength in the crowd of their enemies. She had to do this too.

      “Absolutely. It’d be an honor,” she crooned, stepping away from Fordham and into the arms of his rival.

      Fordham was still watching her as Viviana dragged him into position on the dance floor. When bloodshed didn’t follow their entrance, the rest of the room went back to gossiping, and a line of dancers got into position around them.

      Barron drew Kerrigan in close, positioning their arms and then sliding his hand to the small of her back. She held back her distaste as her hand went to his shoulder. The only good thing about all this was that she was an excellent dancer. She’d loved it so much as a child growing up in the House of Cruse in Bryonica. The dances came to her with ease. It was one of the reasons she was so good with her footwork—it had felt like an extension of her dancing skills.

      Unfortunately, Barron Laurent was also an excellent dancer. She should have foreseen it, considering Fordham had confirmed that Barron was an exceptional soldier. She hadn’t seen him in action, but she didn’t doubt Fordham’s praise on the matter.

      Barron whisked her around the space as if she were a doll and he was in complete control. Normally she would have adored that in a partner, but right now, she didn’t want to be out of control.

      “So do you expect me to believe that those shadows belong to you?” he asked after a few tense moments.

      Kerrigan glanced up into his dark eyes with an arched eyebrow. “You think they’re not mine?”

      “You’re not an Ollivier.”

      “Not yet,” she purred.

      He smirked. “Not yet, and even then, none of King Samael’s wives have gained this incredible talent by marrying into the line.”

      “That’s unfortunate for them.”

      “Even though it was a trick, it did look formidable,” he said. “Well done.”

      “Thank you,” she said without pretext. Then she gathered shadows toward her and let them wrap around both her and Barron’s attached hands. “I’m a fan of them.”

      His expression never changed. He looked at the shadows like they were a little nuisance. “I know he has his eyes on you at all times.”

      Not just his eyes. She could feel the fear through the bond. The worry about leaving her in Barron’s arms. But she could take care of herself. She’d dealt with worse. Ashby March had tried to force her into an arranged marriage. She’d almost been sold into sex slavery by Tarcus Valerii. She’d stared down Vulsan Andromadix, a full-blooded Doma, and survived. Barron wasn’t anything new.

      Men were always trying to control her. It had become a new fact of life. Their power was threatened by her very existence. She was strong in all the ways they wanted her to be weak. She was smart and clever in all the ways they wanted her to be dumb and submissive. She wasn’t silent in the face of oppression. She didn’t back down in the face of adversity. She refused to be compliant or complicit in their bigotry. When she persevered despite all the ways they held her back and the obstacles they put in her path, they chose another tactic. If control didn’t work, then they wanted to break her.

      At the end of the day, the men that were in her life didn’t need her reassurance that they were the good ones. They did that every day just by existing with her strength. Fordham would never have to question where he stood with her because the answer was always by her side.

      If only there were more like him and less like Barron Laurent.

      “Well, we could get out of his eyesight,” Kerrigan said, “but I have a feeling that’s what you want.”

      “What are you suggesting?” he asked with the same sullen look. “That I would want to be alone with you? Preposterous. I would never degrade myself so.”

      “Oh, certainly not,” she said as he twirled her away from him. When she turned back in, she added, “Your affiliation with half-Fae is entirely pure, I’m sure.”

      “I don’t have affiliation with half-Fae. They’re servants, nothing more, nothing less,” he said, even and steady.

      He was goading her at the same time as she was trying to goad him. But it wasn’t working. She didn’t know his pain points well enough to know what would addle him, just that he wanted power and she was in the way.

      “Servant. Got it,” she said with a smile. “Must really irritate you that I’m going to be your queen.”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      She blinked at him. He didn’t even give her an evil smile, just said it as bluntly as ever. “Well, that was the nicest threat I’ve ever gotten.”

      “Was it?” he asked. “I didn’t mean for it to be.”

      She laughed because what else could she do? “Fordham might have something to say about that.”

      “Well, when he’s off the throne, I won’t care what he has to say.”

      “You’re awfully confident.”

      “I know Ollivier’s strengths,” he said, unconcerned. “I’ll win the denouncement, and then I’ll take the throne. If you’re lucky, you’ll belong to me after he’s gone.”

      Kerrigan couldn’t believe his gall. She’d known his play was the coronation, but she hadn’t thought he’d spout it off like that. “And here I thought you wanted me gone.”

      He shrugged. “Half-Fae should be servants or dead. Your choice.”

      And he meant it.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen

        The Leash

      
      “Well, hello there, handsome,” Wynter said with a feral smile. “Mind if I cut in?”

      Barron’s expression changed when it lit on Wynter. He’d been stoic the entire dance, but as soon as the Ollivier princess appeared, the suave, smooth talker appeared. As if all his ill intentions had evaporated at the sight of his next conquest. He was going to have to take that up with Dozan Rook.

      “Of course,” Barron said, offering his hand to Wynter.

      “My brother looks like he could use an intervention,” Wynter told Kerrigan. “I’ve got this.”

      Barron swept her into his arms. “No, I have this.”

      Then they disappeared into the crowd of dancers, leaving Kerrigan standing alone on the dance floor. She had a lot of thoughts about Barron’s change when it came to Wynter. Was that his real play? Get rid of Fordham and marry the other Ollivier instead of Viviana? He was going to quickly learn that Wynter was no longer a puppet with strings to pull. But it was an interesting thought.

      Her eyes landed on Fordham, who was trapped with Viviana nearly pressing her half-exposed breasts to his chest. She didn’t even seem to care that he looked uncomfortable.

      Kerrigan tapped Viviana on the shoulder. “This dance is mine.”

      “We weren’t done!” she snapped.

      Fordham smiled down at Kerrigan with relief. “I do whatever the lady wants.”

      Then he took up Kerrigan’s hand and twirled her away from the disappointed former queen. They took half a pass around the room before Fordham finally melted against her.

      “Her claws are deep,” he grumbled.

      “Barron is interesting.”

      “That’s a diplomatic word.”

      “We thought he wanted me dead, but I don’t think he cares about me.”

      Fordham arched an eyebrow, gesturing to the display around them—all their enemies and the contingencies they’d put in place to counter them if he came after Kerrigan. “Explain.”

      “He told me that he was going to challenge you.”

      “We knew he would.”

      “Yes,” she said as he swooped her around another couple, “but he said that once you were out of the way, I’d be his servant or dead.”

      Fordham’s expression hardened. “I see.”

      “I think he’s after Wynter, and this was a way to draw her out.” Kerrigan’s gaze shifted to Wynter, who was playing a good role with Barron, smiling and laughing and looking not at all like a deranged princess but a besotted one. “We can trust her, right?”

      Fordham followed her look. “If we start questioning our own, we’ll never trust anyone. Dozan trusts her.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Well, do we trust Dozan’s judgment?”

      “He trusted you before anyone else even listened to a word from your lips. He saw the real you first.”

      “He did,” Kerrigan said quietly. Where would she have been without the confidence of the king of the Wastes? Dead in a gutter, likely. Yes, she trusted him, and he trusted Wynter, who had proven herself time and time again. But sometimes Wynter driving a knife through Fordham’s side and nearly killing him niggled at the back of Kerrigan’s mind. “She’s playing Barron.”

      Fordham nodded. “She’s good at that. We’ll get her assessment tomorrow. Tonight, we have to survive this party.”

      Kerrigan leaned her head against Fordham’s chest as he twirled her around the room. She could hear the soft thrum of his heart, the beat that connected her to him. All she wanted to do was leave this stupid party with its stupid politics behind. They had more important work to do tonight, but here they were instead. Waste of time.

      They were still spinning around the room hours later when a hand clamped onto Fordham’s shoulder. “Might I cut in?”

      Kerrigan glanced up to find Prescott drunkenly careening toward them. Her stomach twisted at the sight of him. He wasn’t doing all right, no matter what he said. But he had volunteered for this, and they had gotten the invitation early because of his involvement with Barron. She hoped that whatever Fordham was about to do wouldn’t push Prescott further down this dark road.

      “I thought I told you to go home,” Fordham snapped.

      Prescott laughed. “You were joking.”

      “I was not.”

      But Prescott seemed to not hear him as he chuckled and leaned forward. The red wine of his drink cascaded down the front of her dress. Kerrigan swore and jerked back, watching the red liquid seep into the beautiful silver of her gown—an irreplaceable silk that would never be clean again.

      “Prescott!” she gasped. An attendant rushed forward to hand her something to try to clean herself up with, but it wasn’t going to work.

      “You insufferable idiot!” Fordham raged. “All you’ve ever been good for is getting in the way. You hide behind your cheeky little smile, but we all know the brains came from Arbor, who you let die.”

      Prescott jerked back at the insinuation. A hush fell over the crowd at those words.

      “And because you never had an original thought in your head, no one even questioned whether they should kill you too,” Fordham said. His shadows licked at his hands, and Prescott’s eyes widened in alarm. Fordham’s voice was low and dangerous as he said, “You might be family, but you bring the Ollivier name shame.”

      The shock on Prescott’s face was enough to send a knife through Kerrigan’s heart. It was all true. He’d sat back and let Arbor do the scheming, and he’d survived her death because no one had cared much about him. She hated for him to have to hear it—hated more that Fordham had been forced to say it, even if it was all to plan.

      “Ford,” she whispered, putting her hand to his sleeve. “I don’t know…”

      “Leave,” Fordham told Prescott. “And don’t show your face again until you learn decorum.”

      Prescott practically fled from the room. The rows of sycophants feeding on his humiliation, reveling in his pain and their ruler’s wickedness, didn’t see the pain in Fordham’s eyes. Not just because of what he had said to Prescott but because of how easy it was to revert to the spoiled prince he had once been.

      She tightened her grip on his arm, trying to bring him back to the present. “We too should go,” she said, gesturing to her dress. “We need a change of clothing.”

      Fordham whisked her from the room without a second thought. Her shoulders relaxed as she left the cesspool. Fordham blew out a heavy breath. They still had a few hours before daylight. They needed to get changed and up to the aerie as soon as possible if they wanted to train and reach their allies yet tonight.

      “I hate myself,” he whispered.

      “You did exactly what we planned.”

      “It was easy.”

      “I know,” she whispered, threading their fingers together.

      “I hope we both can regain our souls by the end of this.” He brought her hand up to his lips, placing a kiss on her knuckles. “My queen.”

      They turned down the next long corridor. The lamps burned low as they traipsed in. Fordham opened his mouth to say something else when a dagger flew through the air. The rasp of the blade being drawn alerted them, and at the last second, he threw up a shield to block the movement. It hit the magic an inch away from his heart before falling harmlessly to the ground.

      Kerrigan reached for her own shield, unsure where the knife had come from or how many assailants there were. Another blade flew at her back, and she whipped around as it sliced into her shield. She yelped at the spark of pain as the blade nearly cut through her magic.

      The House of Shadows had used oleander-tipped arrows in the Battle of Lethbridge, taking out more than one dragon with the poison. It seemed they were back to their old tricks. If that touched her, she didn’t think any healing could save her.

      “Position,” Fordham said, his voice going low and rough.

      She put her back to his. A dagger was handed over his shoulder to her. She felt better with it in her hand. She hadn’t been able to wear even a single blade under the dress she was in, but Fordham had no such restrictions in his suit. Steel was always her preference.

      “Come out and face us,” Fordham yelled into the darkened corridor.

      But no one answered.

      The assassins, whoever they were, melted into the shadows as if they too had the Ollivier family gift. But of course they did not. She’d known assassins like this and knew how to defeat them.

      Kerrigan breathed in her fire magic. It was her strongest element by far but one that she had always kept a lid on. She always played with air and earth and sometimes even water. Fire felt like the chaos of her hair. Like it would burn down the world if she took the lid off her rage. She only tapped into it when she had nothing else.

      If she was going to burn down the world and start fresh, she needed to start with an ember.

      Her fire magic responded like a fount, blossoming down the hall and lighting the way. One assassin, dressed in all black with their face covered, cried out as they caught fire and dropped down to roll the magic away. Another assassin sprang out from the other direction. Smoke flooded the hall in either direction, and if they weren’t careful, it would be as deadly as the flames Kerrigan had at her fingertips.

      Fordham engaged the assassin as they slashed at him and his betrothed with their daggers. The element of surprise was gone, and it was clear that Fordham was by far the better swordsman. The oleander daggers would have hindered them and made them easier targets, but it was too late now.

      Kerrigan jumped into the fray as another came into the hall. She used her air magic to blast the smoke into the face of this assailant as she heard another. Perhaps there were more? Or was this a test?

      “Don’t kill them,” Kerrigan yelled back to Fordham as she lifted her blade to deflect the assassin’s sword.

      “They’re trying to kill me,” he barked.

      “I have an idea.”

      Kerrigan twirled out of the way, using her superior footwork to get to the other side of the assassin. She kicked them in the backs of their knees, which crunched hard on the ground. Then she laid them out on their stomach and pushed her heel into their spine.

      “Don’t move or I’ll personally sever your spine,” she snarled.

      The other assassin, who she’d taken down with her flames, recovered enough to return to their feet. Kerrigan used her air to hold the first down as she engaged with the second. She didn’t need anything fancy for this. She had all four elements at the ready. And yet she wanted to prove her point.

      She grasped at the shadows in the hallway and let them coat her hands. The assassin gasped at the sight, falling back in evident fear at her control. But already she was using the shadows like a whip, lassoing the assassin with darkness and reeling him into her. She punched him in the face when he got close enough and unwound him on top of his partner.

      They both cried out as she mastered her air magic and tightened the grip around them with the closing of a fist.

      “Who sent you?” she snarled at her incapacitated assailants.

      “We’ll never say!” the first yelled.

      She kicked the second. “And you?”

      The assassin glared up at her with fire in their dark eyes. “They’ll beat you. We are just the first wave. You’ll never be safe.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard the propaganda before.” Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “A name?” She glanced up at Fordham. He had the two he’d been engaging with in a similar position, though held with nothing but his shadows. He looked like a dark god as the shadows swept over him. “You get anything from them?”

      “I recognize them,” Fordham said. “They’re Laurent dogs.”

      “As I figured.”

      “Your idea?” he asked.

      “We need to make an appearance. Can you jump?”

      Fordham’s smile was deadly. “Together.”

      Then he grasped her arm, and they all disappeared at once.

      Kerrigan landed in the center of the ballroom they had just vacated, four assassins cowering under heavy pressure before her and Fordham. Shadows crawled over Fordham, a wave of black smoke announcing their entrance.

      Screams went up at their unorthodox entrance. Attendees ran from the sight of him at full power. They should have been afraid of Kerrigan in that moment, for she was barely holding on by a thread. She wanted to kill Barron Laurent for sending assassins to ambush them. He must have wagered that they’d either complete their mission or Fordham and Kerrigan would run away with their tails between their legs. He clearly didn’t know her well or that she had a flair for the dramatic.

      “Laurent!” Fordham roared.

      Barron stood with Viviana. The room cleared a circle around them as if whatever they’d done were infectious.

      “Ollivier,” he said irreverently.

      A gasp went up at the disrespect. Calling the king by his last name and not his title was treason enough without whatever else he was about to say.

      “You let your dogs off their leashes,” Fordham said, throwing the assassins toward Barron. Kerrigan kicked the other two. They cowered and one broke into sobs at the sight of Barron. “Unlike you, I won’t kill them for following your orders. But if I see them again, I assure you I will not be as merciful.”

      Barron arched an eyebrow. For a second, Kerrigan thought that he was going to deny the accusation.

      But all he did was lift two fingers into the air. A crackle sounded all around them, and then with a sharp cut sideways, he slit the throats of all four assassins with a single bolt of lightning. The power, the control, the destruction—it was utterly terrifying. His face never changed as the blood ran from the throats of his men.

      He lifted a shoulder and said, “I am not merciful.”

      Kerrigan looked down at the dying assassins with more empathy than she’d thought she’d have for four people who had just tried to kill her. But Barron was a monster and a sadist. They didn’t deserve his authority.

      They deserved better. If this was what the alternative was, the entire world needed empathetic leaders. And Kerrigan was more certain than ever that she would be the one to make that happen.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen

        The Spirit

      
      Kerrigan was still shaky when she made it up to the aerie. She’d had to toss the dress and heeled shoes she wore for the night. Between wine and blood, they were never going to be clean again.

      Fordham hadn’t said a word since he’d issued his threat to Barron. She could see he was still withdrawn about what was to come with the coronation. Barron had been so blatant. Kerrigan wanted to call him a traitor and kill him for treason, but she knew it wasn’t that easy. They needed the other houses against the Society, as much as she hated that that continued to be their excuse. Killing Barron at the coronation would be the only way to keep all the houses from going to war with one another.

      “What took you so long?” Tieran asked into her mind as she approached him.

      “Assassins.”

      “You seem in one piece.”

      “Four assassins isn’t enough to take us down,” Kerrigan quipped.

      Fordham sighed at the words and put his hand to Netta’s side. “Let’s put it behind us for now.”

      Kerrigan wanted to console him, but she knew him well enough to know he needed his space. She dropped the bag she’d collected, removed a piece of chalk, and made a circle at the center of the aerie. Then she took out candles and put them around the circle, instructing Fordham to sit inside the circle with her. She lit the candles with a flick of her wrist.

      “This will keep any spirits from approaching us while we’re on the plane,” Kerrigan explained. “It’s safer, especially on nights when the spirit is closer to the surface.”

      “Like tonight.”

      “Yes.” Kerrigan closed her eyes and breathed in and out slowly. “There are five arts of spirit magic—spirit plane, dreamwalking, visions, illusions, and energy magic. Each one is increasingly more difficult to the point where I have never consciously used my energy magic.”

      “I remember you unconsciously using it,” Fordham said.

      So did she. Twice now, she’d been in a life-or-death situation and killed everyone around her in an energy blast that saved her life. She didn’t particularly want to do that again without some precision.

      “Tonight, we’re going to start with the spirit plane,” she said instead. “The first time I ever activated the plane was with the ancient dragon Gelryn during the dragon tournament testing. He was supposed to assess me, but instead, I controlled the plane. As you know, it took much trial and error to get where I am today, much of that thanks to Cleora.”

      Cleora was a professor at a university in Domara, the world of the gods, and she’d found Kerrigan on the spirit plane and become her spirit teacher. They’d met in person when Kerrigan and Fordham fell through a portal to the land of the gods, and she’d been there to help Kerrigan regain her magic and return home.

      “Hopefully, we’ll see her tonight.”

      “And get news on your mother,” Fordham added.

      Kerrigan’s eyes fluttered open, and she saw the hope in his irises. They’d had to leave her mother behind in Domara to face Vulsan and He Who Reigns alone. The fear that she was dead from that encounter was something Kerrigan had been avoiding so she wouldn’t choke on it.

      “Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “For the first time, I’m going to take you out of your body with me so you can get the feel of it. Then I’ll let you try it yourself.”

      He nodded. “I’m ready.”

      She felt the brush of his magic against hers, as if he were searching for the thread of her spirit magic in the same way that his shadows existed. Except her spirit wasn’t like that. It was a vast, shifting well within her core like a bottomless lake that she dove into. Still, Fordham settled there, a soft presence that made her sigh with relief.

      Then she called the plane to her, dropping out of her body and hovering above it in the center of the aerie. Fordham appeared next to her, awe on his face.

      “I…” He hesitated as he gazed around. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      “Didn’t Gelryn do this to you in dragon testing?”

      “Yes, but it felt different. I couldn’t feel it. I can tell the difference through our connection.”

      “Good. Use that difference, because it’s your turn.”

      Kerrigan dropped them both back into their bodies. Fordham’s eyes flickered open in surprise.

      “That’s disorienting.”

      “Wait until we get onto the plane itself. It’s twice as strange.” She grinned. “Your turn.”

      “So I just pull?” he asked.

      “Reach for the spirit magic, and let it suffuse you. Then you’re going to step out of yourself. Just don’t take too big of a step. More like a little shuffle forward,” Kerrigan said. When she’d initially learned this astral projection, it had been with her first spirit teacher, Zina, whose mother was the last full spirit user in Alandria. She’d disappeared after the Battle of Lethbridge, when her father had fallen and she’d learned about her mother’s true death—another person to add to their list of potential allies.

      “Here I go,” Fordham said, closing his eyes again.

      The first pull sent them both to the top of the aerie.

      Kerrigan laughed. “Good. A little less oomph, but that’s the hang of it.”

      “You made it look so easy. This feels terrible,” he admitted.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      He shook his head. “I really doubt that. You used to do this on dragon back?” He shuddered. “I can’t imagine.”

      Kerrigan pulled them both back toward the ground. “You can’t be the best at everything,” she teased. “Now put us back.”

      Fordham floundered for a few minutes before he settled enough to drop them back into their bodies. He was panting when he opened his eyes. “That’s exhausting.”

      “Yes, it’s draining.” Though Kerrigan didn’t feel drained—not with all the celestial power boost. It must be because this was all new to him.

      “Maybe we should visit our allies before I’m tapped.”

      Kerrigan frowned. “Are you sure? This is your practice time.”

      “As king, reaching our allies is the most important thing here. I can practice another time.” He cleared his throat. “Or not at all. I sort of hated that.”

      She laughed. “I’ve never known you to give up.”

      “I know my strengths.”

      “Okay. Well, let’s check in with Cleora at least. Hold on.”

      Fordham reached back out with his magic, and this time when she pulled them both out of their bodies, she continued past their world and onto the spirit plane. She landed in a bed of clouds on a sunny day. Fordham looked around in shock.

      “This is the plane?”

      “At least the one that I always come to,” she told him. “Whoever is strongest controls the plane. You can change your attire or surroundings based on your strength.” With a thought, she changed out of the black attire and into a pink ball gown. A second later, Fordham was in the powder-blue suit he’d worn once.

      “Really?” he asked, deadpan.

      She smirked. “If you’re so strong, bring back your black silk.”

      Fordham concentrated, a furrow forming between his brows as he tried to bring his clothes back. But no matter how he tried, not even a flicker of his clothing came through.

      “Guess I’m stronger than you,” she said.

      He bowed at the waist. “Revel in your domain, my queen.”

      She released her grasp on his clothing and let the kingly attire return. “Don’t be afraid,” she told him, then she took his hand and dove off the clouds.

      Fordham gasped as they descended. No matter that dragon training had helped his fear of falling, it was still there, buried deep. She could see it in his expression as they left the clouds and floated toward the rocky beach below. She tightened her grip on him and sent a flood of joy down their bond.

      Then she pulled up sharp, and they landed with ease on the coast of the ocean. This time when she saw the strange mountain range in the distance, she knew it for what it was—Domara.

      “I don’t miss those hills,” Fordham said, straightening his clothes. “Not at all.”

      Kerrigan turned in a circle, hoping to see Cleora waiting for them. Not that she had always been there when they’d had assigned times for this, but Kerrigan had still hoped. She’d have done anything to see her right then.

      “I guess we were too late,” Fordham said.

      Kerrigan sighed. “Well, we tried. I guess we should…”

      Another figure materialized out of nothingness. Not the tall, blond figure of Cleora but a brunette in a university uniform.

      “Danae!” Kerrigan all but yelled, throwing herself at the girl.

      Danae laughed and wrapped her arms around Kerrigan. “Cleora didn’t know if you’d show. She had me on watch duty.”

      “How are you here?” Kerrigan demanded.

      Danae was the daughter of Constantine Pallas, the king of the conquered country of Andine. They were the last royalty alive, and Danae had been hidden by her father for years because of her sought-after magic—truthtelling. A magic that would make her a slave of the Doma for its power if it was ever discovered. Kerrigan had gotten Cleora to take Danae in at the university after realizing that hiding the power was killing her. But last she checked, the girl didn’t have spirit magic.

      “She has a spirit stone,” Danae said with a shrug. “I have no idea how it works, and Cleora talked my ear off about theoretical casting exercises before I tried to use it.”

      “Sounds like her.”

      “Yes, but I can use it to talk to you until the stone needs a recharge. I’ve been here on and off all night.”

      “We’re glad to see you,” Fordham said to her.

      Danae flushed and cast her gray eyes down. “It’s…it’s good to see you.”

      “Tell us everything,” Kerrigan said. “You’re all right? Cleora? My mother?”

      “Yes. We’re fine. Your mother is under house arrest. We haven’t seen her since you left. I’m sorry.”

      Kerrigan’s heart dropped. “It’s not your fault. I’m sure she’s okay. She’s the daughter of He Who Reigns. He wouldn’t harm her.”

      Danae frowned. “Let’s hope that’s true. How are things in your world? Did you succeed in uniting your people?”

      Fordham glanced to Kerrigan. “That’s in the works.”

      “Oh,” Danae said. “I thought going back with your magic would fix it.”

      “Me too,” Kerrigan said with a sigh.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      Kerrigan didn’t know how exactly they could possibly help, being that they were on the other side of the dimension and all. But she was sure there was more she could learn, and maybe that would fix it. “Could you ask Cleora to meet me at the next full moon? I still need to learn energy magic.”

      Danae nodded. “Of course. Be safe in the meantime.”

      Kerrigan hugged her again. “You too.”

      They said their goodbyes, and Kerrigan wrenched them off the plane. Fordham was pale, bending over his legs as he breathed heavily.

      “This is too much for you,” she noted.

      “No, I can keep going.”

      She shook her head. “Absolutely not. You would never let me continue if I were doubled over, panting on the ground.”

      He glanced up at her. “I think I actually have done that many times.”

      “Well, yes, fair, but this is different. Spirit magic can burn you out.”

      It was a testament to how shitty he must have felt that he didn’t argue with her. “As you say.”

      “Good,” she said with relief.

      “You don’t even seem winded.”

      “No, I feel fine. I must have pulled more spirit magic or something.”

      Fordham shot her a skeptical look as if he had some other idea for her increased ability in spirit magic, but instead he said, “Who are you going to reach out to first?”

      The list was long: Alura, Audria, Noda, Zina to start. Checking in with Clover and Hadrian too. If she felt this good, then she might be able to get through everyone tonight. But of everyone, she felt like Audria made the most sense. Yes, her friends had concerns about Audria working with the Society, but she had been Kerrigan’s first friend in Bryonica. She’d fought for Kerrigan tooth and nail every step of the way. She’d fought by her side in the arena against the Red Masks. Maybe she was surviving in Draco Mountain, but Kerrigan felt certain she was just biding her time.

      “Audria,” she finally said.

      Fordham nodded. “I thought you might say that.”

      “You don’t think I’m crazy for trusting her?”

      “No,” he said at once. “We’ve gone into battle with her on more than one occasion.”

      “We were with Roake too,” she said, reminding him of the male who had betrayed them.

      “It’s your call.”

      “Audria,” she said.

      Kerrigan reached for her spirit magic. Dreamwalking could be done in two different ways—either Kerrigan could walk into someone else’s dream, or she could pull them into hers. The former was much more dangerous, the latter much more difficult. The only time she’d successfully done the latter was with Fordham, when she had been in the holy waters in Bryonica. She’d had endless power then and used it to find him when he’d been trying to break his curse.

      She touched her magic again to get an assessment of her depth, but it honestly didn’t feel any different. It was surprising because by now, she’d normally feel low. She could step into Audria’s dream to assess where she was in all this, but she’d lack control. Or she could just go for the harder option.

      “Pull me back out if it looks like I’m flagging,” she told Fordham.

      Fordham frowned. “Be careful.”

      “Best I can.”

      Then she reached down and found that place where Audria resided—the signature of her magic that smelled like Bryonican sunflowers and the holy waters of Draíocht. The summer girl who had been her friend so long. Then Kerrigan threw for it across what she was certain would be a great distance: Audria safely back in her rooms in the mountain.

      Except the throw didn’t feel that long, and her brow furrowed at the short cast. Had she done something wrong?

      She barely had a second to think before she was inside a dream world of her own making, a figure with golden hair standing before her.

      “Kerrigan?” Audria gasped. Tears came to her blue eyes, and she threw herself into Kerrigan’s arms. “You’re okay. Oh gods, you’re okay. Where are you? Where are we? Oh, don’t answer that. I don’t want that information.”

      Kerrigan looked her friend in the face. For all intents and purposes, she looked like the same golden-honey dream girl, a beauty—confident, popular, and vivacious—except for the hollows under her eyes, the tremble of her hands, and the downturn of her mouth, the fear laced in her expression, as if she were waiting for the other shoe to drop, only the shoe was a blade on her neck.

      “How is this happening?” Audria gasped. “I’m here, but I don’t know where here is.”

      “Spirit magic,” Kerrigan said.

      “Right. I didn’t think you could do this,” Audria said in awe. “I don’t know how you even got your powers back.”

      “It’s a long story. What happened to you?” Kerrigan asked.

      Tears formed in Audria’s eyes. “You left. Bastian took over the Society. I was imprisoned, but Roake vouched for me.”

      “I’d heard as much. And now you’re working for the Society?”

      “No,” she gasped. “I mean, yes.” She scrubbed at her face again. “I don’t agree with them, Kerrigan, but I don’t want to die. Roake got me out of the dungeons, but I’m being followed, and I can only leave the mountain with him.”

      “Oh, Audria.”

      “I thought you were dead,” she said, breaking down into tears. “Helly was dead. You were dead. Fordham was dead. I didn’t know what to do. I thought I could work from the inside, but no one trusts me. Gods, do you hate me?”

      “I don’t,” Kerrigan told her. She envied her the ability to keep going through life like a lie, the privilege to do it. “Now I have someone on the inside.”

      “Yes. Yes, I’ll do anything I can to help,” Audria said at once. “But I don’t see how I can help. Roake is going away on this mission, and while he’s gone, I’m under house arrest.”

      “A mission?” Kerrigan asked.

      Audria’s mouth opened and then closed abruptly. “I…”

      Kerrigan arched an eyebrow. “What’s he doing, Audria?”

      “I’m not even supposed to know,” Audria said in a whisper as if she expected someone to overhear.

      “But you do know.”

      Audria dropped her gaze. “He’s escorting a scholar to the Holy Mountain.”

      Kerrigan narrowed her eyes. “For what purpose?”

      “To talk to the Dragon Council.”

      The Dragon Council. Her mind whirled at that information. What exactly could Bastian want with the Dragon Council? Any of the innumerable possibilities were frightening.

      “Who else is going with him?”

      “Uh, I think four escorts in total.”

      “Just fighters?”

      “No, two fighters and a healer. I only know because Roake was trying to convince me to go as a healer.”

      Kerrigan considered. “But you’re not even a good healer.”

      “That’s what I told him. But the other healers revolted after Helly’s death,” Audria said in a whisper. Helly had been the most accomplished healer in several generations. When Bastian had murdered her in the arena, it was beyond Kerrigan losing her mother figure; it was also losing the knowledge of several lifetimes.

      “I see,” Kerrigan said. If they were down to Audria as one of their most accomplished healers, then they were definitely struggling. “And the other healers went where?”

      “Sonali took them to Rosemont, and the king and queen have closed off Bryonica to the Society,” Audria admitted wistfully. “I wish she’d taken me with her, but I was imprisoned then.”

      Kerrigan considered this statement. The healers had protested. Bryonica was against the Society. It was as Gerrond had intimated—the houses were in open rebellion over what had happened. Kerrigan could use this.

      “Do you think you can convince Roake to take you on as the healer again?”

      “Uh…maybe,” Audria said slowly as if she realized that Kerrigan was strategizing.

      “Maybe or yes?”

      “It’s Roake,” she said softly. “I could probably convince him of anything.”

      Kerrigan nodded. She agreed with that. Roake had always been in love with Audria. “And this scholar is the one who will speak with the Dragon Council?”

      Audria nodded. “What are you thinking?”

      Kerrigan had a lot of ideas, one in particular she thought could work if she had Audria on her side. That was a big if right now, but it was one worth pursuing. Especially if it could disrupt the Society’s plans.

      “Do you want to change sides, Audria?”

      “Yes,” she said immediately. Then a dangerous smile crossed her face. “Oh, Roake is going to hate this.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “What else is new?”

      “You’re not going to kill him, are you?” Audria asked. She frowned. “I know that he’s on the wrong side, but…”

      “I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “That’s not a no.”

      “I know,” Kerrigan said.

      Audria accepted the answer. “What do I need to do?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen

        The Mission

      
      A knife materialized in Wynter’s grasp, slicing upward toward Kerrigan’s middle. Kerrigan parried the attack, breaking Wynter’s hold on the weapon and sending it skittering across the torch-lit floor.

      Wynter nodded and went to retrieve the weapon. “Your instincts are sharp.”

      “As ever.”

      “But you should have countered with your shadows, like we practiced.”

      “Right. Right,” Kerrigan grumbled.

      Chuckling could be heard as another figure appeared in the aerie. Wynter stiffened when she looked up.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I was in the area,” Dozan said.

      “You know that we’re about to head out on the mission,” Wynter countered.

      “I’m aware,” he said, slipping his hands into the pockets of his black pants. It was then that Kerrigan realized he wasn’t dressed in his usual suit. Instead, he was in flying attire with a cloak and gloves.

      “You’re not coming,” Kerrigan said. “We’ve already decided.”

      After her drop into Audria’s dreams, Kerrigan had come out drained to tell Fordham exactly what had happened. The sun was breaking over the horizon, and their time was up for that night. She might have been able to go back into a dreamwalk, but it was a risk that Fordham wasn’t willing to take. Instead, they dove into planning for the Society ambush with the details that Audria had provided.

      “We can handle ourselves without you,” Wynter said dismissively.

      Dozan lifted a brow. “I’m sure you can, but I wouldn’t want to miss the fun.”

      Wynter huffed and opened her mouth as if to argue the point, which had already been argued. Wynter was going to have to shadow-jump, and she was quicker alone. Having to jump extra people in or out was draining.

      Kerrigan remembered when those were Fordham’s limitations as well. The Daijan bond had extended his abilities to the breadth of the user that held the bond, which had been her mother, one of the most powerful Doma in existence. She’d stretched the bounds of his abilities before passing the bond to Kerrigan. And that stretch had remained. Now he could do things he’d only dreamed about before.

      Fordham slid out of the shadows and appeared from nothing at their sides. “Did I miss anything?” He cast his eyes to Dozan, his eyebrows rising. Fordham glanced between the group. “Who invited Dozan?”

      “I invited myself.”

      “We were just telling Dozan he has to stay home. Wynter can’t jump more than one person.”

      Fordham laughed as he came around Netta in all black flying leathers. “You’ll get there one day, sister.”

      Wynter shot him a vulgar gesture. “I can jump more than one person.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Dozan said with a shrug.

      “That isn’t what she meant,” Kerrigan shot back.

      “I thought we’d already gone through this,” Fordham said with a sigh. “The mission is set.”

      “Then why does it look like you’re in flying gear?” Wynter demanded.

      “Well…”

      Dozan chortled. “You can’t send the king on the mission. It’s idiotic enough to take Wynter and Kerrigan, the princess and the future queen, on a mission, but the king as well? What happens if you’re all captured or killed? Barron would be in charge.”

      Fordham ground his teeth together. “I’m a dragon rider. That’s who I am.”

      “That’s who you were,” Dozan argued. “Right now, your place is here. Unless you want your enemy to sink his claws deeper into your throne.”

      “He’s right,” Wynter said with a sigh.

      Kerrigan ran a hand back over her braided hair. “We need you safe.”

      Fordham looked aghast at her agreement, but she tugged on the bond with reassurances. She’d thought that Fordham had gone along with all the planning a little too easily. She shouldn’t have been surprised that he was here again, ready to take off into danger. That was what they were good at after all.

      “It’s just a stealth mission. We will be in and out with the scholar in no time.”

      His forehead touched hers, and he brushed their lips together. “Get in, get out, and don’t be seen. By order of your king.”

      Dozan tipped him a mocking salute. Wynter nodded once.

      Kerrigan turned to Dozan. “You’ve flown on Tieran before?”

      “He and I are acquainted.”

      “I am the smaller of the two dragons,” Tieran said into their minds. “He would be better as a second on Netta if she will have him.”

      “I will,” Netta said.

      Wynter and Dozan exchanged a look, a smirk on his lips, a frown on hers. Someone could have cut the tension with a spoon.

      “Fine,” Wynter said. “You’re with me.”

      Kerrigan hid her smile as she headed toward Tieran. Those two were circling each other like vultures over carrion. She climbed onto Tieran’s back and settled in.

      “We’re heading due west, just outside Death’s Valley,” Kerrigan told them. “We’ll land before we get there and hike to our quarry. Stay on Tieran’s flank.”

      Wynter sank into her seat on the back of Netta, and a second later, Dozan settled in behind her, his hands going to her hips. Wynter was as stiff as a board while Dozan clearly relished her discomfort. Not that it was a discomfort because she wanted him to stop. Kerrigan could see that on her features, and Kerrigan didn’t know what was holding Wynter back. But good for her for making Dozan do all the chasing. He deserved that.

      “Happy hunting,” Fordham said to them.

      And then Tieran dove off the edge of the aerie into the pitch-black sky beyond. Kerrigan wanted to hold her arms out and scream her delight as they plummeted toward the rocky ground below, but it wasn’t that kind of flight.

      Tieran was already mad enough at her that he hadn’t been there for her equinox spirit dive. He and Netta had celebrated the holiday in a traditional dragon celebration that they’d both ignored questions about. She didn’t know if that meant they were making more dragon eggs or if it was an actual secret. Considering Tieran had lost his mate to the horrors of the dragon tournament, she’d have been perfectly happy for him if it were the former.

      A half hour later, a small encampment appeared on the horizon. Tieran and Netta dove low to avoid notice in case anyone was awake and landed in an outcropping of hills some distance away.

      “So what’s the plan, boss?” Dozan asked.

      “I’m meeting Audria. She has no idea that you’re going to be here, and I want to keep it that way.”

      Just in case she betrayed us. It was the unspoken thing hovering between them. That this might all be a setup. Kerrigan wouldn’t know until she got there, but she’d been practicing and had a backup plan just in case.

      “We have our mission,” Wynter said with a nod.

      Kerrigan, Wynter, and Dozan left the dragons behind and headed through the hills toward the group of Society members. When they crested the nearest hill, they got a full look into the valley beyond. Kerrigan released a long breath. A part of her had been worried that Audria was lying to her, but in a circle in the middle of the valley were four dragons of various sizes and colors, surrounding the tents of five Fae. She recognized Evien at once. Audria’s dragon had bright purple scales, and even before she had belonged to Audria, Kerrigan had been her friend in the House of Dragons. Roake’s dragon, Luxor, was there as well. Sapphire blue and incredibly muscular, he was easy to spot. She didn’t recognize any of the other dragons, but it was enough to prove Audria’s tale, though not enough to prove it wasn’t a diversion or a way to sniff Kerrigan out.

      “They’re still sleeping,” Wynter whispered.

      “Good,” Kerrigan said.

      Wynter clasped her hand. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

      Dozan grinned as he followed Wynter out of sight.

      Kerrigan hunkered down. They’d come early to the meetup so that she could verify she wasn’t walking into a trap, but she still wasn’t sure that was the case.

      There was a fire burning at the center of the camp, and Kerrigan saw a Fae she didn’t recognize shake Audria awake. She jumped up as if she’d been hit, but it was just her turn to take over the watch.

      This was the tricky part. Did they trust her to go on a watch by herself? She’d said that she could get them to agree to it, but Kerrigan didn’t know. Audria took up position for her watch, glancing back once at the guy she’d relieved. Kerrigan was about to head lower into the valley when Roake stirred.

      “Gods,” Kerrigan whispered, hiding behind the shrubbery she had taken cover under. She couldn’t hear what was being said, but she could read the body language.

      Roake sidled up to Audria and gave her a long, lingering kiss. Audria shook her head at whatever he said next. She gestured to the horizon as if she was informing him of her watch. He was clearly insinuating something else. Audria stood, and what looked like a small argument took place. Eventually Roake put his hands out conciliatorily and stomped back to his tent.

      Guess he’d been expecting some action. Good. Audria’s refusal bolstered Kerrigan’s confidence in her. Still…

      Roake would be up for a while after that argument. He’d always been the type to stew. Eventually Audria returned to her feet, double-checked that everyone was sleeping, and began to pace the perimeter. Their signal to begin.

      It’s time.

      Kerrigan slipped lower into the valley, heading toward Audria. It was a few minutes until they were far enough away from the rest of the camp for Kerrigan to approach her. Audria glanced around as if she were unsure the conversation with Kerrigan days ago had actually happened.

      Kerrigan grinned, reaching out and grasping Audria on the arm and yanking her away. Audria gasped. Kerrigan put her hand over her mouth, jerking her back to Kerrigan’s front.

      “It’s me,” she hissed.

      “Oh gods,” Audria said. “I didn’t know if you were going to come.”

      “You did good,” Kerrigan said. She released Audria, getting her first look at her. She looked haggard compared to her perfect prim-and-proper self. “What was the argument with Roake?”

      Audria flushed. “He wanted to use our time alone…”

      “Ah,” Kerrigan said. “And the scholar?”

      Audria gestured to the camp. “In the middle. I don’t know how we’re going to get past all the guards.”

      “Leave that to me.”

      A sharp laugh sounded behind them, and then a sword was leveled at Kerrigan’s neck. “Release my girlfriend.”

      Roake appeared out of the darkness.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nineteen

        The Diversion

      
      “Hello, Roake,” Kerrigan said.

      She tugged Audria back against her, putting her in between the sword and Kerrigan’s throat. She treated Audria as if she were in fact a prisoner. That was an easier explanation than defector, traitor. She didn’t want him to think that—not yet at least.

      “Roake, no,” Audria said. “How…”

      “How?” he snarled. “You forget that I trained with you both for the year of dragon training. I was part of the team.”

      “We didn’t forget,” Kerrigan said, “but we certainly would have liked to.”

      His face screwed up with a mix of fury and hurt. Ironic, considering he’d been the one to double-cross their team. A hidden Red Mask in their midst who turned on them all in the middle of a battle in which he should have been at their back.

      “You don’t know anything,” Roake said. “I had to.”

      “Had to?” Kerrigan asked with a gasped laugh. “Are you kidding me? You had to be a Red Mask? You had to turn against your team? You had to defect?”

      “Defect? I stayed with the Society. I stayed with my people. You were the one always running off and causing riots and giving political speeches. You should have just stayed in your lane.”

      “Well, that’s rich. I should have just let the Society, the Red Masks, and Bastian slaughter his dissenters and all the humans and half-Fae? That’s what I should have done?” she demanded, her fury a living creature in her chest. “Be more like you?”

      He flinched at her words. “We didn’t kill everyone.”

      “No, not everyone. You need to keep your enemy close, a reminder of what could happen to others who disobey. But people are still disagreeing with the Society, aren’t they? People aren’t just falling into line like you hoped.”

      A spark of surprise lit on his face. “How did you know?” His gaze shifted to Audria. “Did you?”

      “As if the houses aren’t speaking among themselves? As if I don’t have ears, however faintly pointed they are, that can tell me that things aren’t going so well for Bastian and his little coup?” Her eyes flicked down his front and back up. “Not going so well for you either. Had to get Audria here out of prison and have her attached to your hip before she would ever consider taking your traitorous ass to bed.”

      “Kerrigan!” Audria gasped.

      Roake snarled and thrust his sword forward, but there was nowhere for it to go. He would have to kill Audria to get to Kerrigan, and they both knew he would never do that.

      “Stop!” Audria gasped.

      “Yeah, stop, Roake,” Kerrigan taunted. “It wasn’t enough that they murdered Helly in front of us, stripped away my magic, and imprisoned Audria. What more do they have to do before you realize that you’re on the wrong side?”

      Kerrigan needed to keep him talking. He had always been easy to rile, but the last thing she wanted was for him to pay more attention to what was happening in the valley than what was right in front of his face.

      “There are no sides,” Roake said.

      “That’s incredibly naive coming from you. Bastian wants me dead. I want to live. That sounds like sides to me.”

      He hesitated as if considering something for the first time. “Maybe we could talk to him.”

      Kerrigan snorted out a laugh before seeing his face. “Oh, you’re serious.”

      “If you just comply—”

      “Audria, do you think I should just comply? Do you think they wouldn’t immediately kill me and hang my dead body on a pike at the entrance to the mountain?”

      “I…” Audria hesitated. “I think they’d kill you.”

      “See there, Roake? Audria is sensible at least.”

      Roake floundered. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      “Correct. It can be so much better. It can be a world made for all, not just Fae, not just the ones that the Red Masks believe should exist. And if you had been listening any of those times I went to protests—not riots—or made any political speeches, you’d realize that what I wanted was equity for the people and Fae alike. But instead, all you and your kind hear was that we want less for you, that your privilege in government, your privilege as Fae, made you above us and we wanted to destroy that. When what we wanted was a world where we had equal rights, not at the expense of yours but at your side.” Kerrigan shook her head. “Instead, you believe that your privilege should come at the expense of the many, and I cannot condone that.”

      “Always coming back to my privilege as if I can control the fact that I was born a Fae,” he growled.

      “Privilege isn’t inherently negative, Roake. It’s just something you have based on your birth. Yes, you’re a wealthy Fae male. That gives you privilege in our society. It’s only a problem when you weaponize it against the people who you see as beneath you or those who you think threaten your place in our world. It’s a problem when you start to believe your own propaganda.”

      Roake looked like he was going to burst from indignation at Kerrigan’s words. She hadn’t meant to dive into these feelings right here and now. But once she got going, she couldn’t seem to stop. Her anger coupled with his immense naivety had set her off.

      “She’s right,” Audria burst out before Roake could erupt. “She’s right, Roake, and you know it.”

      “What?” His gaze swept between them. “You can’t be siding with her. She has you at knifepoint.”

      Kerrigan grinned and released Audria. “About that.”

      Audria rolled her shoulders back. “Not exactly.”

      His jaw dropped as he looked between the two women as if just realizing the trap he’d walked into. Kerrigan was pretty sure that the rest of her mission was almost over, which meant they didn’t need to keep Roake occupied. She’d promised Audria that she wouldn’t kill Roake, but did that mean she had to leave him uninjured?

      Roake swore and then thrust his sword toward Kerrigan’s throat. She had her sword in her hand, parrying his move with ease. Roake was an excellent swordsman, but he wasn’t Fordham Ollivier. He wasn’t Constantine. And since she had been trained by the best, he wasn’t even as good as she was anymore.

      Kerrigan retreated two steps as Roake put all his force behind his swings. He’d always been that way—more interested in the blade than his feet—but footwork was the core of swordsmanship. He certainly knew the moves. They’d had to go through them enough that he could follow the Ravendin series she was drawing him into, but it didn’t appear that he’d continued practicing enough to see when she slipped into and out of Kristoffer like breathing.

      His next swing went wide. She had an opening. She could have gutted him like a fish and splayed him open from neck to navel. It would have been so easy.

      Instead, she tapped his chest, opening a gash against his black Society robes. He gasped in shock before taking a step back in alarm.

      “You…you got better,” Roake said, eyeing her suspiciously.

      “Thanks for noticing.”

      “You could have killed me.”

      “Aren’t I so nice?”

      His eyes narrowed, his glare contemplative. “You don’t want to kill me. What do you…”

      But he broke off as his eyes slid past her to the camp below. His dragon must have been speaking to him urgently. Audria’s was likely already gone from her position. For the first time, he’d realized that this was more diversion than actual fight.

      “Sorry, Roake,” Kerrigan said without an ounce of remorse.

      “No! No!” he roared and thrust forward. “You wouldn’t.”

      Kerrigan went purely on the offensive. And when she let go, she found Roake was no match for her at all. It was only a handful of moves before his blade went flying off into the brush, her blade under his jaw, tipping it upward. He trembled with rage and fear.

      “Do it,” he snarled.

      “Kerrigan,” Audria warned.

      “No, we had a deal, see?” Kerrigan told Roake. “Audria still thinks you can come around, however misguided she may be.”

      Roake’s eyes found Audria’s, and he reached a hand toward her as if she could save him.

      Then Kerrigan brought the pommel of the sword down on his temple. He collapsed into a pile of limbs on the hard ground.

      “Time to go,” she told Audria.

      Then Kerrigan activated her mother’s bracelet. A gap opened in the air around them big enough for them to walk through. One moment, she was standing before Roake’s unconscious body, and the next, she was at Tieran’s side.

      “Audria,” Kerrigan said, reaching a hand through the door.

      Audria wiped a tear from her eyes and then took Kerrigan’s hand, leaving Roake and the Society behind. The door closed behind her with finality.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty

        The Jump

      
      Wynter

      “You didn’t have to come along,” Wynter snapped.

      “You need me.”

      Wynter shot Dozan a feral glare. “Need is not the word I’d associate with you. Now be quiet. I have to concentrate.”

      “What word would you use?” Dozan asked. He’d sidled up closer in the darkness. She could feel the heat off him. Smell the husky scent of him. Feel the way his eyes traced against her bare skin.

      “Stop. Talking,” she hissed.

      He smirked at her but thankfully remained silent for the next stretch of their walk. This was why she had wanted to do this part alone. She worked best alone, even if the last couple months had been better with Dozan at her side. Begrudgingly so.

      “Okay,” Wynter said as they came out of the pitch-black into the tree line on the other side of the valley. “We wait here for the signal.”

      Kerrigan was to be her queen, and while Wynter hated letting her go off alone as the diversion, Wynter knew it was necessary. If anything happened to Kerrigan, then Fordham would never recover. No one could afford to lose either of them. However, no one else was going to be able to do what Kerrigan was doing right now.

      Dozan’s shoulder brushed against Wynter’s, and she resisted the shiver that snaked up her back.

      “Cold?” he asked, his tone teasing.

      “Pay attention.”

      He stifled a laugh, and then they fell back into silence. The world slipped away with him at her side. It had been so long since silence like this was permissible. For years, she had been like her broken mother, with glass shattering in her mind. The illness had crept inside her and seemed to take half of who she was. Her mother had succumbed to it, death being preferable to the endless rattle of the world. Wynter had been certain that would be her fate as well.

      Until Kerrigan had done the unlikeliest of things. In her final attempt to avenge her people, Wynter had stabbed Fordham in the stomach. If she was going to her death, then she was taking him with her. Kerrigan had outsmarted her. She’d had every right to kill her, but she’d made a different call.

      When Wynter had woken in Dozan’s strange and unforgiving Wastes, she had thought herself above it. Except his healer had known of her illness. He’d had a solution her people had never known existed, had not even truly known it was an illness. As the glass reformed in her mind, the death rattle long since gone, she returned wholly to herself, with Dozan at her side and Kerrigan and Fordham willing to not just let her live but work with them to make a better world. She owed Kerrigan more than her life. She owed her everything.

      She nodded at Dozan. He slid his fingers into her own, and she suppressed another shiver at his touch. Then she tugged the shadows, as effortlessly as breathing, and dissolved into a puff of black smoke.

      A second later, they were at the outskirts of the encampment, within the ring of dragons. No one moved at the intrusion. Audria was the only person on watch, and she was gone, and Roake had gone with her, just as Kerrigan had suspected. That left two sleeping Fae scouts, the scholar, and the dragons. The goal was not to alert the dragons at all.

      Wynter signaled Dozan to the right while she took the tent to the left. She slid silently across the ground, honing all her instincts to a razor’s edge as a shadow-wrapped blade dropped into her hand. The Fae inside was snoring faintly as she opened the flap. Kerrigan had told her to incapacitate the other guards so they wouldn’t be followed. She had thought that Wynter was agreeing to knock them out. That was what Kerrigan would do. They were not the same person.

      The blade slit through his throat at the height of a snore. He gurgled blood in the back of his throat, eyes shot wide, but he was dead before he could even reach for her.

      One down. One to go.

      Wynter swiped the blood off her blade onto the male’s clothing before exiting the tent. Dozan left the other tent in the same moment. His blade still dripped red. The man had more blood on his hands than even her. She had no idea why the sight of him in all black, red hair blowing in the breeze, eyes dark and mischievous, a blade covered in another’s blood made her hot.

      Why? Why this man? Why could this measly human heat her blood?

      He nodded in acknowledgment as if he could read her. She swallowed and turned away from him. Now was not the time.

      They moved as one toward the scholar’s tent. Dozan pushed the flap aside as if to say after you. She strode forward. The scholar was a pale, wiry Fae. Glasses sat on a pile of books open next to his head as if he had been reading, only to fall asleep midbook. She gestured to the pile of books, and Dozan nodded in understanding.

      Wynter removed her shadow blade and stalked toward the man. She put the blade to his throat, her hand over his mouth, before saying, “Scream and you die.”

      His eyes popped open in alarm. He blinked at her several times. His hands went up immediately in surrender. “Who…who are you?”

      “That doesn’t matter,” she told him. “You’re coming with us.”

      “The dragons—”

      “Are no longer a problem.”

      The Fae gulped. “Can I put on my glasses?”

      Dozan thrust them into the male’s hands. He was piling the books into a leather bag, stuffing the papers into the empty spaces.

      The scholar’s eyes widened in alarm, and he reached forward. Wynter went to threaten him but stopped when he said, “Don’t handle them like that! Some of those books are pre-Great War. Do you know how delicate they are?”

      Dozan glared at the male, but she noted that he was more careful as he finished.

      “Get up,” Wynter said.

      The scholar scrambled to his feet. “Please don’t hurt me or my books. I’ll do whatever you ask. Just don’t kill me.. Please. I don’t know who you work for, but I don’t want to be involved.”

      “Too late,” Wynter hissed. She turned to Dozan. “You have everything?”

      “We’re set,” he replied.

      Wynter held her hand out to him. He took it easily.

      The scholar looked between them warily. “What are you doing? I want to speak to your superior. We can negotiate.”

      “Today is your lucky day,” Wynter told him as she grabbed his arm. “We’re going straight there.”

      Then, with a deep breath, she burrowed down deep for her shadow magic and jumped them all out at once. She landed back in the copse of trees. Her legs buckled underneath her, and she landed heavily on her hands and knees. Her breathing was ragged as the magic burn threatened her on all sides. Her vision flickered black, and she felt the first touch of shattering glass. She’d done too much. Gone too far. She needed to get back to the mountain and take another potion from Amond. She wouldn’t be able to jump again for hours.

      It was when she finally returned to herself that she heard the crunch of leaves under someone’s feet and the crash of bodies. She looked up as her vision cleared to find Dozan had landed on top of the scholar a dozen feet away. The Fae groaned as Dozan took a cord from his pockets and tied the scholar’s hands behind his back.

      “You okay?” he asked Wynter.

      “Fine,” she said. She slowly came to her feet, picking up the bag of books as she came to his side. “I guess you were right.”

      His gaze flicked up at her in surprise. “About?”

      “I needed you.”

      His smile was blinding. “Good to see you’ve come to your senses.”

      She put her hand on his shoulder. “I would have lost him otherwise.”

      Dozan rose to his considerable height, planting one foot onto the scholar’s torso to keep him from moving. She was tall, but somehow he still towered over her. “You wouldn’t have had to jump me along with you, so your magic would be stronger.”

      She conceded that point. “I may not have killed the other guard.”

      He smirked. “You?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I would have done it on my own. Can you not take a compliment?”

      “Can you?” he asked, brushing the white-blond hair out of her eyes.

      “Dozan…”

      But he didn’t wait for the rest of that sentence. His hand slid into her hair, and he crashed their mouths together. At the feel of him, the rest of the world dissolved into nothing. The harsh lines of lips slanted against hers. His tongue roved against the seam, and she opened for him, tasting him on her tongue for the first time.

      It was cataclysmic, as if her entire world had just exploded. And all that was left was this man. She had tried to deny it down to the fiber of her being.

      She was a princess of the House of Shadows.

      She was full-blooded Fae.

      She could never sully herself with a human man.

      And yet what were they fighting for if not this exact thing? For the chance for two people to find something despite all the reasons society said it should not work. In the end, none of it mattered. She wanted him, and she was finally letting herself have him.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-One

        The Scholar

      
      The scholar’s eyes weren’t on Kerrigan. They were on his books, which sat in a corner, out of range for the desperate Fae. He’d only glanced up once when she’d walked into the room and then had been speaking to his books since then. The lack of eye contact wasn’t a big deal. It was just disconcerting that he seemed to have no real fear for his safety.

      “How did you get involved with the Society, Lowan?” she asked.

      “I’ve been with the Society for years as a… Oh, what do they call us? They wanted to make you one. Valia was one as well. What a kind girl.”

      Kerrigan flinched at the name. Valia had been Kerrigan’s friend in the early days of the tournament. They’d worked together against the Red Masks until Bastian had discovered her subterfuge and publicly killed her. Kerrigan regretted how that had gone down every single day.

      “A steward?”

      “Correct. That was the word they used when they brought me on to replace the last dragon speaker,” he said as his eyes flicked around her face but never looked directly at her. “I don’t use it anymore. Dragon speaker is the more official title.”

      “Okay,” she said uncertainly.

      A steward of the Society was someone who worked for the government organization but wasn’t a part of the government. They weren’t a dragon rider, and they couldn’t vote, but they did other necessary functions, like running the library and the Dragon Blessed program in the House of Dragons. He was right to say that the Society had wanted Kerrigan to become a steward like Lowan here and Valia, but Kerrigan had wanted anything else.

      She knew many of the stewards, though the official term wasn’t well known. She hadn’t heard of a dragon speaker before.

      “What does the dragon speaker do?”

      Lowan’s smile flickered at the edges as if he’d finally hit on territory he cared about. “We speak with the dragons, of course.”

      “Anyone can speak with the dragons if they deem you worthy.”

      “Correct. Correct. I’d have you read Severina. They give a great account of the Dragon Council and the Fifth Age Edict on dragon relations.”

      Kerrigan waved her hand. “Paraphrase it for me.”

      His face deflated. “Right. No one cares about your pre–Great War historical data and the life and times of the dragon speaker Aedanite the Second, Lowan. Get it together.”

      “I’ve never heard of Aedanite the Second.”

      “No one has,” he grumbled. His hands flexed as if he wanted to reach for his stack of books, open them up, and reveal their glorious contents to her. “The gist is that the Dragon Council is autonomous from the Society. One dragon speaker may address the council once every cycle at a predetermined time.”

      “And you are that speaker.”

      “Correct.”

      “What do you discuss?”

      He finally looked up at her in confusion. “Dragons, of course.”

      “Of course. What about them?”

      “How many young the elders have decided to put through the Test of the Everlasting.”

      “The test of what?”

      He sighed. “Look, you are clearly not a dragon speaker. So can you trust that I know more about this subject than likely anyone but the dragons or the council themselves? I go to the mountain. I talk to the dragons. We get dragons for the tournament as often as the council agrees. It’s usually that simple.”

      “Usually?”

      “Well, obviously the Society has changed, and the current leader has asked me to get more dragons. Early.” He trembled slightly at the thought. “I can’t imagine the Dragon Council would permit their young to go through the Test of the Everlasting early or…”

      Lowan continued to prattle on about the impossibility of whatever suicide attempt Bastian had sent him on for more dragons.

      Kerrigan, meanwhile, burrowed down into her bond and reached out to Tieran.

      “Hey, the dragon speaker here is talking about the Test of the Everlasting. Sound familiar?”

      Tieran snarled in her mind. She winced. “We do not speak of it aloud.”

      “So it’s not good?”

      “We do not speak of it,” he said and then cut off the connection.

      Wonderful.

      “Look,” Kerrigan said, interrupting the male’s diatribe, “you seem to know a lot about the dragons. More than I do obviously.”

      “Obviously,” he said.

      “Would you be willing to take us to the dragon meeting you were already going to go to?”

      “Of course,” he said with a smile. “Though I don’t know if they’re going to allow us to speak with them.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s past the cycle period,” he said in exasperation, as if he’d already said this to someone and no one listened. “I go every spring. I’ve already been there this year. They aren’t going to take kindly to humans coming to the Holy Mountain without invitation and off schedule.”

      Kerrigan hesitated. Well, that was frustrating. She reached out to Tieran again.

      “So how much trouble would we be in if we went uninvited to the Holy Mountain?”

      Tieran grumbled. “Do you have a death wish?”

      About what she expected.

      “Is there a way to get there safely?” she asked Lowan.

      “It has been done under emergency circumstances. I was planning to invoke the Right of the First,” he said. “As long as you have a dragon to perform it, then we could get inside.” He hesitated before adding, “I think.”

      Kerrigan slapped her hands on the table. “Great. I’m going to have someone bring you some food and let you rest. It’s been a long night. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

      “The books,” he half shrieked as Kerrigan started across the room. “Can I have the books?”

      She stalked across the room and grabbed the first one off the stack. She dropped it onto the table. “We’ll start with that.”

      The only thing he seemed to care about were the books. Kerrigan could appreciate that.

      She stepped out of the room, closing and locking it behind her with a wave of her hand. Fordham and Wynter were waiting. She fell into step with them as they headed away from the room, which was being guarded at either end.

      “I thought he might be tighter lipped than this,” Fordham said. His arms were crossed over his chest as he stared at the door.

      “He seems awfully eager to share information,” Wynter agreed. A small smile came to her face. She had been making those little smiles and sneaking glances at Dozan when she thought no one was looking. Kerrigan had a pretty good idea what that meant but decided not to bring it up.

      “He won’t shut up actually,” Kerrigan grumbled. “And Tieran seems pissed that he’s talking about supersecret dragon stuff. Every time I ping him to confirm what Lowan is saying, he gets mad and ends the connection.”

      “If Tieran doesn’t even want to talk about it, then it sounds like he’s telling us the truth,” Fordham said.

      “You could confirm with Netta,” Wynter suggested.

      Fordham looked sheepish for a moment. “She’s already told me not to bother to ask.”

      Wynter smirked. “The king getting a talking to from his own dragon.”

      “They’re really the ones in charge,” Kerrigan said. “But regardless, if we can get in to talk to the Dragon Council, it’s worth a shot. We need more dragons. I’d rather have them than give them to Bastian any day.”

      “The next question is: Who do you send?” Wynter said.

      Fordham glanced at Kerrigan, who raised an eyebrow. “That’s still to be decided,” he said as they stopped before another door. “After you.”

      Kerrigan knocked twice, and a faint “Come in” sounded from inside the room. She pushed the door open and found Audria sitting at a table, eating some soup. She’d taken a bath and changed into a long, blue dress that hung off her as if they hadn’t quite had anything to fit her severe frame. Her blond hair was pinned up off her face, and she looked haggard but better than before. There was color in her cheeks and light in her eyes again.

      “Hi, Audria,” Kerrigan said. “You look well.”

      Audria gestured to her dress. “I’m not in a dungeon or being watched, so it’s an improvement at least.” Her eyes skittered over Wynter and Fordham. “Or am I?”

      “You’re not under arrest,” Fordham said smoothly. “We appreciate your help in this matter.”

      “I’m happy to be out of the mountain and back with my team,” she said, lifting her chin. She might have been faking it, but no one else would have been able to see it. She was nobility through and through, even if her good cheer had evaporated over the last few months. “What can I do for you?”

      “We have a problem,” Fordham said simply.

      “I think you have more than one,” Audria said.

      Wynter snorted. “That’s fair.”

      “There are only three dragons in the House of Shadows at present: Tieran, Netta, and your Evien,” Fordham said. “We have an opportunity to go to the Holy Mountain and possibly get more, which would greatly even the odds between us and the Society.”

      Audria nodded once as if she had already realized that.

      “The smartest thing to do would be to send me and Kerrigan with the scholar,” Fordham continued. “Tieran wouldn’t be great with two riders at that distance, and we’d need another dragon to bear the weight.”

      “But you cannot leave,” Wynter argued immediately. “You are in a succession battle at present.”

      Fordham lifted his chin. “I’m aware.”

      “So it would be best if I took Netta,” Wynter said.

      “Except that dragons at the Holy Mountain won’t accept us without bonded riders,” Kerrigan said. She’d gotten that out of Tieran earlier when he wasn’t giving her the cold shoulder. “They don’t trust unbonded humans.”

      “So I should go,” Audria said simply. “I will go with Kerrigan to retrieve the dragons.”

      Fordham said nothing. He stared down at Audria’s lithe form with the darkness creeping up around him.

      Audria remained firm, never backing down. “Send me.”

      “How can we trust you?” Wynter asked.

      Audria released a short breath as if she was prepared for this, as if she had been dealing with it for too long. “What else can I do to prove myself to you? I fought at your back against the Red Masks. I was there that day. Me,” she said firmly. “I went up against Roake. I went up against everyone I knew and loved. I watched them kill Helly. And when you two left, I was imprisoned for weeks, then under suspicion after I was finally released. The second I get a whiff that Kerrigan is back, I jump at the opportunity to return to her side. I might be a Bryonican noble, but I am no traitor.”

      Kerrigan smirked as she raised an eyebrow at Fordham. She had already argued this point. In fact, they’d already decided that it should be Audria who went with her to the dragons, but they’d wanted as much information from both Lowan and Audria as they could get. Lowan seemed to be on his own side—not for or against the Society that had made him a steward but not a citizen of his own government. Audria was on their side. Kerrigan had thought so when she’d dreamwalked, and she was even more certain now.

      “It makes the most sense,” Kerrigan finally said. “Audria and I will escort Lowan to the Holy Mountain.”

      “But—” Wynter began.

      Fordham shook his head. “I need Netta to defend our people, and I do not wish to be separated from her for that long. It was bad enough the first time. I agree with Kerrigan.”

      “We have one other problem,” Kerrigan said on a sigh. “We have to convince the dragons.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

        The Water Ritual

      
      Tieran wasn’t speaking to her.

      He was flying to the Holy Mountain, Evien off his wing, but he hadn’t said one word to her since they’d left the House of Shadows. Not for lack of Kerrigan trying.

      She had known this was going to go poorly, but she hadn’t thought it would go this poorly. Tieran had grown up in the Holy Mountain. He’d met his mate in the mountain. Then she had been killed by the death of her bonded rider during training, and despite his clear depression, the dragons had forced him to transfer to the House of Dragons for the tournament anyway.

      He was terrified to return—terrified of what lay behind those walls.

      Kerrigan didn’t blame him for not wanting to face it. She wished that she didn’t have to face anything that was coming down the track. Life wouldn’t stop for her, and she didn’t know who else would step up to fix it. So there was no stalling or stopping or second-guessing. There was only forward. Whether Tieran wanted it or not.

      By the time the Holy Mountain came into view, his stony silence had gone from bad to worse. His wings were rigid, his jaw set. Every little shift in her weight set him off. It was a long flight for utter silence.

      Evien pulled ahead as Lowan directed Audria where to land. Tieran spiraled after her toward the ever-expanding view of a glittering, blue lake. The sand was a soft, crushed tan that sparkled with gold, sapphire, emerald, and ruby. Her eyes widened in shock at the rainbow of color that looked like hidden gems under the water.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      Tieran, of course, refused to answer.

      He landed on the banks of the massive lake, a lake that Kerrigan had never seen on a map or heard mentioned. It was longer than it was wide. She might be able to swim directly across it to the mountain, but she couldn’t see where it started or ended, only that large pine trees kept it from view and it was surrounded by mountains on all sides.

      She slid off Tieran’s back and landed on the shore. She went to one knee, letting her hand skim the soft sand. “Dragon scales,” she whispered. “They’re dragon scales.”

      “Yes,” Lowan said as Audria helped him down. “Thousands of dragons have existed on their Holy Mountain. They swim in Ferrinix Lake. It’s a sacred site.”

      “Ferrinix Lake. Like the ancient dragon who was part of the Irena Bargain?”

      The Irena Bargain was what had started the dragon riders. A maiden, Irena, had bonded the Great Ferrinix, ending a fight between dragons and the Fae and starting the Society. Kerrigan had heard the story told by her elders all her life, and since joining the Society, she’d heard varying stories from her teachers, the House of Shadows, those in other houses, and apparently the dragons. It had been told so many times by so many people that she honestly had no idea what had happened all those years ago. The truth lay in the midst of all this, but she couldn’t discern it.

      “Correct,” Lowan said, landing in the sand and falling unceremoniously to his knees. He cleared his throat and scooped up the bag that had fallen off his shoulder. “The dragons worship Ferrinix…”

      A burst of fire shot from Tieran’s snout, and Lowan jumped backward.

      “We do not worship an elder,” Tieran snarled. “Not even one as great as the Great Ferrinix.”

      It was the first thing he’d said in hours.

      Kerrigan’s eyebrows rose. “What he’s saying is maybe you don’t know as much about dragons as you presume.”

      It took a minute for Lowan to stop shaking before he responded, “My apologies.” He bowed deeply. “I did not mean to insult a dragon as great as yourself, Tieran. Or any dragons. I will correct how I speak of Ferrinix from now on.” He made no excuse, which was the smartest thing he could do with a dragon. For how long he’d been working with dragons, he clearly knew their temperamental mannerisms, if not what would set them off.

      “So…” Audria said, patting Evien before walking toward Kerrigan, “what do we do now?”

      “There’s a ritual to request access across the lake called the Right of the First,” Lowan said. He sounded more himself again once he got into familiar territory. “Normally I have four escorts who are strongest in each of the four elements.”

      Audria gaped at him. “Was that why they needed a healer?”

      “Indeed. They usually send a very powerful healer to be the water elemental.”

      His pause made it clear what he thought of Audria being the healer chosen. She would be the first person to say that she wasn’t strong nor had she ever wanted to be a healer. But since she was Bryonican, it was an honor, and it had been chosen for her the moment she’d entered the tournament.

      “There’re only two of us,” Kerrigan growled. “You didn’t mention we’d need four people.”

      “It’s not necessary. It’s just how members are typically chosen for the ritual. A single person with all four elements could fulfill the bargain. Though it hasn’t been done since the second year of the Great War…”

      He prattled on about some commander who had bypassed a dragon speaker to try to get more dragons for the cause and made it past the ritual but had been roasted on a spit for a misstep inside.

      “Great,” she said on a sigh. “What’s the likelihood we die here?”

      Lowan paled. “As long as you follow my lead, we should be fine.”

      “Reassuring,” Audria said sarcastically.

      “You two need to divide the elements. Air and fire on one side, earth and water on the other.” He gestured to Audria. “I assume the healer will keep water.”

      “You assumed right,” Audria said on a sigh. “Kerrigan is the strongest fire user in a century anyway.”

      Kerrigan snorted. “Hardly. I always preferred air.”

      “That’s not the same thing as what you are best at. Fire was too easy for you. That’s why you hated it. It scared you because it could get out of control so easily. You never embraced it like you did air magic.”

      “When did you become this intuitive?” Kerrigan asked, deflecting.

      “Always have been, but thanks for noticing.”

      Audria was right about Kerrigan’s relationship with her strongest element. Air had always felt like a compromise element. She’d forced herself to be good at it to compensate for how easy fire was. Also, it wasn’t good for a half-Fae girl to appear good at any elements, let alone fire, which was the most ravenous. She’d never figured out how to buck that stigma even from her own training. She’d rather use spirit magic—which no one had seen in a thousand years—than fire. She was going to have to get over that.

      Lowan set them up on either side of him at the base of the lake. The waves lapped in a serpentine fashion against the bank. He began speaking ancient Fae that Kerrigan couldn’t comprehend. Audria channeled water first, the lake providing the initial element of Lowan’s ritual. Kerrigan breathed air into the water, sending it upward into a spiraling cyclone. The sand was drawn up into the tornado, the bits of dragon scales creating a shining rainbow effect to light up across the lake. Kerrigan touched the tap on her fire, letting it flicker into place. But as soon as it touched the other elements, a pull came from the well of her magic.

      She gasped, and her eyes snapped up to Audria, who had a mirrored expression of disbelief on her face.

      “What is happening?” she asked.

      Lowan frowned but continued chanting as if he didn’t hear her.

      The magic was draining away. As if they were at a tap and it was pouring out. No wonder they typically used four people for this mission. It would only drain enough from each person equally. Two elements a piece would mean the drain was twice as much. Kerrigan was starting to wonder how that old general had been able to do this alone. How much magic had he had?

      “Lowan,” she cried, “you’re going to drain us dry.”

      “How much longer?” Audria asked with worry in her voice.

      Kerrigan had more magic than Audria, and after seeing the starlight goddess, she was even stronger. If she was feeling the effects of the magic drain, Audria had to be twice as much.

      Tieran and Evien hadn’t moved from their positions, flanking their riders. Their eyes were locked on the dark, imposing Holy Mountain beyond the lake, rising precipitously in the distance.

      If they weren’t worried about their riders, then it would be okay, right? Or was something worse coming?

      Audria dropped to a knee with a gasp.

      “Audria,” Kerrigan yelled across the growing torrent. “Look at me, Audria. Right here.”

      Audria’s gaze lifted. Her face was pale. Her pink lips had gone blue at the edges. Her bright eyes were dull and panicked. She looked fragile, as if at any moment, a single touch would make her crumble to dust.

      “We are going to get through this. We’ve survived everything else, and we’ll do this together.” Kerrigan reached across the divide. She couldn’t touch her—they were too far apart—but she could give her that ounce of hope. “There’s too much to live for to let this ritual take it all away now. You understand?”

      “Yes,” Audria said, her voice a croak. “We can do this.”

      “Now reach across and grab my hand.”

      “I can’t…”

      “Do it,” Kerrigan yelled at her.

      The ancient Fae was still at their back. And on the wind, a new sound joined the fray—wings. She could hear wings on the horizon. But she couldn’t break eye contact with Audria to see who or what was approaching them.

      “Now, Audria!”

      Audria swallowed hard and then lifted her arm with what looked like the weight of a dragon. She brought it forward, pushing across the divide. So close and yet so far.

      Kerrigan took a step forward. Their fingers brushed. Audria cried out as more magic drained away from her. Tears collected in her beautiful lashes. Kerrigan had just gotten her back. She wasn’t going to lose her to a stupid ritual that they should have realized came with a cost. All magic did in its own way.

      “A little farther,” Kerrigan demanded of her.

      Audria pushed forward with a scream, and then her hand was in Kerrigan’s. They laced their fingers together, pressing palms flat and screaming in unison as their magic joined. The elemental cyclone they’d created burst from them, scattering across the holy lake, whipping the water into a frenzy. It raced across the once-smooth surface, creating roaring waves that splashed against the bank, soaking them from head to toe.

      Lowan abruptly stopped chanting. Kerrigan and Audria fell forward into the sand, clinging to each other. Audria shivered under her waterlogged clothing. Her blond hair had been half tied up and now framed her face in limp strands.

      “Are you okay?” Kerrigan asked.

      “I thought it was the end,” Audria whispered. “I thought my magic was going to burn out.”

      “I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      Audria met her gaze. “Thank you. I don’t feel like I deserve it.”

      “You were there for me. You did the right thing.”

      Audria’s head suddenly snapped up, looking to Evien. “Ev?”

      It was then that the bond between Kerrigan and Tieran drew taut. He hadn’t said anything, but she could feel the fear, uncertainty, and fury settling between them. The wings in the distance. Dragons. Dragons were on their way here.

      “On my back,” Tieran rumbled. “Now.”

      Kerrigan and Audria scrambled to their feet. Kerrigan vaulted up Tieran’s flank before throwing her leg over the back of the dragon and settling into place.

      “Be ready to fly at any moment,” Tieran said.

      “What about Lowan?” she asked.

      “He does not have a dragon. He remains if the vanguard decides to attack. I will protect you. Evien will protect Audria.”

      Kerrigan shivered at the hardened commander in his voice. He was prepared to leave the scholar behind to be burned alive. Anything to be able to retreat in a moment.

      “I’m thinking this might have been a bad idea.”

      Tieran snorted but said nothing else.

      It was a tense minute as the dragons in the distance came into view. They were both larger than Tieran though about the same size as Evien—large enough that she wasn’t sure what a fight would look like with their magic low. Not to mention she didn’t actually want to leave Lowan behind, whatever Tieran said.

      “You called. We have arrived,” the first dragon said as he settled into the sand before them. He was a shimmering, multicolored dragon that was a kaleidoscope of colors with spikes along their back and golden, appraising eyes.

      The second was a blinding gold hue with a whiplike tail and red eyes. Between her enormous talons, there was webbing that indicated she must be partial to the water. Kerrigan had been a Dragon Blessed in the House of Dragons. She’d helped with the upkeep of more dragons than she could count, and she had never seen any that looked like this creature.

      “What is your purpose for returning?” the golden dragon asked.

      Lowan stepped forward. “We have activated the Right of the First…”

      A plume of fire appeared over his head. Lowan dropped to the ground. The top of his head was on fire, and he threw it into the sand. It looked like he’d done it before.

      “We were not speaking to you,” the multicolored dragon said.

      “Dyta,” Tieran said, dipping his head at the golden dragon and then the colorful dragon. “Ordrax. As you know, I never intended to return to our Holy Mountain.”

      “You were forced out,” Dyta said, hissing like a snake with a forked tongue.

      “We have a request of the elders,” he said.

      “We have the right to ask it with or without our riders,” Evien added. “Though the Fae speaker has done the ritual properly to allow them. You should abide by our own laws.”

      Dyta looked offended at that, but it was Ordrax who stepped between them.

      “We accept you both, the riders, and the Faeling for the course of one night unless the council decides otherwise,” Ordrax said.

      “Agreed,” Tieran said.

      Dyta hissed and then launched into the air, spraying water all over them. Ordrax looked up at her in exasperation before following in her wake.

      “That went well,” Lowan said cheerfully.

      Audria bent down to assist him in climbing onto Evien’s back. “Your hair was on fire,” she said.

      He patted the top of his head and shrugged. “I’ve had it worse. Now, let’s follow.”

      There was no other choice but to go into the belly of the beast. Kerrigan held on to Tieran’s back as he sprang into the air after the pair of dragons.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

        The Dragon Council

      
      Tieran landed on a wide terrace halfway up the mountain with Evien right behind him. Dyta and Ordrax were already slinking down the wide corridor.

      “Stay on my back,” Tieran ordered as he followed after them.

      Kerrigan never thought that she would see inside the Holy Mountain. Tieran had never planned to return. It wasn’t fair for her to have asked him to do this, but what other choice did they have?

      The Holy Mountain was the largest mountain on the continent of Alandria. It was made up entirely of tendrille, the most valuable and strongest substance known to man and one of the only things with immunity to magic. It was mined elsewhere for weaponry, but the Holy Mountain had never been mined for the substance. It was sacred to the dragons. To get to the valuable mineral, someone would have to have a death wish.

      And yet the corridors were large enough for a dragon the size of a house to comfortably navigate, veins of tendrille raced down the walls, an onyx seam flowing like a lightning strike down the barely illuminated walls, and in between the tendrille were ancient carvings etched into the walls depicting long-past battles with dragons in flight. No humans were in the reliefs. They must have predated even dragon riders.

      But someone had carved them. Someone had built these corridors. Someone had tunneled into the mountain. Who had done that? Dragons? Humans? Gods?

      The options were equally perplexing and terrifying.

      It wasn’t long before the dragons exited the corridor that opened up into a large antechamber. It was half the size of the arena, with branching hallways going off in every direction. Enormous, gilded double doors were closed tight at the far end of the room. The ceiling was high enough that Kerrigan couldn’t even make out the art far above her. Dragons could fly inside the mountain if they wanted.

      Human attendants in loose, brown robes scurried back and forth through the corridors. A group was cleaning furiously. Another was carrying a book half the size of their person made out of a hard leather, and still more were carrying jugs of water. Well, at least that explained why the place didn’t smell as bad as she’d thought it would with just dragons living here. Someone was keeping the whole place from smelling like an aerie.

      Dyta slunk through the double doors, leaving them with Ordrax’s stoic company. The multihued dragon took up a sentinel position at the door while Tieran and Evien came closer to the door.

      “What’s happening next?” she asked Tieran.

      “We meet with the Dragon Council to deliver your request.”

      “And will they take kindly to that?”

      Tieran rumbled underneath her. “They will not take kindly to my appearance, let alone your request. I already told you that this was a bad idea.”

      “Then what’s the plan?”

      “Let me do the talking,” he said and then cut the connection again.

      Kerrigan huffed, but she had to trust that Tieran would do what he said. He was here after all, even though he disagreed with it. She was seeing things that most riders, let alone humans or Fae, would never see. She’d be lucky if she left with her head.

      It was a painfully long half hour before the golden doors opened once more and Dyta slithered back out.

      “They will see you now,” she said.

      Ordrax grunted and then followed Dyta through the door. Tieran lifted his head, the midnight-blue scales sparkling in the dim light, and stepped through after them with Evien on his flank.

      Kerrigan’s jaw dropped as they entered the large circular chamber. It could easily fit a dozen arenas in the space. The floors were a black marbled tendrille. The dragons’ talons clicked along the tile threateningly, as if they were going to break through the hardened substance. Long tendrille-veined columns held up a viewing area reserved for more dragons than Kerrigan had ever thought existed.

      At the center of the room were three ancient dragons, each easily the size of a manor home. The center dragon was a majestic ruby with a barbed tail and narrowed, reptilian-slitted eyes. The dragon to the right had shimmering purple and green scales with talons half as big as Kerrigan and glistening teeth that looked like they could have snapped her in half. The final dragon was slender, with rippling turquoise scales, roughly the same build as Dyta with the webbed feet, but just as large as the others.

      Each was as terrifying as the next, and they all seemed to grow even more massive as Tieran stepped up to meet their gazes. He’d always been smaller, but she hadn’t realized how much smaller until she saw these elders before him. He was merely a child in comparison. And yet he was facing them for her.

      “Today, I, Thiery of Maldrian and Eldria, born of the Holy Mountain, first of the line of Domara of the Holy Lands, call to order a meeting of the remaining Dragon Council. May the elders rest their souls,” the center dragon said.

      A flash of flames went up around the room, temporarily increasing the heat in the room. Audria glanced her way, but Kerrigan remained facing forward. She couldn’t give these apex predators a reason to kill them.

      Tieran stiffened as Thiery turned her full attention on him. Warning bells went off in Kerrigan’s mind.

      “Tieran, is that your…”

      He sharply cut the connection as he faced down the giant. “Hello, Mother.”

      Thiery meant red in ancient Fae, which explained her name considering her red scales. It was what Kerrigan’s father had called her growing up: cavour de thiery—little red songbird. She hadn’t put two and two together that Tieran’s mother was named the same thing as her nickname. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Tieran of Essex and Thiery, born of the Holy Mountain,” Thiery began, “welcome home.”

      If it was possible, he stiffened further at the welcome than the disdain at his appearance. He wasn’t welcome, and he hadn’t expected to be welcomed.

      “Evien of Ighir and Xosy, born of Draco Mountain, welcome to the Holy Mountain.”

      Evien dipped her head in acknowledgment.

      Well, so far, this hadn’t gone terribly. They hadn’t been fried at least. Was that where the bar was?

      “Let us feast to the return of two of our own,” Thiery continued.

      “We are not here to feast,” Tieran said.

      Thiery dipped her head at her son. “Allow us this moment. It is not often we have riders return to the Holy Mountain. We wish to celebrate the return of my son.”

      Kerrigan couldn’t quite parse what her intentions were. She wasn’t saying what she meant. That much was obvious. The way that Tieran shifted uncomfortably under her gaze said everything Kerrigan needed to know. She touched her magic and held it strong. She had a shield at the ready if she needed, but gods, she didn’t know how it would hold out under ancient elder dragon fire. They were trapped, and diplomacy seemed the easiest way out.

      “I come with an official request of the council,” Tieran said, ignoring whatever warning she was trying to convey.

      Evien dipped her head next to Tieran. “We both do.”

      Thiery straightened. A wariness settled into her expression, quickly replaced by determination. “Make it. We, the assembled council, will hear your request.”

      “This is the entire council?” Kerrigan asked Tieran.

      “No. This is the assembled council. The three elder dragons can make decisions for the entire council.” He paused as if he was going to say more, then added just to Kerrigan, “Shields at the ready.”

      Kerrigan gulped at that warning. Her finger was already on the shield in her mind, ready to go at the slightest provocation.

      “We come from the front of a war between Fae, half-Fae, humans, and dragons. Many will fall in the coming cycle. Many riders. Many dragons,” Tieran said solemnly. “Our work must always be to defend against those who wish harm upon our kind. And to do that, the simple truth is that we need more of our kind to succeed. We make a request of the council to send forth those dragons who have passed testing to our aid.”

      The silence was thick in the room. The two dragons on either side of Thiery moved first, snorting derisively and breathing plumes of flame. Thiery stood stoically, ignoring their distaste. Her eyes were only on her son—the son she had sent into the dragon tournament despite his adamance that he never wanted a rider after the death of his mate. He’d spent fifty cycles avoiding that duty, and she had sent him anyway with the only other option being death. She was a hard, vicious dragon. Kerrigan could see that they’d lost before they had even stepped foot inside the mountain.

      “Let me ask you something,” Thiery said. “What happens when the other side of your fight comes to us making the same request? When they too feel that their dragons are in danger and want more dragons to even the score. Which side do you take? Do you push hatchlings to testing sooner?”

      “Their side is oppressive and wrong,” Tieran snarled.

      “They would say the same of you.”

      “They do not care about the dragons they have. They would sacrifice them to kill off the half-Fae and humans that they deem lesser.”

      “And you would not?” she asked almost gently. “You would not sacrifice dragons for your cause? All will survive. You can guarantee that?”

      “No one is safe in war,” Tieran said as if by rote.

      “Correct. So I ask you again: What would you have us do if your enemy comes to the Holy Mountain, demanding a sacrifice of dragons for their war?”

      Tieran was silent a beat. Kerrigan’s heart hammered in her chest. She wanted desperately to speak her piece, to give an impassioned speech to the dragons that would change their minds. But this was not her fight. Tieran had to win this one.

      “You have to make a choice,” Tieran said finally. “You have to decide which side is right and back them.”

      “The Holy Mountain makes no choice. We are neutral,” Thiery argued.

      Kerrigan gritted her teeth at that, but Tieran was just as irritated with that line of thought. “Neutrality is a choice. It’s not doing nothing and letting it work itself out. It’s agreeing not to help and to let others die to keep yourself safe. It’s cowardice.”

      Shock rippled through the other dragons. Even Evien appeared disconcerted at Tieran’s accusation.

      Thiery’s back went up at the word. “We have always disagreed in this regard.”

      “Father would have agreed with me.”

      Thiery flashed her razor-sharp teeth at him. “And he died in such a war. You would do well to remember that war takes all you claim to love. No matter your allegiance.” Her serpentine head swiveled to the side. “Let us vote.”

      At the same time, the words crashed into Kerrigan’s mind.

      “Denied.”

      “Denied.”

      “Denied.”

      A breath went out of her as the cacophony turned to silence. Denied. They weren’t getting any more dragons. But apparently neither was the Society. That was a sort of win at least. Better than what they’d expected. Just not good enough.

      “You may leave now or be forced to leave,” Thiery told them.

      Kerrigan patted Tieran’s back. “Come on. We should move.”

      Only Tieran didn’t move.

      “I call for the Threefold Test.”

      Thiery stepped forward as if she could take back what he’d just said. Her slitted eyes widened in alarm. “No.”

      “You cannot deny me,” Tieran argued.

      “What’s the Threefold Test?” Kerrigan whispered into the stillness.

      Lowan’s eyes were wide and excited as he glanced over at her. “A test for a council seat. It includes a single boon for a new member.”

      Kerrigan’s stomach plummeted. This wasn’t part of the plan. Tieran hadn’t mentioned any of this.

      “You don’t want this burden,” Thiery said urgently.

      Tieran stared his mother down. “Joining the council is the only way to get what I want. You taught me that, Mother.”

      Thiery’s eyes swiveled to Kerrigan’s, and for a second, she felt the oppressive nature of the dragon’s desperate voice in only her head. “Talk him out of this. He will die. You will die.”

      Kerrigan met her cool gaze. “I am with him all the way.”

      “As you say,” Thiery said, flat and emotionless. “The Threefold Test will begin tomorrow at sunrise. May the elders look favorably on your final hours.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

        The Threefold Test

      
      Kerrigan stood on a plain overlooking the Great Ferrinix Lake. Tieran had been taken away some time in the middle of the night to prepare. He’d scarcely spoken more than a handful of words to her since they’d been whisked out of the council chamber. Kerrigan had barely slept a wink as fear settled into her bones. Nothing Audria or Lowan said could reduce her anxiety.

      Tieran had said the Threefold Test was a test of mind, body, and spirit and began with a fight to the death against the champion of the council over the lake. The rest remained a secret of the council, and he would only be informed of the next parts after completing the first.

      “You’re shivering,” Audria said, her brow furrowed with worry.

      “There’s nothing I can do,” Kerrigan said. Inside, she was hysterical with absolute terror. Outside, she remained as calm as she possibly could despite the danger Tieran was walking into alone. He’d claimed that he would survive this without much effort, but if even Thiery had begged her to stop him…

      “He’s a survivor, like you.”

      Kerrigan nodded as she clenched and unclenched her hands. “I won’t survive his death.”

      “I know,” Audria whispered.

      It was the truth but not how Audria was thinking. They were bound through Kerrigan’s Doma powers passed down from her mother, so she wasn’t bonded to him as other dragon riders were, meaning the bond wouldn’t kill her upon his death. She just didn’t know if her heart could handle a life without him.

      Kerrigan reached past the bond with Tieran and to the other one she’d chosen—Fordham. They were hundreds of miles apart, and contact at that distance was impossible. But still, when she leaned into that feeling within her, she felt a thrum back in response. Her heart warmed at the gesture, strengthened. They could do this. They had to.

      A human appeared then, offering refreshments to Kerrigan and Audria. She was bald, with tattoos on her head that bled to her neck and collarbones. She wore plain brown robes and sandals. A thick belt circled her waist with an amulet fastening it into place with a green dragon etched in emeralds.

      “I am Cathia, here as an interpreter for the Threefold Test. Mind-to-mind speak is forbidden from here forward. You will no longer be able to speak to your dragons. This is a dragon matter first and foremost.”

      Kerrigan and Audria exchanged a look before Kerrigan said, “Uh, okay. But you can still mind-speak with the dragons?”

      “The great Thiery has chosen me as her dedicate. I will interpret for you as a courtesy. Most Fae and halflings aren’t allowed to witness what is occurring.”

      Kerrigan pursed her lips at the word halfling. It was the dragon word for her kind. And even though she wasn’t the half-human they believed, it still rankled.

      “What happens next?” Audria asked.

      “We wait for the sun to fully crest the first mountain. Then the champions will be announced. A fight to the death will occur over the lake and in the bowl of the valley of the greats. The victor will serve terms.”

      “Terms?”

      “They will be given a boon and decide your fate.”

      “If Tieran falls, his competitor could kill us?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Correct.”

      “But Evien…” Audria began.

      “Will have no standing to disregard a champion,” Cathia said.

      Audria blanched. “But then Evien would die too.”

      “You are among dragons,” Cathia said flatly. “Did you expect mercy?”

      Kerrigan swallowed. “Tieran’s got this.”

      Audria turned to Cathia and began to drill her on the rules, but Kerrigan was elsewhere. She couldn’t reach Tieran from here, but it didn’t stop her from trying to push past the wall that suddenly kept him from her.

      And as she reached down, down, down, she felt another presence. Not Tieran. Not Fordham.

      “What…” she began.

      Then her body dropped out from underneath her as she was yanked onto the spirit plane.

      She wasn’t in the clouds where she normally entered the spirit plane. That was when she was controlling them, but she wasn’t in control of this plane. For a moment, she reached for her own spirit powers to yank back control. A thread formed at the intrusion. A thread that she was pretty sure she could break if she needed to.

      “Tieran?” she called in confusion.

      It didn’t feel like him, but who else could it be?

      The world was a rocky, frozen mountain range. If she’d had true form, she would have been frozen. She turned in a circle and realized that she recognized the location. She had been here, or near here, once before.

      Erewa.

      This was the Fae house in the northern reaches of Alandria. They were known for being a disagreeable sort who used their magic for efficiency purposes, especially mining the hard ground north of the Earle River. She and Fordham had gone to these mountains to find a witch to break his curse, only they had found the mother of the Fae instead—Titania.

      Why was she in Erewa?

      “I bring you to my home, child,” a voice said into her mind.

      Kerrigan whipped around and came face-to-face with one of the largest dragons she had ever seen. He was as big as a house, a great elder the likes of which the world may never see again, even larger than Thiery. His shimmering scales were a smoky black and gray, and his slitted, gold eyes stared down upon her.

      “Gelryn,” she gasped.

      Gelryn the Destroyer. One of the few dragons in existence to have survived the death of his rider. She just remembered that his rider had been from Erewa. The setting suddenly made more sense.

      “Hello, Kerrigan Argon. Much has changed since our last meeting.”

      “You’re telling me,” she said on a sigh. “Are you at the Holy Mountain?”

      “Yes. We needed to speak, but I could not reach you directly. Not with the Threefold Test in progress. Had Tieran held his tongue, then we would be in a much different position.”

      “He’s not really known for that.”

      “Neither are you,” he admonished. “This test is about more than your request of the council. It is about honor. It is about his parents. It is about Risa.”

      Kerrigan shivered at the mention of Tieran’s late mate. “I know. I mean, I didn’t know it was about Risa, but I could assume that it wasn’t for a boon or the council or whatever.”

      “You could not have changed his mind, so put it out of your head. We have bigger challenges.”

      “Bastian?” she guessed.

      “I left the aerie at Draco Mountain to work with Mistress Zahina on her investigation into you as a harbinger.”

      This was news to Kerrigan. Zina was her original spirit teacher. She hadn’t seen or heard from her after Zina’s father’s death on the battlefield at Lethbridge.

      “She has gained control of her father’s assets in House Herasi and wishes to convey that she will rise to your cause along with the full might of Herasi.”

      Kerrigan balked at that. All of Herasi was behind her. She hadn’t even known what house Zina came from, nor her father, Trulian. But this was a massive allegiance if they could harness it. That meant they had Bryonica and Herasi behind them. They were still negotiating with many of the other houses who had allies within their ranks. If they could show they had another force behind them, it might shift everything—the way more dragons would.

      “That’s great news. Scales.”

      “But we must get through our current challenge before they can provide troops to your cause.”

      For the first time, Kerrigan thought she was seeing the fearsome legend of the Great War. The dragon who had led the charge and leveled the playing field. He was terrifying.

      “What am I supposed to do about Tieran? I can’t talk to him. I can’t help him. This is his own fight.”

      “And you are one who has never exploited a loophole?”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Well, I suppose I was put into the dragon tournament despite my age.”

      “The rules of men do not govern us. Isn’t that right?”

      “You figured it out?” she asked.

      He nodded his giant head once. “You are not part human at all.”

      “No, I’m a demi-Doma, of the gods.”

      Gelryn sniffed at that. “You should be our mortal enemy. You cast us from our world to the Holy Mountain. And yet you do not have the stink of them. You are something else.”

      “I have met their kind and do not wish to rule as they did. I just want a place for everyone to live in peace.”

      “Looking for peace in times of war is like asking for fresh blooms in the dead of winter.”

      Kerrigan bowed her head. “Despite the horrors, I persist.”

      “That is why we follow you.”

      And to her shock, Gelryn bowed his enormous head in deference to her.

      She put a hand to her chest. “Thank you, Gelryn.”

      “Now for the matter of Tieran. Do exactly what I tell you, and perhaps we can save many lives today.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five

        The Body

      
      Tieran had already been announced when she returned to her body.

      Audria shot her a worried look at her blank expression. Kerrigan clasped her hand and squeezed. That did nothing to ease Audria’s worry. The plan was risky—there was no denying that—but at least they had a plan.

      “You look relieved,” Audria said.

      “We’re going to win this,” Kerrigan told her.

      “You seem more certain than a moment ago.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes cut to Cathia. The attendant was speaking with Thiery. If she had any knowledge that Kerrigan had just been in conversation with Gelryn, she didn’t show it. But she was a spy regardless, and Kerrigan couldn’t let her know what she had planned.

      So instead, she just smiled. “Tieran can do this. I have faith in him and us.”

      “Okay,” Audria said, her eyes flickering to the attendant. “Good. I do wish I could speak to Evien about all this though.”

      “Same,” Kerrigan said.

      “They’re about to announce the champion,” Cathia said, silencing them both.

      A hush fell over the lake. Dragons had filled in much of the surrounding area for miles to watch the impending fight. Kerrigan had frankly never seen so many dragons in one place, and she had been a Dragon Blessed in the House of Dragons. She hadn’t even known there were this many dragons within the Holy Mountain. A handful were large elder dragons, such as Gelryn and Thiery, and another large contingent were regular-size dragons, but the bulk were smaller—hatchlings. Most weren’t even the size of Tieran yet.

      While Kerrigan had never been there when a dragon was born, as it was a sacred rite among their kind, she had seen many dragons shortly after that. She had thought that Draco Mountain had the largest collection of hatchlings. She had been wrong.

      That had nothing on the number before her.

      Lowan stumbled forward, resting his hand on Kerrigan’s arm. “I’ve never seen so many. In all my days…”

      “I know,” Kerrigan whispered.

      “They’re never going to let us leave after seeing this,” he whispered in both awe and horror.

      Kerrigan was pretty sure he was right unless Tieran won, a fact she was less and less certain the dragons were planning on letting happen.

      For a second, a buzzing sounded in her head. Kerrigan and Audria put their hands to their ears.

      “What the—” Kerrigan groaned.

      An announcer spoke directly into her mind, “And for the current champion, enter Dalrig, son of Darlion and Sarda, born of the Holy Mountain, one of blood and pain.”

      Kerrigan shot Audria a glance. Her eyes were wide. Blood and pain didn’t sound good.

      A dragon shot out of the Holy Mountain and soared over the lake. His scales were a flat, matte bronze that dully reflected the rising sun’s rays. He was huge—not quite as big as Gelryn but nearly twice the size of Tieran. He had barbed spikes down the middle of his back and a hooked tail that looked like it could cleave through a mountaintop. No wonder he’d been chosen as champion.

      “Do you think he had a rider?” Audria whispered.

      Kerrigan shrugged. “I have no idea. I thought all dragons had to enter the tournament,” she said, glancing around the lakeside, “but I’m starting to think there’s much we don’t know about dragons.”

      The announcement continued: “Dragonkind sees Dalrig against Tieran. May the elders show no mercy.”

      With that pronouncement, Dalrig dove. Tieran must have been anticipating that move, because he was already across the lake when Dalrig flew up out of his run. Kerrigan understood these odds. She had always been physically smaller than her opponents. Many of her instructors had emphasized that bulk didn’t always matter in a fight if the other fighter was quicker or more skilled. So Kerrigan had spent years working on being just that.

      She had to be fast, nimble, and talented. She had to or she’d be dead. Tieran had learned the same lessons all that time they’d been fighting together. He couldn’t be more powerful than a dragon twice his size. He could only be better.

      Tieran flew high above the lake front. He kept his eyes on Dalrig as Dalrig pulled up from his dive to find Tieran farther away than when he started. He looked pissed. The fury on his visage made her nervous even though Tieran’s move was the same one she always utilized: infuriate your opponent, and make them have a misstep. She just hoped it worked the same with dragons.

      She had never seen a fight like this before. She and Tieran had flown into war together with a whole contingent of dragons, but the other side hadn’t had dragons. And Society dragons didn’t fight each other. They were all on the same side. How terrifying it must have been during the Great War when both sides of the battle had dragons that could kill you. How terrifying for anyone going up against dragons.

      She shivered.

      “Come on Tieran!” she called. “You can do this!”

      Her voice was slight compared to the roar of the dragons all around her, but she still hoped he could hear her over the din.

      The two dragons were circling each other high above the crowd. It could have been birds for all Kerrigan could see, like hawks getting ready to attack each other. Except that these were enormous, fiercely intelligent, mountain-shaking dragons.

      Dalrig dove again. Audria clutched Kerrigan’s arm as Tieran rolled out of the way. Dalrig’s claws scraped at Tieran’s belly. The dragon scales were fire-resistant armor, but the underside was more vulnerable than the rest of them. Tieran spewed flames at the other dragon, narrowly evading his claws. The resulting plume of smoke was enough cover for Tieran to escape.

      Kerrigan breathed a sigh of relief as the dragons separated again. If Dalrig dragged his claws through Tieran’s belly, they were finished. Long-range weapons had been built to puncture the undersides and especially the throats of dragons. Some of them had been mounted in Lethbridge, but the weapons had been long out of service. Dragons were their allies.

      Dread started to fill her belly the longer this went on. Even if they won this battle, they had a war to win—a war against Society dragons. A war that not all of them would survive. The thought made her sick. Why was she part of a world with this level of destruction?

      Tieran darted away as if he were going to lick his almost wounds. But Dalrig made chase, not letting him get away this time. Tieran flew straight toward the Holy Mountain. He blindingly veered over their position, the wind whipping Kerrigan’s hair around her face. Dalrig was hot on his tail as they zipped through the points of the mountain that made it an obstacle course, Tieran running evasive maneuvers as if they were back in the arena.

      Kerrigan laughed as the larger dragon struggled with the tight turns and pivots.

      “That looks familiar,” Audria said.

      “Sure does.”

      Just as Dalrig got near to grabbing Tieran’s tail, Tieran executed a perfect barrel roll, his wings folding around his body. One second, he was there, and the next, he disappeared entirely into cloud cover.

      He was just gone. Kerrigan covered her eyes with her hand to try to find where he was. She and Gelryn had prepared for the tests, and she had to trust that he knew best. Even if her stomach was in her throat and her worry for Tieran was almost oppressive. He could do this on his own. He didn’t need her help. Not for this test at least…she hoped.

      Dalrig roared in frustration, following him into the clouds. That was a bold move, as neither of them could see their opponent. But Tieran had led him in there on purpose, of that she was certain.

      A hush fell over the audience when both dragons disappeared. Kerrigan held her breath—Tieran could do this. She just had to keep reminding herself of that.

      “Come on,” she hissed. “Come on.”

      Audria bounced on the balls of her feet, her expression showing she was rapt with attention on the clouds overhead. “Where’d they go?”

      “There!” Lowan shouted as Dalrig blasted out of the clouds.

      He fell backward, his wings open wide as he fumbled in the air. It looked so unnatural to see a dragon struggling to fly. But he was scrambling to get himself turned around despite the blood streaming out of his chest.

      Then Tieran appeared above him, diving straight for him. He got his claws into his chest, which he must have already done in the clouds. Dalrig screamed in pain as Tieran all but rode him toward the lake. Tieran bent his neck so he was looking the larger dragon in the eye, as if he were conveying something to him. Then his jaws sank into Dalrig’s throat and he pulled back, ripping the other dragon’s throat out.

      Tieran’s wings jerked open wide just before the lake, flying up and over the other dragon. Dalrig crashed into the water. His body went flying for a half mile, sending waves of water across the lake and over some of the hatchlings.

      A cheer went up as Tieran flapped higher above them, victorious.

      Kerrigan, Audria, and Lowan screamed for his victory. He looked fearsome up there above so many of his kind—a smaller dragon with blood and guts all over his stomach as he held his head aloft. He had been hated and vilified by his own kind, and now they were cheering for him.

      The attendant came to Kerrigan’s side. “We’ll proceed to the next test. If you’ll come with me.” Audria moved to her side, but Cathia shook her head. “Just her.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Kerrigan assured her, squeezing her hand again. “Go see Evien.”

      Then she was traipsing up the rocky route that led back to the mountain. She climbed a steep set of stairs that they had taken on the way down to the lake. Her legs burned when she got to the top.

      “What’s next?” she asked Cathia at the summit.

      “Mind,” she said.

      Then she swung a bat at the back of Kerrigan’s head. Kerrigan gasped as she fell to her hands and knees.

      “What—”

      The bat came down a second time, and Kerrigan fell into darkness.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six

        The Mind

      
      Kerrigan woke in a dark room, lying on the ground with her hands before her in magic-dampening shackles. She guessed they weren’t going to take any chances on the communication issue.

      She wasn’t gagged, so she could scream. Little that would do her. She could practically feel the oppressive weight of the mountain around her. The House of Shadows had another name for the Holy Mountain—Nineveh. The twin peak to their Ravinia Mountain. And while Ravinia had been mined for all its tendrille years before, Nineveh hummed with it.

      Tendrille was powerful enough in this quantity that she didn’t need magic to feel its presence. She might not have even needed the shackles to dampen the magic. Tendrille was immune to magic. Putting shackles on her in a room that was immune to the stuff was probably overkill, but who was she to judge?

      With a wince, Kerrigan lifted herself to her elbows and looked around the room. It was large enough for several dragons to comfortably fit with two large exits covered by tendrille-enforced doors. The room itself was bare, save for some food and water on a platter on a small wooden table and a chamber pot across the room. Not even a book to read or a chair to sit in. Great.

      Her head ached from the attendant who had tried to bash her brains in. She came slowly to her feet, wishing she’d had Audria with her. Audria might have been a shit healer, but she was better than no healer.

      Now that Kerrigan was standing, she saw there was one other thing in the room. She headed toward the table and grabbed the sole piece of paper.

      The Threefold Test

      Body. Mind. Soul.

      Mind was circled to highlight what part of the test Tieran was on.

      No magic can penetrate.

      No mind-speak may pierce.

      No loved ones are safe.

      The champion has a choice—you or the other.

      Bound till sunrise.

      Till death.

      Kerrigan cursed. Well, that was ominous.

      Tieran had to choose between her and another person he loved before the sun rose again. If not, then they all died. She couldn’t speak to his mind or reach out to him in any way. Hence the giant tendrille chamber and shackles.

      A smile came to her lips as she sank back onto the hard ground and reached for the thread she’d left open as soon as she and Gelryn had begun planning. He had told her not to bother with the first test. Her interference would only hinder Tieran’s focus, and they both agreed he was a better fighter than Dalrig.

      But the mind test was something else. It was a way to break the dragon by forcing an impossible choice.

      There were ways around that—at least for her.

      Kerrigan tugged on the thread. Her Doma powers didn’t work the same way as the rest of the Fae’s powers did, and this ceremony had been put into place with the dragons and Fae as the contingents. They couldn’t counter the gods. If they could, they might not have been sent to Alandria in the first place thousands of years ago.

      So when she had come back out of the spirit plane, she had left a part of herself open to it, a tether to the plane that she could use as a little loophole for the test—something a Fae couldn’t possibly do. Only a dragon had access to the plane, but even a dragon would be hindered by the tendrille. The metal was a product of the gods. She could, if she chose, utilize its powers for herself.

      Or so Gelryn believed.

      For now, she needed to see if her trusty loophole worked.

      She tugged, and the spirit plane materialized. A slow, dangerous smile came to her face. So much for magic dampening.

      She dug back into her magic, which was unrestricted on the plane. She couldn’t conjure the elements here, but it worked the same. Every creature had a magical signature that felt different from any of the others. She had long ago found that Tieran’s had the scent of baking cinnamon and hearth fire. He felt like winter warmth.

      Her magic cast from the plane, and it only took a minute for Tieran to appear when she called him.

      He blinked at her in a panicked surprise. “Kerrigan?”

      “No time to explain. Gelryn figured out a back door for me to talk to you.”

      “This is cheating.”

      “Is it cheating when the loophole exists? Or is it dumb not to utilize it?”

      “It is cheating.”

      “Gods, Gelryn told me to do this. So take it up with him. I’m not sure where I’m at. Somewhere in the mountain surrounded by tendrille. Now that I’m on the plane, you can locate me like we used to have to do during training.”

      Tieran huffed dramatically. “If they found out…”

      “They won’t. Who is the other person they have restrained?”

      He was silent a beat. “My sister.”

      “I love how forthcoming we are with each other,” she said sarcastically. “First your mother and now a sister. I didn’t even know you had a sister.”

      “She is kin of Thiery. We have different fathers.”

      “Just so you know, I don’t have any other siblings.”

      Tieran’s golden eye narrowed. “This is not a joking matter.”

      “Look, use the connection between us and find me. Then we can locate your sister—whose name is?”

      “Amita.”

      “Beautiful.”

      Tieran shot her another irritated look. His wings fluttered out and his neck twisted. He was anxious. Not just upset with her but flustered and scared.

      “Hey. We’ll get through this together, okay? Like we always have.”

      “I did not want to kill Dalrig. He was an honorable dragon.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “I know what that’s like.”

      “And now you are in danger because of me, as is Amita, and she is just a hatchling. We have not even made a family bond.”

      “You’re in danger because of me all the time. It’s only fitting that it’s now my turn. But look, we can get to Amita together. Just find me first. I’ll stay on the plane so we can navigate this. Okay?”

      Tieran straightened as if her presence brought him back to himself. “Understood.”

      He flashed and then was gone from the plane, but their connection remained strong here. She settled onto the ground and let her mind reach out while her spirit stayed tethered. They could do this together. She believed in them.

      The silence was almost a comfort as she sat on the plane, in control once more of her secure place. Tieran was drawing nearer. He was still miles away from her current location, but she could feel him now. It wouldn’t be that long. She had no sense of time passing. They would have to have enough to locate Amita too. It was supposed to be an either-or, but would Thiery let her hatchling perish? It was possible, since she’d sent Tieran to the tournament against his will. Dragons were without mercy was what Kerrigan kept hearing. Only that wasn’t her experience. Not with Tieran. Not with Gelryn. Not with Tavry, rest his soul. Or so many others. They weren’t a monolith, and she had to think that Thiery wasn’t all she pretended she was either.

      Kerrigan was so deep in her mind that it felt like she blinked and Tieran charged through the door.

      “How long?”

      “Hours,” he said.

      Hours. It had felt like seconds. Gods, the spirit plane was a devious mistress.

      “I do need help with these,” she said, holding her chained hands out.

      Tieran brought a claw forward and snapped them in half. “Ready?”

      She rose to her feet. “Amita?”

      “I have an idea,” he told her. His head tilted. “Are you well?”

      “Yeah,” she said, shaking away the feeling of lost time.

      She cumbersomely climbed onto his back and secured herself behind his long neck. She rested for a moment, that slow chill creeping through her. The plane was dangerous. She had known that, but she had been using it for her own means for so long, she had ceased seeing it as such. Today was a sharp reminder of what could happen.

      She put the horrid sensation behind her and straightened in her seat. “Where are we headed?”

      “I had much time to think,” he began as they left the confines of her chamber. “The tests are supposed to be able to be completed. If Dalrig was a test of my body and this is a test of my mind, then there must be a clue to how I can succeed. The chamber I found you in was my hatchling home for many years.”

      “It was somewhere you were familiar with.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “It was how I continued forward once you disappeared. I had the vague sense of direction for where you were, and then I suddenly knew where they had put you. It was where I first met Risa.”

      Kerrigan was silent a moment. Gelryn had suggested that all this was an elaborate test of his fortitude without his mate, that it all came down to Risa. It always came back to Risa. And while she knew that dragons were not merciful, it felt especially cruel to make him choose.

      “And so I have an idea of where they would take Amita,” he told her.

      They’d come out of the mountain. Kerrigan took in a deep breath of fresh air. She hadn’t realized how oppressive the Holy Mountain felt with all its tendrille compared to her home of Draco Mountain or even Ravinia in the House of Shadows.

      They circled the mountain, heading west toward the coast. They had to be an hour away from the coastline, but still Everic Ocean shimmered in cobalt on the horizon. They were nearly in Herasi territory. Zina and her dragon, Vox, were close enough that Kerrigan could almost feel her energy. Not that they had time for a visit.

      It was more than an hour by the time Tieran lowered altitude and headed toward the coastline of Bain Bay. Kerrigan had never been to the famed pebbled shores. She thought Tieran would land, but he continued past a small village and out into the bay itself.

      The sun was dangerously low on the horizon—they would have to trek the hour back to the Holy Mountain in the dark. She didn’t like this. If he was wrong, then they had no other option.

      “Are you sure about this?” she asked Tieran.

      “She’s there,” he assured her.

      “How do you know? What is this place to you and Risa?”

      “This was where our mating bond was confirmed,” he said almost hesitantly.

      Kerrigan leaned forward against him, offering him her warmth and sorrow. “I wish I could have met her.”

      “As do I.”

      They were silent as he circled low over the forest island at the center of the bay. On the north shore, a clearing revealed itself on a large, flat rock outcropping. The area looked as if it had been flattened over many years by dragon landings.

      Tieran set down. Kerrigan swiveled around to look for Amita. After the rocky portion, which was maybe a hundred yards, there was nothing but forest before them. And behind them was a sheer cliff that dropped off for hundreds of yards.

      “I don’t see anyone,” Kerrigan said.

      Tieran sniffed and twisted his head northward. “She is here. She has to be.”

      Worry settled in Kerrigan’s stomach. Had they just flown an hour out of the way for nothing? Was Amita back at the Holy Mountain? Maybe none of this had anything to do with Risa. Or maybe it still had something to do with Risa but it wasn’t about their mating bond. Surely they had had other interactions.

      No, she couldn’t second-guess him. He had known. He had been certain. And when Kerrigan trusted her gut, she was right. Tieran had to be too.

      “Is this the exact spot?” Kerrigan asked. “Could it be somewhere else on the island? Somewhere not as visible or hidden like I was?”

      Tieran stilled for a second before cursing. “Hold tight. You won’t like this next part.”

      “I won’t—”

      And then Tieran fell backward over the cliffside. Kerrigan screamed as her stomach was suddenly in her throat.

      “Big breath.”

      Then they plummeted into the icy cold below.

      The shock of the water hit her all at once. The pain of the icy depth cracked against her skin, freezing her nerves and burning her lungs. Everything was black, and she could no longer discern up from down. She clutched Tieran with all her might as her legs drifted off behind her body. If she let go, she could continue falling forever.

      The déjà vu of falling through the abyss in the spirit plane was like a second punch to the gut. She could be here forever, only frozen instead of just blinded by the darkness and hollowed out.

      A second later, they broke the surface. Kerrigan sputtered as her head came out of the water. She lost her grip on Tieran, and her body was pushed with the current against a chalky, white surface. She coughed up water and held on to the surface with trembling hands. A soft yellow light suffused the space enough so that she could see that they were not on the surface of the water but somewhere beneath the water.

      “Tieran?” she asked.

      Suddenly a snout was against her, pushing her onto the chalky floor. She spit out another mouthful of salt water.

      “Next time, more warning.”

      Tieran chuckled. “Next time.”

      She came uneasily to her feet. The cave was unlike anything she had expected. It was under the waterline and somehow only half-filled. The white chalk covered every surface. Crystals glittered in some spaces, sending rainbows across the room.

      And at the center was a small, pure white dragon, curled into a ball. She was not much smaller than Tieran, a hatchling perhaps in name only. Her tail was long and wound all the way around her body. The wings were nearly translucent as if they too were going to reflect rainbows across the room. Kerrigan had never seen a dragon in all her days that looked like her.

      “Amita,” Tieran said with relief.

      The dragon’s head popped up. Her eyes were wide and milky. “Brother?”

      “I am here.”

      Tieran stepped forward, letting their necks touch. The tension went out of Amita at once. It was as if the room had an enchantment on her to keep her own abilities dampened, the same as the room Kerrigan had been held in.

      “They told me that you would not choose me.”

      “They were wrong.”

      Kerrigan smiled at the siblings. “He chose both.”

      Amita’s head swiveled toward Kerrigan. “This is your rider?”

      “Yes,” Tieran said. “Amita, let me introduce to you the most infuriating person you will ever meet—Kerrigan Argon.”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the introduction.”

      Amita bowed her head. “He did not want a rider. It is only fitting he would get one that matched his energy.”

      Kerrigan snorted. Tieran growled low at the both of them.

      “If you two are done, we should return to the mountain. I have one more test.”

      “Will they allow us both to live?” Amita asked.

      It was a question that Kerrigan too had wondered. It was supposed to be an either-or choice. Surely they wouldn’t discredit him for managing to save both.

      “Do you remember where we hid in the woods when you were but a fresh hatchling?” he asked.

      Amita came to her feet. “Should I hide there?”

      “Just in case. If I do not win the final test, then I cannot protect you. And I do not trust Mother to do so.”

      Fire gurgled dark in Amita’s throat. “Let them try to come for me.”

      Kerrigan grinned. Oh, she liked her already.

      Tieran huffed in frustration. He had so many women in his life that gave him a headache.

      Kerrigan climbed onto his back while Tieran took one last look around the room. “What is this place?” she asked gently.

      “During the summer, the water recedes, and Risa and I spent days within the caves after the bond snapped into place. This was our home, however briefly, before she was called.”

      Kerrigan’s hand went to her own bond. She couldn’t feel Fordham at this distance, but even from the brush she’d felt while at the mountain, she could turn to face the exact direction where he resided, but this made her ache with missing him. She couldn’t imagine how Tieran had survived without Risa.

      “Let us leave this place.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven

        The Soul

      
      They fled the relative safety of the caves, back through the murky waters, and on the trek back to the mountain. Amita said her goodbyes on the way, disappearing into a forest clearing entirely.

      It was fully black when they made their return to the mountain. Cathia stood sentinel, and Tieran landed before her at the otherwise empty entrance.

      “You have completed the second test. Last is soul,” she said. “Thiery has left a map to the center of the mountain. Your final test awaits you there.”

      Tieran bent his head, and the attendant touched directly between his eyes, not an ounce of fear on her face at being that close to his mouth. A second later, a map flickered before Kerrigan’s eyes as if she too could see the way to the center.

      “Whoa,” she whispered.

      Why would they just give them a map? It seemed like it was too easy, especially after the last test.

      “My thanks,” Tieran said after a moment.

      The attendant blinked in surprise before bowing deeply. “You’re most welcome, the great Tieran.”

      He rose to his full height at that name—a designation that had likely never been placed on him. After he’d lost his mate and spent years evading the draft into the tournament, bringing disgrace to his name, now, he was defeating the odds.

      “Shall we?” he asked Kerrigan.

      “Might as well get this over with.”

      Tieran launched toward the mountain. The map was like a mark in her mind, a little light that told her where they were going to turn and how far they were from the center. With no more information than that, they navigated and remained silent, going deeper and deeper into the cavernous Holy Mountain. The tendrille became more oppressive, as if the very heart of a dragon could be crushed under the weight of the magic dampening.

      Her anticipation grew as the hallways narrowed. How had larger dragons made this trek? Was there another way? She shivered as the darkness settled over her. Her magic stuttered this deep, and when she reached for her flames, they came up as sparks. She could have forced them, but reaching for them caused a little twinge in the pit of her stomach.

      As they rounded yet another corner, a light appeared ahead—a soft glow at first, and then it grew brighter as if a small sun was at the heart of the mountain.

      Their eyes had become so accustomed to the night that the light hurt to look at, and just as it began to give her a headache, Tieran burst through an opening and into a large, round chamber. Entrances opened like the spokes of a wheel, a long stone walkway leading from each of them. At the center was a jagged shard of white crystal roughly the size of a dragon’s head—the source of the light.

      “What is that?” she whispered as Tieran landed on one of the walkways.

      “I have no idea,” he admitted.

      This room didn’t bear the weight of the tendrille, as if it had been hollowed out of this one chamber, and instead, all the magic in the room was housed in the one container.

      “This feels like a trap,” she grumbled as she slid off his back.

      Tieran blew smoke out of his nostrils. “It is assuredly a trap.”

      “Should we touch it?”

      “Up for other suggestions.”

      But there were none. There was just the crystal in a room clearly built for this express purpose.

      “Together?”

      “As always.”

      Kerrigan and Tieran reached forward as one, and the world went dark.

      

      ***

      “Another group dead?” a dragon mind spoke to the room.

      Kerrigan’s world turned upside down, and she tried to figure out where in the gods’ names she was. It was a large chamber…no, the council room. She was inside the Holy Mountain still, but it was different, murkier. She didn’t know any of the dragons present, and there were many dragons present, a few as large as Gelryn. Some larger.

      Tieran surveyed the chamber. “It is a war quorum.”

      “Is this present or past? A memory? Is this like the thing that happened with Mei?” Kerrigan asked. Mei had been the last spirit user in Alandria. She had sacrificed her life to end the Great War by putting up the magical wall around the House of Shadows, her own people.

      “It must have been stored in the crystal.” Tieran put his claws through the head dragon, and the image puffed like smoke. “When I touched it, it felt like tendrille.”

      “But it was white.”

      “Pure tendrille can be any shade from white to black. Most of what is mined is gray or black. White is incredibly rare. It is usually from the direct strike of the gods. I didn’t know it could even be as large as the one we touched.”

      The lead dragon roared at another smaller dragon who had entered the chamber. Fire bloomed. Many ducked in terror at his ferocity. “We cannot lose to these Fae invaders. They may have the numbers and their elemental magics, but they are not gods. They do not determine our fate, and we will not suffer their disgrace on our island any longer.”

      “Yes, Ferrinix,” the smaller dragon said, groveling before the larger dragon.

      Kerrigan’s mouth dropped open. “Ferrinix?”

      Tieran was rigid. “The great one.”

      “Scales, are we at the beginning?” she whispered, her gaze surveying the room with new purpose. “This is during the first war, before the Irena Bargain.”

      “I think this is the Irena Bargain,” he said as Ferrinix sent all his generals from the room.

      Kerrigan shook with utter shock. Ferrinix had captured his memory of what had happened during the Irena Bargain in a crystal. Why would the dragons hide this? And how was this the soul part of the test?

      She had heard so many versions of the Irena Bargain over the years. Some part of her had started to doubt that any of them were true. Could this be it? Would she finally find out what had happened? Get the information from the source? Or was this just another version only told through the great dragon’s eyes?

      Time skipped forward—more dragons dead on a battlefield, long-range weapons and magical entrapment demolishing their forces. Kerrigan guessed the dragons were doing the same amount of damage to the Fae, but any loss on either side was a tragedy. This was why the Society had started, even if she despised what it currently stood for.

      Night fell. Troops returned to the mountain. The Fae camped at the base of the lake. It ran red with blood.

      Ferrinix sat on the banks. He waited and watched. These creatures were supposed to have remained in Alfheim. He Who Reigns was not supposed to send more to these shores. This was dragon domain. Humans had lived here first, but they now worshipped the dragons. As they should.

      Kerrigan knew all this as if she were inside Ferrinix’s head. The ache he felt at being deceived by the one who had sent them here. He Who Reigns was the most devastating being in the known universe and Kerrigan’s grandfather. She was glad to have never met him. If all the Doma and dragons knew to fear him, it would do her no good to meet the monster.

      Ferrinix didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know how to protect his people. He did not want to consort with the Fae. He did not want to cede land to their kind. They bred quicker than dragons and would soon take over the world. He didn’t know how to stop it without wiping them clean off the map. It was the only way.

      With his decision made, he turned to leave. A shift in the winds to the northern bank made him turn. Out of the darkness, in a cloak of shadows, a maiden stepped out of the nothing to stand before him.

      He had never seen this power. The possibilities were terrifying even for a dragon.

      Irena stood before him, more beautiful than even history could depict her. She looked shockingly like Titania. If Kerrigan had not stood in the presence of the mother of the Fae, she would have thought Irena was Titania. But as she neared Ferrinix, Kerrigan could see the slight differences. Her hair was more white than blond, her features sharper than Titania’s full face, her eyes keener, more cunning, but less all-knowing. She wore all black like an assassin ready to take out her mark. The shadows of the Ollivier line swirled around her hands.

      “What are you doing here, child?” Ferrinix asked, exhaustion in every line of his features.

      “I have come to end it,” Irena said in her melodic tone.

      “You think that killing me, if you are even capable, would be enough to end this? Your people are a plague on our lands. Another ruler will rise up. Another dragon will take my place. You will lose.”

      “Where else do you think we can go?” she demanded.

      “I do not care.”

      Irena took another step forward. She had no visible weapons on her. Was she there to kill Ferrinix? Was she the assassin that one of the tales had set her up as?

      “You should care. We could be allies.”

      Ferrinix rumbled, the red flush of fire against his throat. “Allies? To our enemies?”

      “We do not need to remain enemies.”

      “That is all we are.” Ferrinix looked down his snout at her. He was tired. He doubted this small thing could kill him. But wouldn’t it be glorious to have one last fight with the shadow thing at his feet? Maybe it would determine the end of this war.

      “We are the same,” Irena said. “We were both cast out from our homelands. We can no longer claim Alfheim. The Doma have sent us on. We have nowhere else to go. Let us lay claim to this land together. Let us ally.”

      He did not care about her plight, only the atrocities they had committed and the dragon blood on their hands and the land the dragons owned.

      “No,” Ferrinix said and then blasted fire at her.

      But Irena moved through her shadows as if through air. One second, she was there, and the next, she was on Ferrinix’s back. He roared and burst into the sky. The girl remained atop him as if this were not her first time riding the winds. She barely stumbled as he went straight toward the moon high above. She clung to him as he looped around, and then she ran up his back until she was at his neck.

      He moved into a tight corkscrew, trying to dislodge her. He had never had a rider on his back. That had been one of the disagreements in the last days of their time in Domara. His forebearers had fled to keep the Doma from using them as brute animals. He would not become one.

      “You gave me no other choice,” Irena yelled.

      Then, out of the shadows appeared a black metal crown. It had luster in the moonlight, shining with the glow. But it seemed to suck the light in rather than reflect it. And as she lifted it high, anticipating Ferrinix’s next move, she dropped the crown onto his head.

      They both fell, dropping out of the sky like the dragon had been shot with an arrow through the heart. Irena screamed as she pinwheeled her arms. Ferrinix couldn’t move. Whatever this crown had done, it had affixed to his head. And in his mind, it was suddenly no longer silent. There was another voice.

      “The magic comes with a price. Your life for hers. Her life for yours. Your line forever bound to theirs. Any dragon who attempts to evade the call will perish. Any Fae who refuses the bond will see their house in ruin. A bargain sealed with the magic of He Who Reigns. A new age beckons.”

      

      ***

      Kerrigan and Tieran were ripped out of the dragon’s memory. Her head ached, and she had no concept of time.

      The Irena Bargain was a lie.

      She had always suspected it was. But this was so much worse than she had anticipated. Irena had used a magical artifact to force Ferrinix into a binding. Their lives and all their kin’s lives were bound to this new bargain done with ancient dark magic.

      The consequences had been severe. All dragons had to secure a rider or else die. No wonder Thiery had forced Tieran to the tournament. He had no idea how close he’d come to dying instead. And those Fae who ignored the bond went to ruin. Look at the House of Shadows, all these long thousand years, how it had rotted in on itself. Honestly, even her own House of Cruse had been suffering without a dragon rider in the line. It was all part of some ancient ceremony that had ended the carnage and created a new legacy.

      “Thiery was right,” Tieran said. “I never wanted this burden.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight

        The Boon

      
      Thiery and the Dragon Council waited for them in the council chamber. The somber expressions of the quorum said that they had all survived this test to get their seat here. They all knew. Every last dragon in attendance. All ancients who had endured this long. They had withheld this information from the younger dragons.

      Tieran was nearly shaking with anger. “We have returned victorious.”

      Thiery dipped her head at her son. “Indeed. You have. A boon is due you for your acceptance onto the council.” She swiveled her head. “Think carefully about what you know before you make a request of us.”

      “You knew” was all he said.

      There was silence in the chamber as the council shifted indignantly. Like they had never owed anyone this information.

      “You knew and you said nothing.”

      “Yes,” Thiery said.

      “You told us that Ferrinix made the deal alone. That he foresaw a future with the Fae. That it was a duty, an obligation, and an honor to claim a rider.”

      “We protected the hatchlings at all costs,” Thiery said. “We have learned to extend the obligation as long as possible.”

      The bond with Tieran boiled in Kerrigan’s chest. He was furious and threatening to explode. She leaned into that bond, the one they had evaded. She’d had no idea he had been so close to dying because their bond hadn’t worked.

      “I did not want the burden of this information, but I cannot deny that you have destroyed my already-little faith in the council with the knowledge that you have withheld this from us.” He straightened, reaching for a resolute calm. “My boon is the same—to take all the unbonded dragons capable of holding a rider to Ravinia Mountain and then to war.”

      The silence was deafening. Then all the dragons began to speak at once. Kerrigan put her hands to her head—it felt like a collision in her mind.

      “Enough!” Tieran roared. “I am not asking. I am telling you what I am doing.”

      “Tieran, think first,” Thiery said.

      He stared his mother down without an ounce of uncertainty. “I will tell all those who can take a rider the truth—that if they do not bond to a rider within a certain time frame, they will die. And if they want to bond right now, they can come with me. I will only take the willing. That is all I will speak on it.”

      His mother called for him. They were all speaking over one another, trying to be the voice of reason. But how could they reason with him when he was right? The dragons had the right to know, to choose. Tieran hadn’t been given that choice. Risa hadn’t. None of them had.

      Tieran left the mountain to a roar of applause. The dragons were assembled as they had been the day before, waiting to hear the news of his ascension. They were about to get more than they had bargained for.

      Kerrigan stared off at all those assembled. She could pick out Audria and Evien on the bank, Gelryn near them, and just a hint of white in the crowd that likely meant Amita had returned. Would they all agree with what was about to happen?

      She’d had shit luck trying to get people to drastically change their minds in a short period of time. This would rock the foundation of the dragons. So many wouldn’t approve. The last thing they needed was civil war among them while the Society was equally at odds.

      Too late now.

      Tieran didn’t have to raise his voice to speak to all the assembled minds. But he had a command to him that hadn’t been there the day before. He had faced his horrors, his lost love, his mother, and the dissolution of all he’d known in one day. Now he was the leader that they needed in these new times.

      “A new council member has been declared,” Tieran began to a wave of roars. “I have been given a boon for my acceptance. And the council does not wish me to do what I am about to do. They believe that you should remain in ignorance, that the knowledge I am about to impart would damage our way of life. And to that, I say: Good. Our way of life is nothing if it is built on a lie—a lie the council has perpetuated for millennia. My eyes have been opened, and as such, I shall open your eyes to the truth and allow you a choice.”

      The dragons were restless at this speech. Kerrigan could hardly blame them.

      “The Irena Bargain is not a great honor but a curse on our kind. It was bestowed on the Great Ferrinix against his will, and the magic enacted a price, tying our lifelines together. Dragons who do not bind themselves to a rider by a certain age will die. There is no if, and, or but. It was the reason I was forced into the tournament and into a bond with the rider currently sitting on my back.”

      He paused to let that sink in.

      “I do not regret my binding to Kerrigan. She has changed me for the better, and we are a unit. I will ride with her until the end of my days.”

      Kerrigan’s heart soared at those words. She had worried, at least a small part in the back of her mind, if this might be the end for them. She should have known better.

      “Your death is guaranteed without a rider, and the council has hidden this fact. If the Fae houses do not have riders within their ranks, they too will fall into disrepair and rot. We have both suffered for this unholy bargain. The council believed they were protecting you by not giving you this information. But the knowledge would have eased my burden at having to join the tournament, and it would have given us a reason to fight together, to see if there was a way to fix this egregious mistake that has gone unchecked for many lifetimes.”

      A roar came loud and long from Gelryn, and others joined in. Kerrigan bowed her head to the great dragon.

      “This is my promise to you: I will do all I can to end this curse on our people. In the meantime, the safest we can be as dragons is by bonding to a rider. The council has agreed that all unbonded dragons past their hatchling state are free to join me at Ravinia Mountain. There you can bond to a rider and join me to war against the very Society that first enslaved us. The choice is yours and yours alone.”

      Silence hung at the end of his proclamation.

      “We leave at high noon. Those who choose to come are welcome. Those who wish to stay with the council, you are still our brothers and sisters. We are just on different paths.”

      

      ***

      In the end, it was about half—more than Kerrigan could have ever imagined would want to come with them when they had first stepped out on this mission with Audria and Lowan. She had thought five, maybe ten dragons. It still would have changed the tide of the war for them, but nothing could compare to this. Suddenly, they had an entire aerial fleet of dragons ready to bond with Fae.

      Audria climbed onto Evien’s back. “This went well.”

      “Just had to destroy hundreds of years of precedent to get here,” Kerrigan said.

      “It is truly exciting times,” Lowan said as he fumbled to get onto Evien’s back. He’d suggested to Tieran that he should fly on one of the new recruits, and Tieran had sent a jet of flame over his head. Lowan wasn’t a rider. Evien was nice enough to let him sit behind Audria. The other dragons would likely not be so forthcoming.

      “Guess you’re out of a job,” Kerrigan said to him.

      Lowan shrugged. “You’re going to need someone to brew the binding pool.”

      “Wartime binding can happen instantaneously,” Gelryn said as he landed beside them.

      Lowan shivered at the enormous dragon speaking to him. “Yes, of course, the great Gelryn the Destroyer.” He groveled before him. “The potion may be quicker for such a large group though, if I might add.”

      “We get it. You want to keep working with the dragons,” Kerrigan said with a laugh. “Perhaps you could start by chronicling the truth of the dragons.”

      “Yes,” Gelryn said. “It would do for a speaker to know of our kind. Since the Fae have lied to us for so long.”

      “Of…of course,” Lowan said. He just managed to land on Evien’s back, causing the dragon to step forward a few steps, sending Lowan back onto his bottom on the ground. He groaned. “Straightaway.”

      Gelryn ignored the dragon speaker and turned to Tieran. “Good job.”

      Tieran stilled at the compliment before bending his neck. “Many thanks, Destroyer.”

      Gelryn rumbled a laugh. “I shall live up to my namesake under your command.”

      Tieran shifted toward Gelryn in alarm, but it was Kerrigan who asked, “You’re coming with us?”

      “Yes, child. It is time that I put my dear Mexes to rest. As Tieran said, we are on a different path. I believe I shall bond a new rider.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened in shock. “That is a great honor.”

      “We will see if one of those Fae are worthy of me.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “Yeah, that sounds right.”

      Tieran’s eyes roamed over the assembled group. He was the new battle commander, and anxiety weighed on their bond.

      “We’re almost ready,” she said to him.

      He was still searching though, and his voice was only for her. “I thought my mother might make an appearance.”

      “Oh,” she said down the bond. “She doesn’t deserve you.”

      “Yes. I have always disappointed her. This time…she may never forgive me.”

      “Perhaps it is time to think about whether you want to ever forgive her.”

      Tieran went silent at that.

      Then he straightened again and spoke to everyone. “Prepare for flight. To war!”

      A roar went up from the dragons as wings spread and feet stamped in preparation.

      Kerrigan caught a sliver of white off Gelryn’s flank as the great dragon spread his incredible wingspan, knocking over two smaller dragons who couldn’t have been much bigger than hatchlings.

      “Amita?” Kerrigan said.

      Tieran’s head whipped around to find his sister dipping her head and walking toward them. “You are staying behind.”

      Amita narrowed her milky eyes at him. “I am not remaining here while you are out there. I will never forgive Mother for what she did to you. I want to fight.”

      “You are still a hatchling.”

      “Barely!”

      “We are not risking any hatchlings.”

      Amita blew a plume of blue fire over their heads. It was so hot, Kerrigan had to duck. “Do not condescend to me. I was also raised by that lying monster. I won’t bond if that is your command, dear brother. But I am coming, and you cannot stop me. I will not remain.”

      Then she turned her head and fluttered her translucent wings out as Gelryn was doing. The giant dragon seemed to shrug off her appearance. And how could any of them blame her?

      “We can take care of her,” Kerrigan assured Tieran.

      He huffed. “Fine. Stay between me and Gelryn on the flight.”

      Amita shifted around Gelryn to come between them, but she looked smug as hell when she did it.

      “Launch!” Tieran cried.

      And then they were off to Ravinia Mountain and all that was waiting for them when they returned to the House of Shadows. A denouncement. A coronation. And an impending war.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine

        The Return

      
      On the flight home, Kerrigan got a headache listening to Gelryn, Tieran, and Evien go back and forth on the logistics of how to house and feed this many dragons. At some point, Dyta and Ordrax appeared to help with the logistics as well, since they had done much of that back at the Holy Mountain.

      Kerrigan hadn’t even known that the dragons who had found them after the water ritual were part of their new army. Dyta, in particular, had seemed to despise them, but she had taken the bonding news the hardest. She had been finishing testing to join one of the next tournaments. Ordrax had already been part of a tournament before Kerrigan had been born. His bonded rider hadn’t made it through the year of training, and their bond had broken. That had been sufficient for the curse apparently, but he had been disgraced by it ever since. This was his redemption.

      When they’d almost made it home, another dragon moved up to command. Audria and Kerrigan had looked at each other with tears in their eyes at the sight of him. They would recognize his seafoam-green scales anywhere. Avirix was—had been—Noda’s dragon. Noda had been the fifth member of their training group—Kerrigan, Fordham, Audria, Roake, and Noda. Only Noda had dropped out, and Avirix had returned to the mountain in disgrace.

      Avirix had looked to Kerrigan and simply said, “We will get her back.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “We will.”

      With this many dragons flying all at once, it was impossible not to be seen. Not that many settlements existed between the two mountain ranges—most of the Fae lived on the coasts—but it wasn’t zero either. Tieran had sent off a few different groups of fighters to take down the two Society dragons they’d stumbled upon.

      They were dead so fast that it chilled Kerrigan. This was real. This was happening. She had done this, and there was no turning back.

      The chill only thawed as they approached the mountain and Fordham came back in range. Immediately, he was there, touching her through the bond as if she were already there in person, as if he could barely contain himself from the relief of knowing she was okay.

      “We’re close,” she said as the mountain came into view.

      Home.

      She didn’t know when she had started to think of Ravinia as home. She missed her manor home, Waisley, back in Bryonica, but there was more heartache there than ever. She still didn’t know the fate of her attendants, Benton and Bayton, who she had saved from servitude in the House of Shadows only for them to be swept up into this war with the Society. Nor did she know about the other half-Fae she had sent to her ancestral lands. For the first time, it really felt like they had a chance of righting all these wrongs.

      Tieran landed in the open aerie with the rest of his commanders—Gelryn, Dyta, Ordrax, and Avirix—and the noncombatant Amita as the other dragons scattered among the nearby peaks and surrounding valleys.

      Kerrigan jumped off Tieran’s back and didn’t look back as she strode across the now-crowded aerie. The door banged open, and Fordham strode in, wearing full black-and-silver House of Shadows regalia with a long, embroidered cloak held up by a silver chain and a sword strapped to his waist. His dark hair was pushed off his face as if he had been running his fingers through it anxiously. Those gray eyes turned to liquid silver at the sight of her.

      Between one second and the next, his hands were in the windblown threads of her curly braid and his mouth was on hers. Time stilled as everything narrowed to this one moment. Him. The connection between them sizzled to life.

      “I missed you,” she groaned against his lips.

      His tongue swept against hers, sparking something to life low in her belly. “I never wish to be parted from you again.”

      “We have an audience.”

      His hands slid down to her thighs and easily lifted her into the air, wrapping her legs around his waist and carrying her toward the open door. “Then let us find some privacy.”

      She laughed as her whole body awakened with desire. “Don’t you want to hear how the mission went?”

      “After I’m done with you.”

      Fordham stepped through the doorway to a rumble of laughter. His next step was into shadow. Kerrigan barely had a moment to prepare herself as they slid through the nothing, and then they were in the king’s chambers.

      She gasped. “I was not expecting a shadow-jump. Gods.”

      He grinned and just captured her lips again as he leaned her down onto the bed. His fingers found the button of her leathers. He loosened them and then released her long enough to tug them off her toned legs. She unhooked her cloak and ripped off her top with zero patience. Then she was reaching for him, unhooking the ceremonial mantle and letting it slide unceremoniously to the ground. Next was the cravat at his throat, the buttons of his silk shirt, which she fisted out of his pants, and then those gods-damned trousers.

      “Show me how much you missed me,” she pleaded as she lay back on the bed.

      He crawled over her, his naked form a masterpiece of rippling muscles, his face as devious as ever. The quirk of his lips before they descended on her mouth said that he was going to do just that.

      She lifted her legs to wrap around his waist as he settled between hers. His kisses turned furious as he drew out every ounce of her pleasure. There was a desperation in his movements, as if his fear that she wouldn’t come back had eaten away at him. Their time in Domara had marked both of them, and this was how it had left its mark on him—an unending fear that she would not return, that he could not save her.

      “I love you,” she said, pulling back enough to look into his eyes. “I’m here and I love you.”

      His nose brushed against hers. “I love you, my queen.”

      “I’m safe now.”

      A hand slid under her hip and lifted it to a slightly better angle. “You are always safer with me.”

      “Always,” she agreed.

      His fingers tightened on her hip as he drove home, closing the last bit of distance between them. She groaned as she was suddenly indescribably full. She had missed him, missed this—this completion that said that nothing else mattered. Only when her mate drove her to destruction and back.

      He leaned forward on his elbows, his lips against the shell of her slightly pointed ear as he began a rhythm.

      “Marry me,” he whispered.

      She shivered. “Now?”

      “We might need a witness,” he said. He shifted deeper, and she gasped.

      “Don’t think I want a witness to this.”

      “No,” he agreed. “This is all mine. As are you.”

      “Yes.”

      He moved faster, his pace quickening as her body unraveled under his practiced thrusts. Her breath was coming out in short pants, and sweat beaded on her brow.

      “I don’t want to wait any longer to belong to you,” he admitted.

      Her left hand lifted to his brow. The diamond glittered on her ring finger. “I already belong to you.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      He captured her lips once more, sealing their bargain as they both reached their peak. Kerrigan cried out as wave after wave rocketed through her body. Fordham buried himself deep and shuddered as he finished.

      Her hand dropped over her head as she blinked away stars. Their gazes met once more, and a slow smirk came to his lips.

      “I want to do that again.”

      She laughed. “You’ll have all the time you need after the coronation.”

      He groaned as they separated. “One more before I fight for my life?”

      “I don’t fear for your life at all.” Then she paused as she stretched out across the bed. “Though maybe a second time would be in order.” He reached for her eagerly and she laughed. “After we figure out what to do with all the dragons I brought home…”

      “Exactly how many did you secure?”

      “Half,” she said.

      “Half of what?”

      “All the dragons at the Holy Mountain.”

      Fordham examined her face. “And how many is half?”

      She smirked. “Why don’t I show you?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty

        The Denouncement

      
      The dragons had already figured out the logistics, but she enjoyed watching them negotiate with Fordham and the war council. Barron Laurent looked anything but pleased by the contingent of dragons who had just appeared. He’d been eyeing Gelryn like he might jump on the dragon’s back and hope that it would be enough to force the binding, as if a Fae could choose a binding instead of the dragon.

      Who the dragons would choose was a problem for after the coronation. She and Fordham were up late into the evening, helping the best they could with everything that would come with feeding and housing this many dragons.

      It had been exhausting, and Kerrigan was feeling it the next morning, especially since she’d stayed up well into the early hours rolling around the bed with Fordham until neither could even lift their head.

      Except he was gone in the morning.

      The morning of his coronation.

      Kerrigan approached their designated waiting room for the denouncement, but Fordham wasn’t there either. Everyone else was already filing into place outside.

      “Delle, have you seen Fordham?”

      Delle tilted her head. “He said he went to find you.”

      Kerrigan froze. “Uh…he wasn’t with me.”

      “Perhaps he is just running behind.”

      But that didn’t seem like him.

      “He wouldn’t leave,” Delle hissed to her mother, who had been apprised of the situation.

      “It would be tantamount to abdicating,” Adelaide said.

      Kerrigan leaned into their bond. There was no response to her warmth, but she had a general sense of direction, and it said down.

      “He’s still here. I’ll go get him.”

      She headed out of the waiting room and followed their bond. She could have reached out to him and asked him directly where he was, but something told her that he needed the space right now. That talking to him in person would be better.

      The bond took her to a door with an eye etched into it. The pulse of their bond said here. She opened the door and then took the steps down, down, down into the depths until she came upon the open crypt door.

      “Fordham,” Kerrigan whispered as she stepped across the threshold and into his family’s crypt.

      She had only been here once before. Fordham came here to think, and today was one of those days.

      “Hello, love,” Fordham said, glancing sideways at her.

      He was laid out across the sarcophagus of his original Fae ancestor. The black of his cloak was draped across the stone steps that led up to it. He looked indomitable and every inch the broody Fae princeling she had fallen in love with. And now he looked the perfect part of the king of the Dark Court.

      She was glad she had left her pretty, silver dress back in their rooms for the coronation. There was water dripping onto the floor, and it would have ruined the silky material. She had refused to wear something so restrictive to the denouncement. Not when anything could happen. Not when she was a fighter. She was instead draped in a black-and-silver tunic and pants.

      “Needed time to think?”

      “Communing with the ancestors,” he said as he sat up.

      “And do they think you’re ready to be king?”

      He shrugged. “Fifty-fifty.”

      “I doubt that.” Kerrigan came to his side and saw his face in repose mirroring the crowned Fae ancestor below him. “You are made for this moment.”

      “This shouldn’t be how this happens.”

      “How so?”

      “We should be getting married instead of having the coronation.”

      “You know why we can’t.”

      “Those reasons are bullshit,” he snapped. “They’re the reason the House of Shadows has fallen in the first place.”

      “You can’t change everything at once.”

      He breathed out. “I know. I just get so angry sometimes.”

      “I would have thought last night would have relaxed you.”

      He smirked at her. “Well, yes. New morning means new anxieties.”

      The joke had landed, but there was something dark in his eyes. Something else.

      Kerrigan took his hand. “Is this about Iris?”

      He flinched at the sound of her name. Iris had enslaved him and used him as a weapon. His power had not been his own, and he had murdered more people than Kerrigan was sure even she knew about.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she reminded him. “This is your choice.”

      “And if I do not, then I give up my throne.”

      She sighed, jumping onto the stone next to him. She ran her fingers over the first Fae sarcophagus. “Would that be so bad?”

      He gasped out a laugh. “Considering we need a standing army.”

      “We have the dragons. That might be sufficient.”

      “We’re not taking any chances.”

      Kerrigan nodded as she traced the lines of the first Fae’s sword. “Have you killed anyone since the tournament?”

      “No,” he said stiffly.

      “Will it destroy you to do it?”

      Fordham was silent a beat too long. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve killed. I’ve killed so many people. Even before we ever met, Kerrigan. It was never pleasant, but it was war. This is war.”

      “But…”

      “But what Iris did broke something inside me that I am still navigating.”

      “So if you don’t want to fight today, then you don’t have to.”

      “And what about the next battle?” he asked, clenching his hands. “And the one after that? I cannot run away from a fight or my duty.”

      “I don’t want you to run away from what happened either though,” she said softly. It hadn’t been that long ago that he wouldn’t even tell her what had happened with Iris, that he wasn’t sure if he could even have the mating bond. She didn’t want that Fordham to return. “I want you to be safe in here.” She touched his chest.

      He slid his hand over hers. “I have you now. We can weather this together.”

      She kissed him and he sighed against her mouth, the bond a fire that burned between them. Neither of them was okay. Maybe they never would be again after what they’d endured at the hands of their enslavers. But they could keep going forward together.

      Fordham jumped off the stone casket and held his arms out to her. She let him lift her off the stone. “I think I’ll go claim my throne now.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      Fordham kissed her again. “I’m ready for you to be my wife. The rest”—he waved his hand—“can keep.”

      He drew her back out of the crypt, locking the door behind him. The peace he’d achieved in there carried up the halls until they were once more in the waiting room. Delle and Adelaide looked relieved to see him.

      “Two minutes,” Delle promised and then shut them in the room alone.

      They watched the ever-growing crowd overlooking the valley.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Kerrigan expected to see Delle walk in again, but it was Prescott.

      “Cousin,” Fordham said, clapping him by the forearm. “I thought I wouldn’t hear from you.”

      “My apologies. I didn’t want to give myself away.” Prescott had color back in his cheeks, but sadness exuded from his person. He looked flustered and uncomfortable. What had Barron done to him? “I just came to tell you that Barron said he isn’t going to challenge you.”

      “What?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Why would he say that?” Fordham asked.

      Prescott sighed. “It’s the dragons. He wants to bond with a dragon. That hadn’t been a possibility before. He thinks it’s better to get a dragon and go to war than to fight this civil war.” He paused a moment before adding, “And I agree with him.”

      “We would never trust him with a dragon,” Kerrigan snapped.

      “He thinks he can force a wartime bond. He read about it happening during the Great War. We have more to fear from him in that regard than with this denouncement.” Prescott backed up. “That’s all. I need to get going.”

      “Cousin, I assure you no matter what happens, this is your last day undercover. I will remove you to safety after this.”

      Prescott nodded and then he left.

      Giving Barron a dragon would be as lethal as Bastian having one. It would be unconscionable to allow that to happen, a death sentence in its own way. No one would allow that. She’d have to tell Tieran.

      “It’s time, Your Majesty,” Delle said.

      They headed out of their waiting room to a round of applause from the assembled Fae from the House of Shadows. Fordham kept his head held high, shadows at the ready, as he walked to the valley floor.

      On either side of him was a contingent of Fae from the Laurent and Blanchard families. Viviana Blanchard was in a regal ornamental dress, her ears adorned with silver coverings studded with rubies and diamonds. Jewelry dotted her wrists and fingers, and a heavily gem-encrusted necklace dangled low between her breasts. She looked more like she was fit for a ball than what had once been a grassy battlefield.

      Barron Laurent had no such qualms. He was in a general’s uniform, the black insignia of his family against his left breast and a string of silver cords slung up to the right shoulder. A more formal cravat was missing, and instead, his shirt was buttoned all the way up over his pale throat with a high collar. His stark-white hair was slicked back off his face, making him look even more severe. His gaze was impassive as Fordham took his position as the highest rank there.

      Adelaide stepped forward after a nod from Fordham. “Ladies, gentlemen, and all those assembled,” she began, her voice amplified by air magic, “thank you for joining us today for an official kathiria e sendera, the likes of which we have not seen in my lifetime.”

      A roar went up as the Fae stretched for ages across the valley floor. Kerrigan wasn’t sure how many of them could even see what was happening. This would have been better in an arena, but there was no arena here.

      “A denouncement has been called. Any who wish to issue an official kathiria e sendera to His Majesty Fordham Ollivier in combat for the right to his throne, now is the time to do so.” Adelaide was silent another beat. “The fight ends when one of the contenders is dead. There will be no clemency given. Issue your contestation at your own peril.”

      Then she stepped back to wait.

      Fordham had told Kerrigan that traditionally, it went either one of two ways—no one contested the throne, or everyone did. But usually the latter only happened when clemency was offered. Most didn’t want to risk their lives for the mere hope of a throne.

      Viviana looked first to Celeste, the Fae from the Blanchard family on the war council, and her daughter Aurelie, who squeezed her mother’s hand. Celeste nodded at her, allowing her the chance to do the honors. Viviana stepped forward, and Kerrigan held her breath. “The Blanchard family puts forth no contest. Our denouncement has closed.”

      Fordham held his hand out to Viviana, who took it uncertainly as if she expected him to kill her without notice.

      “I have no quarrel with your family and hope to remain allies in this war,” he said.

      “As do I,” she said.

      She stepped back. He hadn’t thought that Viviana would put forth a competitor, but there had always been a risk.

      Instead of Barron stepping forward, René from the war council did. “The Laurent family puts forth no contest.”

      Fordham raised an eyebrow as René thrust his hand forward, as if he could physically put himself between him and Barron. Fordham took his hand.

      “That’s a relief that Laurent has no issue with my reign.”

      “You brought us all those dragons,” René said. “Who could argue with your reign?”

      “As much as I would like to take credit, it is my love, Kerrigan, who managed to bring us all these dragons.” Kerrigan opened her mouth, but Fordham held a hand up. “I’m sure she would say that it was her dragon, Tieran, and the dragons themselves who make their own choices.”

      “Either way, you are the rightful ruler. You sent them on the mission. The sun shines brightly upon the Ollivier family in these trying times.”

      Kerrigan thought this was all well and good, going exactly how it should before the entire court—except Barron Laurent hadn’t said a word. He was just observing, letting René take over for the family. Prescott had said that Barron wasn’t going to compete, but she found it hard to believe he could rein in his ego.

      Fordham must have felt the same way, because his gaze shifted to Barron. “Have anything to add?”

      Barron smirked. “Did you think I would contest your precious throne when there are dragons to be had?”

      Fordham held his hand out to his enemy. “It is good to see you have come to your senses.”

      The silence stretched between them as Barron didn’t raise his hand. He was no longer looking at Fordham but past him—not to Kerrigan but as if he were seeing through the house of his enemy.

      He took Fordham’s hand a second later, and a breath of relief filled the space—but then Barron yanked Fordham closer, putting a hand to his back. His voice was so low that Kerrigan couldn’t hear what was said.

      But between that second and the next, Fordham ripped backward with a shouted, “No!”

      Kerrigan reacted on instinct, rushing forward toward him. But it was not Fordham that Barron had his sights on. A powerful ball of energy, as hot as the fiercest burning fire, erupted from Barron’s clenched hand, and with precision, Barron shot the lightning directly at Prescott.

      The world erupted into chaos. Kerrigan’s screams were drowned out by the rush of activity. The terror at the use of Barron’s power not for the denouncement but for an innocent bystander—none of this made sense. None of it fit.

      Kerrigan pushed through the fleeing masses and dropped to her knees at Prescott’s side. Her hand went to his neck. For a second, there was a fluttering heartbeat. His skin was raw and black, burned to within an inch of his life. His eyes opened to stare at her in pain and horror.

      “Prescott!” she gasped. “Stay with us. We’ll get you help.”

      But pandemonium was all around her. Amond was still suffering from loch withdrawal, and Darby hadn’t wanted to bear witness, which left Audria.

      Kerrigan’s head whipped up. She tried to orient herself with everyone running around. It was the moment she realized that Barron’s real challenge had just begun. Fordham squared off with him, his ceremonial cloak already discarded in the grass as his shadows consumed him.

      He could handle himself, but his only cousin was going to die if they didn’t get help.

      “Audria!” she cried, seeing the Fae female watching the spectacle with a trained soldier’s eye.

      Audria whipped around, her eyes widening as she pushed through the crowd. She dropped to her knees before Prescott. “Is he breathing?”

      “Barely,” Kerrigan said.

      Audria assessed him. “We need someone more experienced. Amond is too far.” Water poured into her hands from a pouch at her side. The healing magic went to work, healing wounds at his chest where the strike had originated. “I’m going to try to keep him stable.”

      “Ker—” Prescott coughed out.

      “Don’t speak,” Kerrigan told him, taking his hand. “We’re going to get you to a healer.”

      “It’s okay,” he managed.

      Tears came to her eyes. “It’s not.”

      “I wasn’t…living.” He shook as Audria worked. His eyes went glassy as he said, “It’s time to see Arbor.”

      Kerrigan swept his hair off his face. “Stay with us. Please, Pres, we need you to live. You were getting out.”

      Audria’s water dropped into the grass. “He’s gone.”

      “No,” Kerrigan gasped as she put her fingers back to his throat.

      But there was no heartbeat left.

      Barron had killed him.

      Audria sank back onto her heels. “Gods, I’m sorry. I should have been able to do more.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Kerrigan said as she came back to her feet. “It’s his.”

      Barron Laurent was currently shooting lightning at her mate. A fury struck through her like the currents he was wielding. This was no official denouncement. That was already over. No one had come forward.

      This was revenge.

      Which meant Kerrigan didn’t have to sit on the sidelines.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-One

        The Coronation

      
      Kerrigan was glad that she’d opted out of her ceremonial gown. Pants were much easier to sprint in. Her magic was pulled in tight as she reached for her trusty air magic and blasted Barron with the force of her powers.

      The air hit him square in the chest, and he reeled back a handful of steps. His eyes shifted between them as she entered the fight. Both he and Fordham had pulled out their blades, and sweat dripped down their foreheads.

      “Need your leatha to fight your battles, Ollivier?” Barron taunted.

      Fordham glared at him. His midnight hair had fallen forward into his face. “She makes her own decisions.”

      “That’s right,” Kerrigan said as her fire magic answered her call.

      She and Fordham had been fighting together so long that instinct took over. As soon as her magic headed toward Barron, Fordham moved, thrusting forward with his sword. Barron narrowly avoided Kerrigan’s fire and met Fordham’s advance with one of his own. Their blades rang against each other as the two sword masters tried to cut the other one down.

      Even Kerrigan was impressed with Barron’s footwork. He didn’t have their specialized training or experience in fighting to the death in the gladiatorial ring, but Barron had been on battlefields. He fought with a ferocity that could be gained nowhere else, but he had been banking on fighting Fordham alone, whether through the denouncement or on his own terms. He didn’t understand what it was to rely on someone else as Kerrigan and Fordham did. She would put her life in his hands every time.

      Barron shoved Fordham back. Lightning crackled in his hand, and he blasted a bolt forward. Fordham jumped out of the way, disappearing into his shadows and appearing on the other side of the grass in a blink.

      “You coward,” Barron said with a taunting laugh. “You and your blasted shadows. You believe that you’re better than us.”

      “I am,” Fordham said with a grin. “I am better than you.”

      Barron faltered for a second, as if he hadn’t thought that Fordham would voice that thought. “You are nothing but a cursed bastard son.”

      Fordham laughed, stepping away from another lightning bolt. He appeared at Kerrigan’s side next. “Cursed. Yes, the line was cursed because of our people’s insistence on enslaving others. The second that was over and I took the throne, our people began to prosper again. With the return of the dragons, we will once again be great, and none of that has anything to do with you.”

      “You’ll die either way,” Barron said, holding his sword pointed at Fordham’s chest. “And I’ll smile to watch your dragon fall with you.”

      Kerrigan dove out of the way as another lightning bolt rocketed toward them. Fordham had jumped in the other direction. Three jumps. How many more did he have? They were short distances, and Fordham was stronger than ever, but Barron didn’t know that. He seemed to be trying to prolong this bout so that Fordham was worn down. Kerrigan couldn’t let that happen.

      “No one would accept you as king,” she taunted, her shield pulled up tight around her. The lightning crackled against its surface before the shield shattered. She shrieked and threw herself sideways, narrowly avoiding the blast.

      “Everyone will accept the Fae who kills the king,” Barron boasted.

      But Kerrigan had been the distraction, and Fordham jumped behind Barron. His blade slid forward through flesh and blood and bone. Barron cried out in pain, but then his hand clamped down on the blade. Blood flowed from his palm as he lit the sword up with lightning.

      Fordham yelled as the strike hit him true and he dropped the sword. He shook his hand out as he stumbled back and fell to a knee, his head hanging low.

      “Ford!” she cried.

      The current had zapped through him quicker than either of them could blink, but it had hit Barron as well. He was on his knees, wrenching the blade from his side, blood flowing down his uniform. He came slowly to his feet. His white hair was fried and sticking up as he turned to face his opponent.

      “Long live Laurent,” Barron snarled as he raised his sword to deal the final blow.

      “No!” Kerrigan shrieked.

      She didn’t know how it happened, didn’t take the moment to think about the consequences. She grasped the shadows like a warm blanket and threw them over her head. She was underneath, in the dark nothing, a blink of black that was all encompassing. When Fordham used the shadows, she had always gone directly from one place to the next, but as she wielded them herself, she could see that other place that existed within the shadows.

      She stepped out on the other side, having shadow-jumped the dozen feet to stand between Fordham and Barron’s blade. It sliced into her shoulder at the same moment as she wielded enough fire to burn down the world.

      Barron shrieked as it scorched through his face, clothes, and skin all in one fell swoop—the fire she held back for so long unleashed on the person who had threatened to kill her most beloved. Fordham fell back as he called desperately for a healer.

      Kerrigan dropped to the ground as the pain in her shoulder came back to her all at once. “Oh gods.”

      “Audria,” Fordham yelled.

      “I’m coming!”

      Fordham pressed a kiss to her head. “Breathe, love. One, two…”

      Then the sword was pulled from her shoulder with a shriek. Kerrigan could barely see as Fordham took Barron’s own blade and stalked toward the horribly burned figure.

      “Prescott was better than you ever were,” Fordham said right before lopping Barron’s head off.

      It rolled in the grass and came to rest a few feet away. The open-mouthed terror still shone in his eyes and the burned visible jawline.

      Audria’s water magic touched Kerrigan’s shoulder, a soothing more than a healing, but she would take anything over the searing pain.

      Fordham dropped to a knee at her side. “Must you always put yourself in danger?”

      “Hey,” she choked out. “I saved your life.”

      “You shadow-jumped.”

      “Yeah. I guess I did.”

      “Impressive.”

      She laughed and then winced as the pain magnified. “Have to keep up with you.”

      “Come on. I’ll shadow-jump you to Amond,” he said, sliding his hands under her legs and shoulders. “Unless you want to do the honors.”

      She cried out as she was lifted into the air. “Ass.”

      He chuckled as he took them into the shadows.

      

      ***

      “All hail His Royal Majesty King Fordham Ollivier!”

      All the nobility assembled were on their feet, applauding his ascension. The silver crown was nestled in his dark locks. A ceremonial sword was in one hand, and the other held a silver-and-emerald scepter. He held them up as the cheers rang all around him.

      Kerrigan had been healed by a rattled and slightly drugged Amond. So much for giving up loch entirely. He’d had to take a dose recently to help with the healing of her father. She wasn’t sure he would have been able to heal Prescott if they’d managed to bring him. He’d barely been able to settle Kerrigan’s shoulder, and it was just a wound from a blade, not magical.

      Another problem for another day.

      For now, she was seated to Fordham’s left in her shiny silver gown. If there was an objection to her presence, it wasn’t felt due to the overwhelming support for Fordham’s reign—killing Barron had done the trick.

      The congregation filtered into a ballroom where a party was going to go on all night. Fordham was supposed to be there to let his subjects bestow gifts on him and his family. Kerrigan could tell he was barely holding it together, that he would not make it a whole night in the presence of the noble Fae of the House of Shadows.

      But she said nothing as she took his arm and followed him out of the throne room and to a balcony that overlooked the rest of the assembled Fae. A huge feast had been prepared for the coronation. Dancing, drinking, and merriment would go on long into the night here as well.

      Adelaide repeated Fordham’s entrance with an amplified voice for the crowd. “All hail His Royal Majesty King Fordham Ollivier!”

      Fordham lifted his hand to wave at the thousands of subjects that were now entirely his responsibility. Kerrigan lifted her hand as well. She knew they did not hate her after her fight, her show of force by using shadow jumping, but she was not prepared for their roar of approval at their union. Maybe a wedding would be possible now that the coronation was over.

      It all felt like just one step on a very long road.

      “Do I deserve this?” Fordham asked as he stared down from the mountain.

      “To be king? Yes.”

      “When Prescott was killed due to my own folly.”

      “Prescott was killed because of Barron Laurent.”

      Fordham sighed. “Because he discovered that he was working for me.”

      “We always knew it was a risk.”

      “Doesn’t make it better.”

      “No,” she agreed. “It doesn’t. I wish that we did not have to put our friends and family in danger to win this war, but it is a war we are waging.”

      Fordham nodded. “I know. And good people die in war. I have lived it many times. I know I would not trade the outcome for your death, but it feels like the curse is circling ever closer, despite what Titania told us.” His face was grave as he clenched his jaw. “My mother, my father, Dacia, Arbor, and now Prescott—my whole family is perishing. If Wynter…”

      “That won’t happen,” she told him.

      “You cannot promise her safety. Nor yours.” Fordham’s gaze cut to her. “Wynter is going to bond a dragon. We both know it. As soon as this coronation is over, I’m sending our greatest fighters to see if a dragon will bond them, and Wynter will be one of them. She is in as much danger as ever.”

      “You cannot keep us all safe. The world is not safe. We are fighting for a better tomorrow.”

      “And how will we do that when even the bonding is a death sentence or a curse?”

      Kerrigan frowned. “I did have a thought about that.”

      He huffed out a sardonic laugh. “Tell me it’s a safe thought.”

      “When I saw the memory from Ferrinix, it said that the metal crown bestowed the curse on the rider bonds from the magic of He Who Reigns.” Kerrigan bit her lip before adding, “And if we find the crown once more, I might be able to use the same magic to change it.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Two

        The Command

      
      Isa

      Isa wanted to die.

      She had never been suicidal. Nor had she ever been dramatic. So when she thought the words, she meant them—death would be preferable to this.

      She had always been an assassin. A carefully honed killer that the Father had utilized to keep himself aloft. One that could walk through noble circles as easily as hide in the shadows. She was beautiful enough to mesmerize men as she slipped them poison and could disappear just as quickly after a knife in the back.

      It had been her joy and pleasure to craft her various instruments to her ends. That joy had been demolished with the collar at her throat.

      Her choices were no longer her own.

      Her methods were no longer her own.

      Her kills were no longer her own.

      Now they all belonged to this collar and the Father.

      A few whispered words were all he needed before he cast her at his enemies. Nothing better than a sharpened blade as she was thrust into danger. Her instincts would kick in, barely keeping her from being caught as she murdered people in cold blood. Sometimes, she wasn’t even that lucky. The compulsion of the collar was so strong that she would kill anyone who was nearby as well.

      She stared down at her blood-soaked hands as she stepped into the Father’s office and waited as silent as a wraith. She wished she could blend into the background and be forgotten, to no longer have to endure this.

      “I do not care to hear more of your failure,” the Father snarled at his prodigy.

      Roake clenched his jaw. “They kidnapped her. Audria is gone with the dragon speaker, and we’re not even doing anything to rescue her.”

      “She is collateral damage at best,” the Father told him blandly. “She had already turned against us. I am not even convinced that it was a kidnapping. It seems more likely that she was already working with Kerrigan as I feared.”

      Roake’s features turned furious, but there was a hitch in his voice as he said, “She would never.”

      “You trained with them,” the Father said as he rose to his considerable height. Roake had been a Dragon Eggs champion before joining the Society, and still somehow the Father made him look small. “You know her allegiance to the girl. She fought against us. The fact that I allowed your feelings for her to supersede the mission was a mistake.”

      “I believe we can still extract her.”

      “Why do you believe that? They have the dragon speaker. Do you not think they have discerned my plans and are on the way to the Holy Mountain already? It was too late to intercept them after you returned. I have sent another emissary to the mountain to see if we can still acquire more dragons, but if I know Kerrigan Argon, she has already done it herself, and that is on your head.”

      Roake gulped. “I was outmaneuvered.”

      “That much is clear,” the Father said dismissively. “We will speak of this no longer.”

      “But, Bastian…”

      “We are finished,” the Father snarled at the use of his name.

      Roake retreated a step. Isa could see something there. A bit of defiance. He loved the girl. That was dangerous. The Father should eliminate him.

      No.

      She silenced the insidious voice that sometimes echoed what the Father was thinking rather than her own thoughts. Roake should be careful. The Father suspected him, and it didn’t go well for the ones he suspected. Isa was proof enough of that. If there was a way to warn him…

      But there wasn’t.

      Even if she wanted to.

      She hung her head as Roake stomped past her in annoyance.

      “Isannah, come here.”

      And against her will, her feet moved across the room. She stopped before him, keeping her eyes down. She didn’t want to see his face. Each time, it was worse.

      “Do you believe him?”

      “No,” she said bluntly.

      “Mmm,” he said. “Nor I. I’ll keep an eye on him. I have a mission for you.”

      He offered her a piece of paper, and she took it. She opened it to reveal an already familiar address. Her gaze dropped.

      “I want you to kill the leader of the human rebellion.”

      Isa’s heart stuttered. The leader. No. It was too much. Politicians, nobility, mobsters. The ilk that needed to fall in line. But this?

      “Will that be a problem?”

      “No,” she said immediately as if she could say anything else. “Consider it done.”

      “Good,” he said, sinking back into his seat with pleasure.

      She headed toward the door, thinking she had gotten away with it.

      “Isa.”

      She stilled with her hand on the doorknob.

      “Look at me.”

      She ground her teeth before meeting his eyes. So full of wrath and love and a million horrors. His severed hand left an absence. The Ring of Endings rested on the other hand.

      The red mask sat on the table. He was wearing it more than not these days. The thing that only he could remove, and the lines between who he was and who the mask made him were past blurring to fully defined. Once, he’d worn it because of the burns all those years ago. When he had saved her from the fire that had consumed her mother’s life and led him on this path of destruction. She cursed the mask that had once been a symbol of hope in her life. Now it was only a symbol of death.

      “You know why we do this, don’t you?”

      Isa remained still at the question. She had lost sight of the mission. Of course he could see that.

      He rose to his feet and came toward her. She couldn’t move when he brushed his hand down her jaw. “It’s for her.”

      “For her,” Isa said blankly.

      “All this is for her.”

      Isa trembled. Was he talking about her mother? He had not mentioned her in all the years since the accident, since humans had burned down their home, leaving him permanently scarred. He’d walked out of the burning house with a bundle in his arms and nothing more.

      He’d championed a new world out of those burns. A new world for Fae at least. No one had believed that he would be the leader of the Red Masks. Not when he had done so much good in the world.

      But they did not know why.

      They did not know the truth.

      “I wish she was here,” Isa whispered.

      Bastian clenched his hand into a fist. For a moment, she thought he would shatter her pretty face once more for speaking of her, but he let his hand drop.

      “Wishes are for wells,” he said as he sank back into his chair. “We do the work in her name.”

      “Yes, Father,” she said.

      He waved his hand as if dismissing the conversation about her mother. “I’ll need you back to observe the planning for the Society Ball.” He arched an eyebrow. “Do not be long.”

      She nodded, trying and failing to hide her enmity.

      Then she fled his chambers. This Society Ball was absurd. Why invite all his enemies here? What was his goal? Was he trying to win them over? Or did he envision something more sinister? Would she be forced to kill everyone present? Would it finally claim her life?

      She hoped so.

      Either way, it was going to be one hell of a party.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Three

        The Resistance Leader

      
      Clover

      Fallon held his hand out to Clover. “We’ll leave in the morning for Galanthea. Thank you for the intel.”

      Clover put her hand in his uncertainly. “I still can’t believe that Kerrigan managed it, but I should cease thinking that she won’t do the impossible.”

      “More dragons,” Fallon said with a shake of his head. “I thought that my time in the tournament was over. To think that I could still get on one… Well, it’s unexpected.”

      “You think you’ll bond?” Hadrian asked.

      Fallon shrugged. “Kerrigan says it’s the dragon’s choice, but I’ll certainly try. What about you?”

      Hadrian laughed. “Uh, I don’t hate flying, but I’m not sure I’m strong enough.”

      “Well, we’ll see.” Fallon patted Hadrian on the back. “We’ll see.” He tipped his head at Clover. “I’ll leave you to the rest of your meetings. Don’t be long though. It’s your last night together for a while.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Hadrian said on a sigh as Fallon disappeared.

      Hadrian and Fallon had been trying to raise House Galanthea to their cause since they arrived. While some of the Fae in the war houses agreed with Kerrigan, more didn’t see the point in arguing with the Society. Status quo was preferable.

      They hoped now that Kerrigan was offering up dragons to the houses who joined her cause that it would turn the tide. They were bringing the news to the head of the house in the south in person.

      “You’re magnificent,” Hadrian said as he drew Clover into him.

      “And you’re leaving me.”

      “It’s just a few weeks.” He pressed a kiss to her brow. “Not that long.”

      “Without Darby.”

      Hadrian sighed. “I know. Did Kerrigan say anything about her?”

      Clover shrugged. “She’s been training with Amond, which is keeping her busy. We’re no closer to getting us all back together. I don’t want to bring her to Kinkadia where it isn’t safe, but I hate that we’re apart.”

      “We’ll get her back,” he said with confidence. “We will.”

      She believed him. There was no other option. “Come on. Let’s get the rest of this over with so that we can enjoy our last night together.”

      Hadrian laughed. “Meetings wasn’t how I planned to spend our last night together.”

      “Oh?”

      He grinned as his hands slid down her sides. “I had other ideas.”

      “I’m all ears,” she teased as she pressed her lips to his.

      “They might involve a bedroom.”

      She grabbed his hand and drew him down the hall. “I think we’ll have to wait,” she said with a wink. “Work first.”

      He sighed. “You’re so cool now that you have magic, barely have time for your boyfriend.”

      Clover scoffed. “Are you saying you’re not cool enough for me?”

      “Obviously.”

      She laughed. “Oh, sweetheart.”

      Then they were out on the darkened streets, heading away from Fallon’s family home. Their first stop was a town house off the Row. Clover had been here several times since returning to the city. She still worried about being recognized by the Red Masks, but she’d gotten better at dodging patrols.

      She knocked twice and then a third time on the back door of the town house, and a harried half-Fae woman opened the door, ushering them inside with a wary backward glance. “Come quickly. Master Gerrond will see you now.”

      Clover and Hadrian followed the stout woman to a small study. The curtains were drawn shut, and they could only make out the Sayair Fae male from the candles burning around the room.

      “Clover, I got your note,” Gerrond said, coming to his feet with a jovial smile.

      “I got word from Kerrigan. She did it.”

      “Dragons?” he asked, amazed.

      She nodded. “She said she has a contingent for Sayair as well.”

      “My cousin lives on the outside of Devinwell,” Gerrond said, scribbling into a notebook. He tore the paper out and offered it to Clover. “He’d be the best first contact. Is she planning to give some to the drifters as well?”

      “I’m meeting Islay and Ruen after this to see if they’re interested.”

      A light shone in Gerrond’s eyes. “This is beyond my wildest dreams. When I thought the drifters would be a part of the Society, I didn’t ever think they’d have dragons. Thank you, Clover.”

      “Well, thank Kerrigan,” Clover said with a shrug. “She’s the one who works miracles.”

      “When I next see her, I’ll tell her exactly what I think of her.”

      Hadrian cleared his throat. “Did you have any news for us?”

      “Oh, yes. Bastian is throwing the Society Ball. I have an invitation.”

      “A ball?” Hadrian asked in confusion. “Why is that of consequence?”

      “The last time he got everyone together, he killed half of the arena,” Gerrond deadpanned. “Seems important.”

      Clover took the invite. “I’ll let her know. Thanks.”

      “Stay safe out there, and give Islay and Ruen my love.”

      “We will,” Clover said.

      Hadrian put an arm around her shoulders as they went back out the way they had come. Clover fiddled with the invitation.

      “This is not good news,” she muttered.

      “No,” Hadrian agreed, glancing at the town house over his shoulder. “It feels like a trap from Bastian.”

      “We’ll see what Kerrigan says.”

      Clover didn’t relax again until they were in the Dregs, at the edges of the city. While the whole city had a stronger guard presence, the Dregs were the hotbed of human and half-Fae living quarters. The guards here were particularly violent, and it was best to avoid them at all costs.

      It was a few blocks before Clover had the distinct feeling that someone was watching them. Each turn felt like a pair of eyes. She couldn’t hear the sound of pursuit or the clomp of feet, but the feeling remained.

      Hadrian met her gaze as they took another turn closer to headquarters.

      “Do you think we’re being followed?” she whispered.

      He looked behind him. “I don’t know.”

      She bit her lip. Life had gotten harder in Kinkadia, but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle. She clutched the amulet at her chest. Her father’s amulet now gave her magic just like the Fae had. It wasn’t internal and took a lot of work to make it function, but it was all hers. If someone was stupid enough to follow her, she’d be ready.

      When they reached headquarters, Clover looked over her shoulder one more time, but there was nothing there.

      “Thea?” Clover called, removing her cloak and hanging it on a peg.

      Headquarters was dark. The meeting for Rights For All should have already ended, but a host of new humans and half-Fae who were interested in joining their amulet army should have been lingering.

      Hadrian used a tiny bit of fire magic to light a lantern, illuminating the narrow room that had a long table down the middle. Papers littered the space but no people.

      Clover had a bad feeling about this—the same bad feeling that had been hounding her since she left Fallon’s house. Had the person tailing her beaten her here? Was that possible?

      She opened the amulet and reached for the thread of magic at the center. “Thea?” she repeated.

      A sound came from the back room. Clover dashed forward, pushing open the door that led to their workroom. During the day, a dozen tinkerers worked on the amulet design and trained those who were learning to the use the magic. Tonight, it was almost empty.

      “Isa,” Clover said, holding a hand out like to an abused dog.

      Isa had Thea around the middle and pulled her back to Isa’s chest, a knife at Thea’s throat, with Islay and Ruen holding their amulets out facing them. Yet there was no fear on Thea’s face. She had been the leader of the RFA for so long—she had known Clover’s now-deceased parents when they had worked in the Laments church. She was the heart of all this, even though Thea said that was now Clover’s role. Clover was the one who had figured out the amulet, the one who trained recruits, the one who now gave the humans hope. Even Kerrigan was no longer the face of the humans’ resistance movement.

      “Islay, Ruen, stop,” Clover said before the two could pounce.

      “You should listen to her,” Isa said.

      Hadrian’s hand on her back was the warmth Clover needed to turn away from the drifters and the meeting she should have been in to the assassin holding Thea at knifepoint.

      “It could have been you,” Isa said, her face unnaturally calm.

      “It was you I noticed on the walk over,” Clover said.

      “Yes.”

      “You wanted me to know you were there.”

      Isa said nothing, but that had to be the case. Isa could have killed her at any point. She was too well trained, and with the collar…

      Clover had heard what the city called Bastian’s collared dog: The Phantom. The Bloody Knife. The Silent Death.

      They didn’t know who she was. Not like Clover did. She had thought they’d had an alliance. Isa had saved Kivrin. And then she’d been caught by Bastian and collared. Assassinations had risen exponentially since that moment, and Clover understood why.

      “You can break this,” Clover said. “That collar doesn’t control you.”

      Isa cracked an almost smile. “Cute.” Her hands trembled as if the compulsion to slice Thea’s throat was too strong.

      “You’re stronger than him,” Clover said. “You fought him once.”

      “I have my orders,” Isa said flatly.

      “To kill me?”

      “To kill the leader of the resistance.”

      “That’s me,” Thea said fiercely.

      “No, it’s me,” Clover said. “You’ll have to kill me, Isa.”

      Isa’s eyes met hers, and Clover saw that Isa already knew that.

      “You could have killed me in the street.”

      “I know.”

      Clover took another step closer, her hand out. “You’re making a choice here. It means you can fight him.”

      Isa tilted her head. “Death is all I am.”

      Then she slid the blade against Thea’s neck and dropped the woman to the ground.

      Clover yelled, blasting Isa backward with a thread of air like she’d seen Kerrigan do time and time again. Isa executed a backward roll. For a moment, Clover thought that Isa would come for her. After all, Thea was right—Clover was the target. That was why Isa had been stalking her.

      And yet Isa blinked at the blood flowing out of Thea’s neck, took another look at Clover, and backed away. A flicker of hope seemed to cross her face. As if she had made her first choice in weeks. Then she disappeared into the night.

      Clover collapsed at Thea’s side. There was no hope that a healer could fix this. “I’m so sorry, Thea.”

      “Love you,” Thea gurgled. “Do…great…work.”

      Then Thea died in her arms.

      Hadrian’s arms came around Clover next and held her as she cried until she had no more tears.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Four

        The Bonding

      
      Hundreds of Fae stood on the field in front of Ravinia Mountain to be assessed by the dragons ready to bond. After much back-and-forth, the dragons had agreed with Fordham about giving the bulk of their kind to the House of Shadows. Not only had their house been deprived for a thousand years but there were likely more strong magical users there than in other houses who had entered the tournament all these years. The dragons who weren’t quite ready to bond would be offered as an option to their allies once this first round had been completed.

      “Are you sure this is how it has to be done?” Kerrigan asked as she stood between Gelryn and Tieran.

      “There is no use for the tournament any longer,” Gelryn explained. “That was a trick created to keep our kind safe. I would test each potential champion for their strength because the strongest riders were less likely to perish. Then they would endure the test to winnow it down further. By the time the competitors reached the end, the dragons had an easy choice.”

      “There is no easy choice here,” Tieran said.

      “No winnowing down either,” Kerrigan muttered.

      “Even I do not have the strength to do a full test of every potential rider. The dragons will know,” Gelryn said.

      “It was why I had to pick you after all,” Tieran reminded her. “You were the strongest, and I could sense that.”

      Kerrigan flushed. “Fordham was stronger.”

      “Not stronger than a Doma,” Tieran said. “And I didn’t know then that you were, but still I knew.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “You’re right of course. I trust you. Lowan said much the same when I checked on him making the bonding potion. I’m just anxious.”

      Fordham was already below with the recruits, which included Wynter, René, Aurelie, and Viviana of all people. Dozan stood at Wynter’s side even though he had no magic and couldn’t bond a dragon, though Kerrigan knew he would very much like to. Amond, Darby, and Audria were already at the bonding-potion pool with Lowan in case anything went wrong. Darby had been studying healing magic with Amond, but Kerrigan knew she was restless. Telling her about her dreamwalk with Clover had only made Darby more anxious instead of settling her—another problem for their war effort.

      Everyone was in their places. There were only the dragons’ decisions now.

      “It is time,” Tieran said.

      Kerrigan climbed onto his back, and they dove off the edge of the aerie toward the base of the mountain. He corkscrewed before pulling up sharp and landing at Fordham’s feet. Netta was already present, and the two dragons butted heads in greeting.

      Gelryn landed next—the first unbonded dragon to take the field. The entire valley seemed to straighten at the mighty dragon’s presence. He was the real prize after all. Kerrigan didn’t know who was the most powerful among them. Was it Wynter? Would she get the general?

      She had no idea how it all worked. Only the dragons truly knew. Gelryn had even said that if no one was worthy, he would remove himself from choosing. Any of the dragons could.

      “All assembled,” Tieran said across the potentials, “the dragons will come through at any moment. Brace yourselves.”

      That was all the warning they got as wings beat on the wind. Kerrigan’s eyes lifted to the skies to see dragons moving toward them. She slid off Tieran’s back and headed toward Fordham. They wouldn’t remain for the choosing. It was customary to do so without an audience, as had been done in the caves when their own dragons chose them.

      Fordham threaded their fingers together and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Nor I.”

      “Can you have one more?” a voice called as a figure walked out of the entrance to the mountain.

      Kerrigan turned around and gasped. Kivrin Argon was walking toward them.

      “Dad?”

      He smiled and held his arms out. She ran into them, colliding and almost bowling them both off their feet. He made an oof noise and then wrapped her up tight. They held each other for a moment—one she couldn’t believe she could have after everything that had happened in their past.

      “You’re walking,” she said, pulling back to look at him.

      “Still a little unsteady,” he admitted, “but Amond gave me the go-ahead to try to bond.”

      “Oh gods,” she said, a hand to her mouth.

      He laughed. “What? You think I’m too old to bond a dragon? If it wasn’t for Lorian, I would have had one years ago.”

      “No, of course. I just can’t believe I didn’t think of it.”

      “You can’t have all the good ideas,” Fordham said as he held his hand out to her father.

      Kivrin shook. “Think I can join your army if a dragon selects me?”

      “It’d be an honor,” Fordham said.

      “Well, take care of my daughter then. I have a dragon to claim.”

      Then Kivrin wandered into the midst of the potential riders, his head held high, his steps even. For the first time in many years, he was so much more than just the playboy prince of the House of Cruse. He was a leader in his own right.

      Fordham drew her back into the mountain. “Let’s leave them to it. We’ll know what happened by nightfall.”

      Kerrigan shot one more look at the group of riders and the incoming dragons and then left them to it.

      

      ***

      Riders filtered in throughout the day. Their names were registered with their dragons, and they were sent to new quarters that Fordham had instructed Adelaide to clean out for the trainees. The bond would strengthen if they were in danger or went to war, but until then, it took a year for the bond to not be fragile, and they needed training.

      Kerrigan had sat in a meeting with Lowan, going over the few books he’d had on his person about dragon training. Kerrigan added in the firsthand experience she had from her training and created a program—not that they had a year to train the recruits. Luckily almost everyone who had arrived so far was already a soldier who had seen combat.

      “One of us will have to train them,” Kerrigan said.

      Only she, Fordham, and Audria had done dragon training before. It was how it had always been done. The previous winner would train the next batch.

      “We don’t have time for that,” Fordham argued.

      “The easiest solution is to let the dragons and their riders handle training,” Lowan said. “Ordrax and Dyta are a formidable pair. Whoever bonds them will also have to be formidable. Ordrax has already gone through training, and Dyta was his second at the Holy Mountain. We should put them and their riders in charge once they return.”

      “That would be me,” Wynter said as she strode into the war room they’d taken up outside the aerie.

      Fordham jumped up. “You bonded?”

      She nodded with a smirk. “Dyta. She agrees that she and Ordrax should take over. Ordrax should be here any moment. He just finished.”

      “Who bonded him?” Kerrigan asked, adding names the list.

      Wynter bit her lip. “Give him a minute, and you’ll find out.”

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a look. That couldn’t be good.

      “Hello.”

      Fordham’s jaw dropped. Kerrigan’s hand stilled over the list of names. Even Lowan looked surprised, and he didn’t normally notice anything other than his books.

      “Viviana?” Fordham asked. “You bonded Ordrax?”

      “I didn’t even know you were interested in a dragon.”

      Viviana lifted her chin. Out of her fancy dresses and heavy makeup and jewelry, she was almost unrecognizable. “I have the requisite magic. I want to do my name proud.”

      “And in pants,” Kerrigan noted.

      Viviana bristled. “I will wear them for Ordrax, but I will be proper otherwise.”

      Unlike you was the implied addition.

      “So you’re putting me and Viviana in charge of the training?” Wynter asked with a laugh. “That should be fun.”

      “What training?” Viviana asked.

      Kerrigan blew out a breath. “This has been a long day.”

      Then she added Viviana’s name next to Ordrax’s. She sure hoped Ordrax could keep her in line. Bless him.

      Wynter read over her shoulder. “How many more are we expecting?”

      “The dragons decide,” Lowan told her.

      “Hopefully ten more,” Fordham said, glancing at the list.

      Lowan’s eyes turned to the long list. “This is more than has ever been bound in one day.”

      “In recorded history,” Kerrigan corrected.

      “And we will need someone to train the other riders and dragons,” Fordham told Wynter. “We need to get the rest of these dragons to our allies. It is the easiest way to guarantee their support. In the meantime, someone is going to have to train them. Dyta and Ordrax would be the best bet now that they’re bonded, which would mean you’d have to work with Viviana.”

      Wynter shrugged. “Fine with me. Where else are you taking dragons?”

      Kerrigan pointed out the details on her map. “We can make contact with Alura at Venatrix. Fallon and Hadrian are in Galanthea. Zina is in Herasi. Sonali in Bryonica, Noda in Concha, and Gerrond has provided us a contact in Sayair.” She moved her hands in opposite directions, one in the far north and one in the far south. “We have allies in Erewa, but I cannot reach them, and possibly allies in Elsiande.”

      Wynter wrinkled her nose. “Elsiande is where Bastian is from. You can’t trust them.”

      It was a point of contention. There were people in Elsiande that Kerrigan could trust. Ellerby had been her House of Dragons sponsor long ago, and she had saved his son, Ever. They were on their side, but she didn’t know if she should risk reaching out to them, if it would even help.

      “There’re other more pressing concerns,” Kerrigan said, setting aside that discussion.

      “Like how we’re going to move dozens of dragons across Alandria without the Society popping up to fight us?” Viviana pointed out.

      “We have an idea about that,” Fordham said, waving away that concern.

      “And we have another problem,” Kerrigan said.

      She felt his warning down the bond. She hadn’t mentioned the metal crown to anyone else but Fordham. Even thinking about it felt dangerous. There was no guarantee they could find this old artifact or that she could even use it. She didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, but it felt worth it to research it as well.

      “What’s that?” Wynter asked.

      “We have to decide who is going to which ally,” Fordham said. “Who would be best to deal with Alura Van Horn?”

      “I believe that would be me.”

      Kerrigan glanced up at the new voice, and a smile came to her face. “Dad!”

      “In the flesh,” Kivrin said.

      “You bonded?”

      Kivrin’s grin turned fiendish. “Gelryn.”

      The room went silent at the proclamation.

      “Gods,” Viviana whispered.

      “And Gelryn agrees that we should go to Venatrix as your ambassador with dragons. Alura and…Anya,” he said, speaking of his first love, “would listen to me.”

      Fordham nodded. “Congratulations,” he said as he shook Kivrin’s hand. “Then that’s where we’ll send you.”

      Kerrigan was proud of her dad. It was so visceral that she ran over and hugged him again. He had wanted this for so long. He’d been demoralized at losing the tournament and had been adrift for years since. He’d gone to Domara because of it. She was born because of his dissatisfaction with his life. And now things were looking up again. He had a dragon. He was going back after Anya.

      For the first time in a long time, he had hope.

      And it was contagious.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Five

        The Allies

      
      Kerrigan opened her third portal of the day. Her bones felt like they were going to crack. Her nerves were fried. Her energy was tapped. She had one more to do after this, and then she was done. The way her fingers shook made her question if she’d even be able to do it.

      “This is too much,” Fordham told her as he cast his gaze across the open valley floor where a doorway had just materialized out of thin air. “You’re shaking.”

      “I can do it.”

      He didn’t contradict her. He knew her well enough to know that she would push herself to the brink if she had to. He’d only stop her when it was most necessary.

      “We could still fly to Herasi,” Fordham suggested instead.

      He was right. Herasi was the closest house they were allied with. They were just past the Holy Mountain, to the west of the House of Shadows. Sayair was directly to the east. And though they had an ally in Sayair in Gerrond, he was still working undercover in the Society. They couldn’t risk him trying to reach someone in that house right now.

      The hardest part of portaling had been that Kerrigan could only open portals to places she had been before, which was relatively limited for someone who had grown up inside Draco Mountain, a place that she couldn’t open a portal into. She had tried it on a whim while practicing earlier in the week to prep for this moment. It was as if the mountain—all the mountains—had natural defenses that kept her from opening directly into them.

      She couldn’t get into the Holy Mountain or Ravinia either. Tieran suggested it was because of the presence of tendrille, but she thought it was strange that she could open portals out of Ravinia but not in.

      “We should portal. It’s faster and safer,” she argued.

      “It isn’t safer if you burn out,” Fordham said.

      “I’m not going to burn out.” She sighed as he looked at her with his stoic expression. “I’m okay, just contemplating why I can’t use the portal into the mountains.”

      “Tendrille,” Fordham said.

      “I know that’s what Tieran believes, but why can I portal out of Ravinia then?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe because the portal is opening to a place without tendrille?”

      “Maybe.”

      Her portal wavered, and Fordham put a hand to her wrist. “Concentrate.”

      She narrowed her focus back to the present—getting dragons to their allies.

      After all her practice had proven fruitful, they had made a map of locations Kerrigan had visited so they could move dragons unbeknownst to the Society. Her first portal had opened to the outskirts of Noirwood Forest. It was a black forest where everything within was poisonous. Kerrigan and Fordham had been portaled there during the tournament, and it was within Venatrix territory. Gelryn and Kivrin had flown through with a contingent of dragons. He’d meet Fallon and Hadrian at the Galanthea border before returning north to meet with Alura and Anya.

      Her second portal had been to Erewan territory in northern Alandria. The freezing, rocky environment was home to hard people who were distrusting of outsiders. When it had come out that they were familiar with Mendy and her house within Erewa, Aurelie, Celeste’s daughter from the Blanchard family, stepped forward. She had bonded a dragon, Orit, who had been bound to an Erewan leader for some time. She suggested that they should try to track them down.

      Kerrigan had been uncertain, but it was Gelryn who had turned the tide. His first rider had been from Erewa too, and he believed that Orit and Aurelie could do it.

      Luckily for them, Kerrigan had been there. She’d opened a portal directly into the mountains and sent them on their way.

      There were other dragons who offered their expertise for the other houses, but not only had Kerrigan never been to those places but they had no confirmed allies there. So she wanted to remain cautious while also knowing they needed all the help they could get.

      Now, she had the third portal forming before her—the biggest portal. This one would open outside Rosemont, the capital of Bryonica. She’d considered sending it to Waisley. She wanted to check on her ancestral home, Benton and Bayton, and everything happening there, but it was more central Bryonica, and they needed a closer area to meet Noda coming across the Strait of Ursi from the Isle of Song, where House Concha resided.

      “Almost ready,” Kerrigan said as the portal grew and grew. With a huff, she reached the brink of what she could do and tied the portal off. It still required some of her magic, but it was much less than opening it in the first place.

      Fordham put a hand on her back. “Careful, love.”

      Audria stepped up to their sides. Tears were in her eyes as she stared out at the shores of her home. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see it again.”

      “I know,” Kerrigan said, her voice thick.

      “Step into my dreams anytime,” Audria said, patting her on the shoulder. “I’ll get the king and queen on our side. Well, Evien will. The dragons are going to tip this.”

      “I believe in you.”

      Audria swallowed hard. “Thanks for never doubting me.”

      “Hey, you were the first person to realize that I was the ‘lost princess.’” Kerrigan put the words in quotes. “You were my best friend growing up. You wanted to sponsor me as soon as you found out. You fought at my back. As far as I’m concerned, we’re sisters.”

      Audria sniffled as they clasped forearms, and then she tugged Kerrigan into a hug. “I love you, okay? Be safe.”

      “Love you too. Give my regards to Noda. I miss her.”

      Audria stepped back and nodded. “I will. It’ll be good to get our girl back.”

      “Almost the whole team.”

      “Yeah,” Audria said softly. “If only…”

      She let it hang. If only Roake hadn’t turned, but he had done too much damage. Kerrigan wasn’t sure there was a way to bring him back.

      Audria climbed onto Evien’s back and then disappeared through the portal. Dragons flowed after her, enough for both Bryonica and Concha if all went well.

      Once they were through, Kerrigan turned her mother’s golden bracelet and let the magic cease. The portal crackled before disappearing as if it had never existed.

      “Do you need a break?” Tieran asked.

      “Just a minute,” she told both him and Fordham at once.

      Fordham held up his hands. “I didn’t ask.”

      “You were thinking it.”

      The last portal she’d get to walk through and close from the other side. She’d have time to recover. Just one more.

      Kerrigan blew a breath out slowly and then pushed her shoulders back. Herasi was the shortest distance of all the ones she had opened today, and she knew exactly where to open.

      She twisted the gold bangle and felt it constrict around her wrist. A shimmering, iridescent portal door materialized out of thin air as she concentrated on the place that she wanted to bring the dragons through to meet Zina. After a moment, the other side of the portal began to transform from the pearly iridescence to the mating grounds on Bain Bay.

      Tieran touched her mind. “Home again.”

      “You are not taking me under that water,” she told him.

      He laughed into her mind. She knew he felt lighter, seeing the island where they had rescued Amita come into focus. Amita herself had tried to argue that she should come on the mission with them. Basically everyone around had shot down that option. She’d been sulky, since she couldn’t bond anyone, and since she was the only hatchling with them, everyone was treating her like a child—mostly because she was one.

      Fordham’s hand returned to Kerrigan’s shoulder, the bridge of their bond wide open so he could stabilize her through the hardest part. A doorway was easier than the size she needed to make for the dragons—wider, wider, wider. She pushed until the frame became big enough for a house to squeeze through.

      Her head felt heavy and light at the same time. Her vision had spots in the corners, and her breathing became jagged.

      “Steady,” Fordham ordered, his commanding voice stabilizing her.

      But it did nothing for her beleaguered situation. Her hands trembled, and it was moving up her arms to her shoulders. Her mouth went dry, and she swayed slightly on her feet.

      “I don’t…feel…so good,” she whispered as she knotted the portal into place and promptly passed out.

      

      ***

      “You live for the drama, don’t you?” a voice said.

      Kerrigan’s eyes fluttered open, and she looked up into the face of her old mentor, Mistress Zahina. She had gray at her temples and lines around her eyes. Fae so rarely aged that it was sometimes disconcerting to see it in her ancient face. She was shorter even than Kerrigan, as if the years had weighed her down. But she had changed out of her dragon rider black robes and into the bronze cloaks of House Herasi, indicating she had become the leader of the house.

      “Zina,” Kerrigan said on her dry, overused throat.

      “Don’t talk yet. You pushed yourself much too far. What did I teach you about spirit magic, girl?” Zina shook her head. “Well, probably not enough, but surely I said something about not burning out your magic.”

      “You mentioned that once or twice,” Fordham agreed.

      “And you,” she said, pointing at him. “Can’t you stop her from doing stupid shit?”

      Fordham chuckled. “Trust me, it’s my life’s work trying to get Kerrigan not to do stupid shit.”

      “He’s bad at it,” Kerrigan confessed.

      “Basic directions: no talking,” Zina said. “The healer is working, and we don’t need to make her life harder. You’re good at that.”

      Kerrigan cracked a smile, and even that hurt. “Tell me what happened.”

      “If you’re quiet, then fine.”

      Kerrigan smacked her lips together and nodded.

      Zina sighed. “You opened the portal to Bain Bay. Luckily you tied the thing off before you collapsed, or else you wouldn’t have had my help. Unluckily for you, it was tied off, and your magic is still draining.”

      Fordham reached for Kerrigan’s hand and squeezed. “It’s still there. Open between Ravinia and the island.”

      Scales.

      “You can close it later,” Zina said. “It requires too much energy to do it now. Your dragon was smart though. Tieran picked you up and carried you straight through to me. I had a healer on hand who I’ve worked spirit magic with before. I can channel spirit into her healing.” Zina gestured to the tall Fae female at her side. Kerrigan had to tilt her head to get a good look at her. She had black skin, short, curly hair, and angular features with chiseled cheekbones. She too wore Herasi bronze with a tunic fashioned to look like dragon scales. “This is Vindraya.”

      “Hi,” Kerrigan whispered.

      Vindraya tipped her head at her. “We’re almost done.”

      “Anyway,” Zina said on a sigh as she stood, “we’ll finish this up, make you eat something, and then we’re going to close the portal. Then we’re going to talk about these dragons you brought me.” Kerrigan opened her mouth, but Zina held her hand up. “Not until after you’re well, and that’s final.”

      Kerrigan had almost forgotten what it was to be babied. She’d had to be the leader of everything for so long that even Gelryn and her father were looking up to her. She could only let her guard down with Fordham. But this was something else. This was authority.

      “Can I ask something else?”

      Zina sighed and looked back at her. “What’s that?”

      “Do you know anything about a magical artifact called the metal crown?”

      Zina’s eyes widened a fraction before shooting to Vindraya. The healer took the hint and got to her feet. “I can check on you again later if you like.”

      “Thank you, Vindraya,” Zina said. It wasn’t until Vindraya was out of the room that Zina spoke up again. “Where did you hear about the metal crown?”

      This was the other reason that Kerrigan and Fordham had decided to personally meet with Zina: she was one of the oldest Fae in Alandria, certainly the oldest who was on their side. She had more knowledge in her pinkie than most people did in their entire being. And while she was eccentric, she was their best hope at finding the thing. Not to mention Kerrigan trusted her.

      Kerrigan explained how she’d seen the Irena Bargain from the perspective of Ferrinix at the Holy Mountain with Tieran. “And I realized I’d seen it in a book that Bastian gave me when I was his apprentice,” Kerrigan said. “There wasn’t much information on it, just that it was missing and dangerous.”

      Zina lifted her feet and hovered around the room—the ability to use complicated air magic so effortlessly still shocked Kerrigan—as if floating around the room with her legs tucked under her was a better thinking position than pacing.

      “Dangerous is an understatement. It’s the most powerful artifact that has ever existed in Alandria. Even that Ring of Endings you stupidly gave to Bastian is nothing in comparison.”

      “I didn’t give him the ring,” she argued.

      Zina waved her away. “My father was obsessed with the crown after my mother died.” She huffed a breath. “He followed every lead, every story, every scrap of information. He read it. He traveled. He dissolved into it.”

      Kerrigan frowned. “Why?”

      “To bring her back,” Zina whispered.

      “Mei?” Kerrigan asked. She glanced at Fordham. “Is that possible?”

      Zina shrugged. “He was convinced it had enough magic. At the time, I thought he was losing his mind. It wasn’t until you told me that my mother used her magic to put the barrier up around the House of Shadows that I realized it. It was why I traveled home. I went to him and asked if he had found it, if he could use it to reverse the spell that ended her life.”

      “Oh,” Kerrigan whispered.

      “He never found it,” Zina said. “He gave up his search long before I confronted him.”

      “Oh,” Kerrigan repeated.

      “Why did he think it could bring her back?” Fordham asked.

      Zina shrugged. “There was a lot of lore around it at the time as a powerful artifact of the gods. And god magic can do unpredictable things.”

      That was damn true.

      “But there wasn’t enough information about the Doma or how to use it. We don’t have those resources.”

      Kerrigan gradually came to sitting. A groan escaped her as Fordham hurried to help her up. Zina was so lost in her thoughts of the past that she didn’t even scold her for it.

      “We need someone who knows more about the crown,” Kerrigan said.

      “Who would know more than Trulian?” Zina asked.

      Kerrigan met Fordham’s eyes. “Who would know more about Doma?”

      Fordham’s face lit up in recognition. “Cleora.”

      Zina glanced between them. “Who is Cleora?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Six

        The Mentor

      
      Zina took her hand as Kerrigan yanked them both onto the spirit plane. Zina glanced around at the cloud cover before it disappeared and they rematerialized onto a sandy beach overlooking an unfamiliar sea with unfamiliar mountains in the distance.

      “You’ve gotten better at this,” Zina said.

      “I had good teachers.”

      Zina snorted as she changed her clothes from the bronze attire to a seaside blue, floral gown. A floppy hat landed on her head. She was barefoot in the sand and tilted her head up to the sun. “Sure could use a beach holiday.”

      Kerrigan laughed. “You don’t seem like the beach type.”

      “I could be,” Zina said. “Why didn’t your boy come too?”

      “He’s not as strong in spirit,” Kerrigan said. “He’s a work in progress.”

      “Bet he hates that.”

      “Sure does.”

      “And he has spirit magic because of your mating bond?” Zina asked. “Doesn’t make much sense to me.”

      Kerrigan explained a Daijan bond and how it had been transferred from her mother to the mating bond. When it had all snapped back together, the bond allowed them to transfer powers. Now Kerrigan had some shadows and Fordham had some spirit, neither as strong as their own powers but handy in a pinch.

      “If you say so,” Zina said. “Who are we waiting on? And are you sure you’re feeling up to this?”

      Kerrigan had taken two days to rest her magic. She’d gotten the portal door closed. Dragons were choosing Herasi riders to add to their aerial arsenal. To try to not feel totally helpless, Kerrigan and Fordham had scoured the information Trulian had kept of his search for the crown. She’d learned a lot but still virtually nothing that would tell them where it was. If Trulian had spent several lifetimes looking and never succeeded, what hope did they have?

      “I’m feeling well enough,” Kerrigan said, shaking off the impending doom of their last-ditch effort. “And I’ve actually never done this before. In the past, we’ve always had a set time to meet.”

      “Great,” Zina said. A chair appeared in the sand, and she sank into it, resting backward as if she were going to fall asleep. “Let me know when it works.”

      Kerrigan chuckled at her before turning her attention to the more pressing problem—how to get Cleora to the spirit plane. Kerrigan had used a magical signature to pull people onto the plane or into dreams before, but Cleora was literally in a different dimension. Domara might as well have been across the universe for all Kerrigan knew. How could she possibly find her signature here?

      She blew out a breath and decided to just give it a try. After all, the spirit plane was the great equalizer. If Cleora could reach her on the plane and Kerrigan could reach Cyrene on the plane, then maybe she could reach anyone she really wanted to if she pushed.

      It took a minute of controlled meditating before she felt centered enough to try something this drastic. She closed her eyes and reached with that thread of spirit magic. She knew Cleora—the fearless professor of an academy on the outskirts of the Domaran capital. She’d saved Kerrigan’s life by training her, and she’d risked everything to help her when Kerrigan had been in the tournament. If Vulsan ever found out what she’d done, Cleora would be cast out or killed. That forged a bond of its own sort, and Kerrigan just needed to follow it to Domara.

      “Cleora,” she said down that thread. “I need you. It’s urgent.”

      Nothing happened.

      Kerrigan concentrated harder. “I was noisy on the spirit plane, and it irritated you enough to come search for me. If you could come talk to me now, that would be most helpful.”

      Silence.

      Kerrigan huffed. She could almost sense Cleora on the other end. She didn’t know if that meant she was busy or if something was blocking it.

      She tried again, reaching out through the spirit plane as she had done so many times recently in Alandria. She convinced herself it wasn’t that different to do it to Domara as well. Or at least she hoped so.

      Kerrigan sat back into the sand with a sigh. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

      Zina shrugged. “Yeah. Sounds right.”

      “You agree?”

      “I didn’t think you could talk to someone in Domara or walk through portals to the land of the gods either, but here we are. So if you say this is where things become impossible, then I believe you.”

      Kerrigan narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying that because you believe it, or do you want me to try again?”

      Zina winked at her. “What do you think?”

      Classic Zina.

      Kerrigan closed her eyes again to try contacting Cleora, frustration already settling in. Then she felt a sort of pop on the plane. Her eyes flew open, and a person stood before her. Not Cleora.

      “Danae!”

      The girl rushed to her, wrapping her arms around her. “Cleora sent me. She said she could hear you. I don’t even know how that’s possible.”

      “New tricks. Is she busy? We really need her.”

      “She said to give her a few minutes and she would get out of her lesson to meet you,” Danae said. Her eyes flickered to Zina. “Who is your friend?”

      Zina came to her feet and smiled at Danae. “I’m Zahina. You can call me Zina. Everyone does. I was Kerrigan’s first mentor, and you’re the truthteller.”

      Danae’s mouth popped open. “Uh…yep. That’s me.”

      “What an interesting talent. How does it work?”

      “A secret hidden talent that could get her killed,” Kerrigan reminded her. She’d told Zina as much as she could about their time in Domara to explain all that she knew of the place. “I told you that part too.”

      “Killed where she’s from, but not wherever we are,” Zina said. “Have you been practicing? How exactly does it work?”

      “Don’t mind her,” Kerrigan told Danae. “Zina is too curious for her own good.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not used to people knowing. None of my classmates do or my teachers, except Cleora. And there’s a new problem,” Danae said, a flash of anger crossing her face.

      “New problem?”

      Danae met her gaze. “A Doma heir enrolled at the academy.”

      Kerrigan let the weight of that assessment linger. “Gods.”

      “Yeah. If he finds out what I am…” Danae shivered. “I’ll be enslaved like the rest of my people.”

      Zina frowned. “Maybe kill him.”

      Danae burst into laughter. “That’s your solution?”

      “Might work.”

      “Or it might bring more powerful Doma to the academy to investigate,” Kerrigan said. “Be careful.”

      Danae nodded. “What was it you needed from Cleora?”

      “Have you heard of a metal crown in relation to He Who Reigns?”

      “Of course,” Danae said with a laugh. “Who hasn’t?”

      Zina and Kerrigan exchanged a look before Kerrigan said, “Me?”

      “Oh, I forget that you’re not from here. This is like basic information delivered to littlings,” Danae said. “Even in Andine, I’d heard the story. So it goes like this. He Who Reigns had a brother, Fairgate.”

      “What was his name?” Zina asked.

      “The brother?” Danae asked.

      “No, the reigning guy.”

      Danae shrugged. “It’s been lost. No one knows it any longer.”

      “Okay,” Zina said, dragging out the end of the word. “And this person is a god?”

      “He’s the god,” Danae said. “Well, of the Doma religion. Not of the Andines, which is where I was born.”

      Zina waved her hand. “Sorry. Continue the tale.”

      “Anyway, He Who Reigns had a brother. They were fighting for supremacy of the land. Their father had been eaten by the giant snake of time, and their mother was imprisoned. Fairgate suggested they rule jointly to offer a fair union for their subjects, but He Who Reigns sought power above all else. He killed his brother with a white crystal blade. The blade drank his brother’s blood, and with the blood and power, He Who Reigns forged a metal crown that ate light itself.”

      Kerrigan could barely breathe. That was the crown. It had to be. But how the hell had it gotten to Alandria?

      “Fairgate’s wrath rumbled through the underworld, and with the strength of the Bridge of Passing, he returned to the earthly plane to challenge his brother once more. He stole the crown and threw it to the ends of the earth, where it was buried at the base of a mountain. He Who Reigns took up his crystal blade against Fairgate for what he’d done, sending him back to the underworld, where he has ruled ever since.”

      “An excellent telling,” Cleora said, appearing behind them. “A little bit of the children’s version and enough of the adult version, but well done.”

      “Cleora!” Kerrigan said, wrapping the tall woman in a hug.

      “Hello, my dear. Blessed Lords, it has been too long.” Cleora patted Kerrigan’s head twice. “And who is your friend?”

      Kerrigan quickly introduced Zina and Cleora, who got along immediately.

      Cleora turned back to Kerrigan. “I assume you have a reason for calling me and for talk of He Who Reigns’ ascendancy?”

      “Has anyone found the metal crown?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Many have journeyed to the mountains where the crown was claimed to have been buried. He Who Reigns himself sent expeditions, but no one has ever located it.”

      “It’s in our world,” Kerrigan told her.

      Cleora’s eyes widened. “Ah. Well, that would explain a lot. And have you discovered it?”

      “We’re looking.”

      “Should I even begin to impart how dangerous this is?” Cleora asked.

      “It might be our only way to win this war unless you think Keres Andromadix would jump over.”

      Cleora frowned. “No, I do not think your mother is free. Just be careful. The weapon was made out of the death of one of the most powerful Domaran gods in existence. It holds the blood of He Who Reigns and Fairgate. It was made with ill intent and will bestow ill intent on anyone who handles it.”

      “You’re going to find it?” Danae asked. “And wait…it’s really real?”

      Kerrigan explained how it had been used by the Fae to bind the dragons. Cleora looked scandalized, but explaining the curse put on it made a lot of sense. The crown was made for that sort of thing.

      “If you use this,” Cleora warned, “for good or evil, it will exact a price, Kerrigan. Are you prepared for what that could be?”

      “If it’s how we win the war,” Kerrigan told her.

      Cleora nodded. “Make sure you know what you’re willing to give up for it.”

      “I will. Do you have any idea how I could track this thing down? Where it might be? How to look for it?”

      “There is no such thing.”

      Danae leaned forward. “Actually, one of my father’s gladiators was a hunter of the crown. He said that the same pure white crystal that was used for the knife that killed Fairgate was a way to find magical artifacts.”

      “They could not have been that intelligent if they continued looking for the crown when it was not even in Domara,” Cleora muttered.

      “But they found other artifacts,” Danae argued. “It’s not nothing.”

      “Pure white crystal,” Kerrigan said with a frown. “I wonder if they mean tendrille. Does it have magic immunity properties?”

      “Yes!” Danae said. “That’s the one.”

      “All right. It’s worth a try. Thank you. Both of you.”

      “Good luck,” Cleora said. “Now, if you are going to win this war, we should finish our final lesson, should we not?”

      “Energy magic?” Kerrigan gasped. “Is it really time?”

      Cleora nodded once. “In theoretical spiritcasting, energy magic is the most difficult art to master and the one that has the most chance of backfiring. It should not be used lightly as it can easily kill everyone in the vicinity as well as yourself.”

      “My kind of weapon,” Zina teased.

      “I’ve used it before,” Kerrigan said. “Twice actually. Without knowing that I was using it. It was like a defense mechanism when I was going to be killed. I just exploded, and then everyone around me was dead.”

      Danae covered her mouth with her hand. Zina looked appreciative.

      But Cleora just shook her head. “That’s dangerous. It could have burned your magic out. It should always be intentionally used. Otherwise, you will self-destruct like a dying sun.”

      “So how do I control it?”

      “In the sun analogy, I want you to be a sunbeam. You feel its warmth. You radiate from its energy, but you do not destroy entire universes, okay?” Kerrigan nodded as Cleora focused her energy. “It reminds me of the first work we did with crux bonds. You can push your intent into the magic and draw on your powers to form a beam.”

      A crux bond appeared in her hands, glowing faintly orange. Kerrigan had first had to use a crux bond to bond with Tieran before she found out that Doma could not create bonds in the same way. They were a common thing in Domara, but Kerrigan had never even heard of it.

      “But instead of using your regular pool of magic,” Cleora continued, “I want you to pull from your spirit energy.”

      Kerrigan focused her power as she would a sunbeam, pointing her spirit magic directly.

      “Good,” Cleora said. “Now, I want you to throw the beam like a knife. Find your target, and only hit that target. Anything more than that and you’ll destroy everything around you.”

      “No pressure,” Zina muttered.

      Kerrigan tossed the energy. It was lifeless on the plane, and yet it still felt like a meteor had just struck.

      “A little less energy next time,” Cleora said. “I forget that you have Doma magic, and it is so much more volatile.” She turned her head and sighed. “Someone is coming. Danae, intercept them.”

      Danae threw herself into Kerrigan’s arms. “Be careful. Come back to us.”

      Then in a blink, she was gone.

      “Our time runs short, as it always does. You should practice this again. We’ll meet up on the next full moon, and if you have not won your war by then, we can discuss it more. Try it somewhere wide open, without people. I don’t want you to blow up a mountain or something.”

      “Can I do that?” Kerrigan asked with wide eyes.

      “Try not to,” Cleora said with a laugh before hugging Kerrigan and waving goodbye to Zina.

      “She’s a delight,” Zina said as she sank back into her conjured chair. “Just one more minute in the sun. Herasi is too cold this time of year.”

      Kerrigan let Zina soak in the sun before she dropped the connection and returned to her body. Fordham sat before her. His eyes jerked open the moment she began to move.

      “You’re back. You were gone all night,” he said.

      She yawned. “Yeah, it feels like it.”

      “Did you learn anything?”

      Kerrigan told him the bizarre story about He Who Reigns and his brother, Fairgate. Fordham listened, rapt and incredulous.

      “Every time I hear more things about that place, it sounds utterly unbelievable. We’ve been there, and that still sounds unlikely.”

      “I know,” Kerrigan admitted. “I was hoping for something more concrete.”

      Zina yawned and stretched. “You know where I’d start if I were looking?”

      “The base of a mountain?”

      She waved her hand away. “Clearly Irena found it at the base of a mountain long ago and used it. Who knows where it went from there? The tale is old and useless for our purposes. But it eliminated a lot of possibilities for me and solidified some of my father’s research.”

      “What part?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, waving her hand. “You know after the Great War, magical artifacts were rounded up. Many were destroyed. Many were put in a treasure trove and deemed acceptable for use, like honeycombs to store extra magic. That sort of thing. But the ones that were too dangerous or couldn’t be destroyed or they didn’t know what it did, those were stored in the Society vault, in the belly of Draco Mountain.”

      “Okay.” Kerrigan had known this. Bastian had gotten access to a cache of artifacts to teach Kerrigan and eventually other Society members how to counter them. Now he had full access to that vault and whatever horrors were within.

      “So I was part of those expeditions for a time. We rounded up a ton of artifacts. Treasure hunters, we called ourselves. I saw inside that vault, and it’s much bigger than you think it is. It’s a ballroom or two or three full of junk. If I had a scary metal crown artifact and no one knew what it did because the dragons never told anyone it had created the binding in the first place, that’s where I’d put it.”

      “Yeah, but it’s in the Society. I can’t portal in there. Even if I could, I’ve never been in the vault,” Kerrigan told her.

      Zina reached into her pockets and plucked out a creamy white envelope with the Society seal on the back. It was open when Zina passed it to Kerrigan, and she read it.

      “A Society Ball?” Kerrigan glanced up at her. “This sounds like a trap.”

      “Easy cover at least,” Zina said with a wink.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Seven

        The Ball

      
      “Stop moving,” Viviana told Kerrigan for the third time. Her eyes flickered between the portrait of Anya’s niece and Kerrigan’s face.

      “Sorry,” she said, stilling under her ministrations.

      It was one thing to have Viviana on Ordrax’s back, which was still odd, but it was another to have Viviana working glamours on Kerrigan’s face. When Ordrax had suggested it, Viviana had looked offended that he had given up the secrets from her mother’s family. Apparently she had been perfecting glamours since she was a child to make herself look more beautiful. It was one of the ways that she had become queen in the first place.

      And now they were using the talent to alter Kerrigan’s and Fordham’s appearance for the ball.

      “You look wild,” Clover said with a shake of her head.

      It was good to see her friend again. It had been too long since they were together. Even here, it felt strange that they were in the Van Horn manor home and not in the Dregs. But Anya and Alura Van Horn were Kerrigan’s escorts for the evening.

      “Yeah, it’s weird,” Kerrigan agreed.

      If she hadn’t been watching her face transform before her eyes, she might not have believed that Viviana was turning her into Anya’s young niece. Her eyes were no longer a vivid green but brown. She had a rounder face, sans freckles. Her nose had been elongated and lifted at the tip. Her mouth was smaller, lips thinner, chin sunken back. Her jawline had flattened. Her hair was now an unrecognizable brown and straight as a board.

      And her ears. Well, her ears were now longer and sharper—full-blooded Fae ears and not her daintier little half-Fae ears. She hated them.

      In the drab green dress she’d procured, she could have been anyone. Anyone but herself.

      Fordham had also been changed to look inches shorter than he was and like he had shoulder-length blond hair and plain brown eyes. He wore a navy suit to match the Bryonican colors and had left earlier to enter the party with Sonali of Bryonica.

      Kerrigan hated the glamour even if it was necessary. Since the Red Masks were throwing the party, the thing was a masquerade as well. She slipped on the silver mask over her new features and was glad for that last layer of protection.

      “The glamour isn’t going to last as long as you want,” Viviana told her. “So you are going to have to be as quick as possible. I won’t be there to top you off.”

      “We’ll be fast,” Kerrigan assured her.

      “Done,” Viviana said. “You look excellent if I do say so.”

      Kerrigan glanced at herself one more time and made a face. “I look perfectly ordinary.”

      Viviana laughed. “So no change?”

      “Wow, thanks,” Kerrigan said as she pushed her shoulder gently. It was a joke, and Kerrigan couldn’t believe she was actually joking with Viviana. Bonding with Ordrax had completely altered her personality or perhaps just given her enough purpose to put the rest of her schemes aside.

      “I wish you could have brought Darby,” Clover said on a sigh.

      “I’m sorry,” Kerrigan said, taking her friend’s hand. “I know you wanted to see her, but do you want me to bring her into danger?”

      “No,” Clover said softly.

      Viviana tapped an imaginary watch. “Time is ticking.”

      Kerrigan clicked her bracelet, and a small door opened in the middle of Anya’s sitting room. It led Viviana back to where the dragons were waiting.

      “You’re getting better at this portal thing,” Viviana told her.

      “Uh, thanks,” Kerrigan said.

      Viviana lifted a shoulder as if she hadn’t paid her a compliment. “You could always jump Darby here and back.”

      “It takes a lot of effort.” Then Kerrigan saw the sadness in Clover’s eyes and reconsidered. “But we can try, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Viviana stepped through the portal. “Good luck.”

      The portal clicked closed with another twist of the bangle, leaving Kerrigan alone with Clover, who reached for a loch cigarette. She’d found a supplier in the city and had offered to send some back for Amond if he needed it, but he’d been fully clean since he’d been almost too drugged up to heal Kerrigan’s injury. She hoped he meant it this time.

      “Anya will kill you if you smoke that in here,” Kerrigan told her.

      Clover groaned, stuffing the cigarette back away. “Just be careful in there. Gerrond has me convinced this is a trap.”

      “Gerrond probably isn’t wrong, but we still need to go.”

      “I know.” Clover tugged her in for a hug. “He’s going to give you the all clear once Bastian has left. Don’t move until you get his go-ahead.”

      “I know the plan, Clover,” Kerrigan told her with a smile. “And you’re heading into danger too. So look out for yourself.”

      Clover waved her hand. “Nothing like the belly of the beast.”

      Kerrigan couldn’t argue that, but Clover was leading drifters and her human recruits into a battle they’d never faced before. Kerrigan trusted Fordham with her life. She wasn’t sure about all these new magic wielders. It was going to be a good test.

      Clover tipped her head to the side, and Kerrigan followed her out of the room and down the hall.

      “How are you holding up anyway? I’m sorry about Thea,” Kerrigan said.

      Clover sighed. “It’s been hard alone. I have all these recruits, and I worry I’m only training them to die.”

      “Tell me about it,” Kerrigan said. “All these new dragon riders, and they’re all on my shoulders. It’s terrible.”

      “The worst. Why should we have people’s lives in our hands?”

      “I try not to ask the question too much or else I get paralyzed.”

      “Yeah. It’d be easier if I was near you.”

      “And Hadrian and Darby.”

      “Yeah,” Clover said as she finished her cigarette. “That certainly wouldn’t hurt.”

      Hadrian and Fallon had stayed in Galanthea. Fallon had bonded a dragon back home, forging the alliance anew. Kerrigan would check in with them again after tonight was over—so long as it went well.

      They stopped at the base of the stairs to find Alura Van Horn standing in wait. She was a tall, onyx-toned Fae who was formidable on a good day, and today she looked every inch the military general in a silver metal corset in the style of a dragon’s scales and fitted trousers, a matching silver cane in her right hand that she leaned against. She had a Society emblem on her breast that indicated she was a council member.

      She and Kerrigan both were. Well, before Bastian had stolen Kerrigan’s magic and tried to kill her. Before that, Alura had won the dragon tournament and then trained Kerrigan’s contingent of riders. They’d flown into battle together. She had saved Alura’s life, leading to her permanent injury. They were as close as riders could be.

      Until Kerrigan had accused her father, Lorian, of treason and gotten him executed. She had believed she was in the right only to discover that it was a Red Mask conspiracy and Lorian was innocent. She wasn’t sure Alura would ever forgive her. Even if they were on the same side.

      “She won’t stop giggling,” Alura said in greeting.

      “Who?” Kerrigan asked, her eyes lifting to the stairs to find Anya Van Horn with her hand on Kerrigan’s father’s arm. “Oh.”

      “I think they’re happy,” Alura said on a sigh. “I can’t begrudge anyone happiness with the world in utter chaos, but must it be with your father?”

      “Kivrin!” Anya said with another giggle. “Stop.”

      “Well, that’s adorable,” Clover said.

      Kerrigan tapped her fingers against the banister. Alura was right. As weird as it was—and it must have been stranger for Alura—it was good to see them happy. Kivrin had a blinding smile on his face as if all his dreams had suddenly come true, and Anya was practically glowing as they descended the stairs.

      “Well,” Anya said when she got a look at the trio, “Kerrigan, you look just like Saffi. Doesn’t she, Alura?”

      “Uncanny,” Alura deadpanned.

      Kerrigan breathed a sigh of relief. “Good.”

      “Now remember, Saffi is really my stepniece. She’s the stepdaughter to Lorian’s brother’s new wife. She hasn’t come out in society yet. She’ll be young and impressionable.”

      “I can manage,” Kerrigan assured her.

      “Are you ready?” Alura asked.

      Anya turned her face to Kivrin. “Yes, of course.”

      Kivrin brought Anya’s hand to his mouth and placed a kiss. “Until I see you again.”

      She giggled. Again.

      Alura rolled her eyes and headed toward the door, leaning heavily on her cane.

      “Take good care of her,” Clover said.

      “Have her back before midnight,” Kivrin said with a smirk.

      Anya smiled wider. “I will do my best.” She touched Clover’s arm. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you,” Clover said, her voice thick.

      Then Kivrin held his arms out for his daughter. “I love you, Kerrigan Felicity.”

      Kerrigan breathed in the musky scent of her father—the man she never thought she would have this relationship with—and a tear came to her eye. “I love you too.”

      Anya smiled at Kivrin once more and then took Kerrigan by the arm. Together they walked out into the open air—Kerrigan breathed in her city, her home—and then into Anya’s carriage, heading toward the mountain.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Alura asked.

      “No,” Kerrigan said slowly. Her eyes met Alura’s across the carriage.

      “The last time they got all of us together in the arena, they killed all dissenters,” Alura pointed out, as if Kerrigan needed the reminder. “It’s possible that Bastian is doing this again, that he’s trying to find you.”

      “I know.” Kerrigan had considered that possibility. “But I know Bastian too well.”

      “Not well enough to know he was the leader of the Red Masks.”

      “Alura!” Anya argued.

      Kerrigan’s cheeks burned. “No, she’s right. I just think I know him, but the Fae I did know wants to be liked. He wants people to come together. He will use this ball to try to regain some sense of control. He knows he’s losing the houses, and he can’t afford civil war.”

      “Well, that much is true,” Alura said. “He’s been a real nightmare since you disappeared and even worse since you got back. I hate that I have to play this role with him.”

      “We’ve spoken about this,” Anya said. “You did the right thing. We need to know what he’s planning.”

      “Sure,” Alura said.

      “Do you think he knows that I’ve been giving houses dragons?” Kerrigan asked.

      Alura shrugged. “He has spies everywhere, but I haven’t heard anything.”

      “Do you think he has spies even among my people?”

      “Probably.”

      Kerrigan bit her lip. She didn’t want to think so, but maybe. “My spymaster is formidable but not infallible. It’s possible.”

      Anya glanced out the open window that was letting the late fall chill in. “Well, at least you have a clear head about it. Explain the portals to me again.”

      “Well, originally we were going to shadow-jump into the mountain, but as Alura pointed out, the mountain will be shielded.”

      “Aren’t you so glad to have me inside?” Alura quipped, twisting her cane.

      “Yes,” Kerrigan told her truthfully. They had Gerrond, but Alura was on the council. “So Fordham won’t be able to shadow-jump in or out.”

      “Which is probably the reason Bastian is doing it,” Anya said.

      “Probably,” Kerrigan agreed. “My portals don’t let me jump into mountains because of the tendrille.”

      Anya considered that. “The magic dampening works at that distance?”

      “Right. That’s our theory.”

      “But you can jump out?”

      “It works in Ravinia,” Kerrigan told her. “Fordham thinks because I’m opening the portal to a place without tendrille.”

      “Interesting.” Anya glanced between Kerrigan and her daughter. “What about the portal in the mountain?”

      “We thought about that,” Kerrigan said. It was how she and Fordham had jumped to Domara in the first place.

      “It was destroyed,” Alura said. “Bastian had it taken down after Kerrigan left through it.”

      “Oh,” Anya said with wide eyes. “I didn’t know it could be destroyed.”

      “I’d had a vision that it would be actually,” Kerrigan admitted. “So this doesn’t surprise me.”

      “All right,” Anya said. “So the plan is…”

      “You, Alura, and Sonali get us past the shields and inside. Fordham gets us into the vault. I jump us back out once we have the crown.”

      “Hmm,” Anya said.

      “If all goes well,” Kerrigan said.

      “That’s a big if,” Anya said.

      “Well, here’s our chance,” Alura said as the carriage rumbled up to the front of the mountain.

      The carriage door opened, and Alura stepped down. She helped her mother down next, and then an attendant assisted Kerrigan out of the carriage. She took Anya’s arm with a vapid smile.

      She followed them into Draco Mountain, the giant rock closing over her head as the shield was pulled down to let them through. She should have felt at home in her mountain, but it was the last thing on her mind.

      She had made it inside. The first part of their plan had worked. Now the hard part started.

      They navigated the halls of the mountain, following behind a line of attendees in similar dresses and masks, Fae males in suits and cravats and top hats. Chatter was both excited and terrified. She could hear it in the forced laughter and tittering conversation. No one was comfortable here.

      Bastian had done this.

      It made her even more confident that she would end it.

      Their group reached the end of the hall. Alura handed the attendant their invitation. A moment later, they were announced to the ballroom: “Councilmember Mistress Alura Van Horn of House Venatrix, Anya Van Horn of House Venatrix, and her niece Saffi Van Horn of House Venatrix.”

      All eyes turned to Alura. Fake smiles and false cheer at her entrance. But no one so much as glanced at Anya or young Saffi as they stepped into the room. They blended straight into the background of the enormous ball.

      As a Dragon Blessed, Kerrigan had snuck into more than a handful of balls in this room. The long ballroom had parquet hardwood floors that gleamed. The interior mountain walls had been built over and were cream and filigreed gold. The ceiling was sky-high with three enormous chandeliers hanging in between frescoes of Fae history. The room glittered with Fae nobility in ball gowns and tuxedos with tails. So many Fae. All pureblooded Fae only. Which made sense of course, but worse…all the servants were half-Fae or humans. That sat poorly with her. She looked around the room, hoping to see Benton and Bayton and also hoping they wouldn’t have to endure this, but she didn’t see them. She hated not knowing any more. She’d even asked Alura, but she didn’t know the fate of the two half-Fae, and both worried that it would give up her position if she started to ask questions.

      Kerrigan felt a tug on the mating bond and glanced across the room to find an unfamiliar male looking at her. Fordham. It was disconcerting to feel the mating bond for the face of a stranger. But her heart still skipped as the blond-haired stranger walked the length of the ballroom and held his hand out.

      “May I have this dance?” he asked.

      Kerrigan glanced to Anya. “If my aunt agrees.”

      “Yes,” Anya said with a stifled laugh. “Enjoy yourself.”

      Kerrigan took Fordham’s hand, and suddenly she was swept up into his arms. If she closed her eyes as he twirled her around the enormous room, she could feel her mate.

      He spun her out and then back in. Her hand went to his chest, and he tittered into her ear. “Most unprofessional, Miss Van Horn,” he teased.

      She moved her hand from his chest to his other hand. “My dear Mr. Kaysin, you are too forward.”

      He dropped his voice as he said, “I promise this isn’t me being forward.”

      She flushed. “Scandal.”

      They passed Gerrond in the crowd. Clover had funneled him the last bit of information for their plan. He was already in place. His eyes lit up at the sight of her, and he gave them a quick nod of recognition. Then they swept past him through the dancing crowd.

      “Gerrond’s in position,” Kerrigan told Fordham.

      “Good.” Fordham’s eyes lifted to the front of the ballroom. “He’s here.”

      And there he was—Bastian, wearing a red mask.

      His appearance sparked a flurry of activity as everyone commented on his attire, the audacity to put on that mask as he discussed peace. An attendant announced him, and a smattering of applause followed.

      Bastian tapped his throat twice to amplify his speech. “Thank you and welcome to the five hundred and thirty-first annual Society Ball!”

      “Here we go,” Fordham whispered.

      “Wait for Gerrond’s cue,” Kerrigan said.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Eight

        The Armory

      
      Clover

      “Faint, take the right side,” Clover said to the tall human man who had taken over her training regimen. “Islay and Ruen, you’re to the left.”

      The Fae and human drifters squeezed their amulets tight. Islay tipped her head at the drifter recruits to follow her.

      “I’m going up the middle with the special forces.”

      Faint scratched his beard. “You sure you don’t want to send Tanny to cover you?”

      Clover glanced at the small half-Fae woman who had taken a special interest in fire. She’d moved Tanny to Faint’s position, because he had the best fighters but not the best magical users.

      Tanny just chewed on gum and shrugged. “I’ll go where you tell me, boss.”

      Clover pointed to Faint. “Go with Faint. All goes well, we won’t even need her.”

      Faint laughed. “Sure thing, boss. Good luck in there.”

      Clover glanced to Jennith, her second, who just shrugged. The human woman was strong with an amulet, but even better, she had figured out basic healing through the water magic. She was their only healer, and Clover wanted to leave her behind just in case, but telling Jennith to stay behind was like asking the winter to wait before descending from the north.

      Clover took a deep breath. Her soldiers were all in position. This was their first real mission. They’d been harassing the local guards and helping some of the more needy in the Dregs, but this was the first time they’d all work as a unit together, and it was essential it went well to help Kerrigan, who was currently risking her life inside the mountain.

      Gods, she wanted a cigarette.

      A light flickered in the distance. Exactly where Kerrigan’s reserves were waiting for the second part of the diversion.

      “That’s our signal,” Clover said. “Go, go, go.”

      Clover ran toward the armory, pulling magic to her from her amulet. The guards at the other exits would be taken out by Faint’s and Islay’s teams. Clover shot a burst of air at the first guard at the entrance, while Jennith blasted the second with water. One of her soldiers flew past her, punching a third guard in the mouth with stones he kept in his pockets. It was all over in a matter of seconds.

      She looked down at the guards, wanting nothing more than to let her rage take over.

      She could kill them. Should kill them.

      Dozan would have. And Clover had harnessed her own fury under the heel of the infamous king of the Wastes.

      It was Kerrigan who had first begun to show her a new way.

      And she’d do it Kerrigan’s way.

      She took a step back as one of her soldiers broke the door down. Peace had gotten her access to the amulet magic, not anger. She didn’t need to leave bodies in her wake, not if she could help it at least. It might come to that, but for now, she was just the distraction.

      With the doors open, her people flooded the room to take in the cache of arms that the guard had been secretly filtering into this new location. They would take as much as they could until their time was up, lifting swords and knives and bows on one side and magical artifacts on the other. They’d hitched a wagon to the open doors at the back of the building and, after they’d taken out all the guards inside, began to load it full.

      “Clover!” a voice rang out.

      She rushed back to the front doors, a noir clutched in her hand. The magical artifact could be activated to create a smoke screen and help their escape.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Her lookout pointed off in the distance, and that was when Clover saw it. “Dragons!”

      Her orderly soldiers turned into full pandemonium as Faint, Islay, Ruen, and Jennith tried to get them back into line.

      “Leave everything else!” Clover ordered as she picked up a terrified soldier who had simply frozen in place with fear. “Get to the wagon. Let’s go! Jennith, signal the mountains. Now! Everyone else, move!”

      She could hear the wings getting closer and just hoped that they could all make it out in time as she jumped onto the back of the wagon heading out of the Dregs.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-Nine

        The Distraction

      
      Bastian’s speech was dull and tedious.

      Kerrigan had heard the same insipid thoughts from him when he’d taken over the government in a coup after the council announcements. Blah, blah, blah. Voice of reason. Blah, blah, blah. Proper place in society. Blah, blah, blah. Come together for a new tomorrow.

      It was all a step around the fact that he’d killed more Society members in one night than had been killed since the Great War. He was draining magic from half-Fae and enslaving humans for his work efforts. He might be speaking to the Fae that he considered of his status, but he was certainly not speaking for everyone.

      And it made Kerrigan’s stomach curdle to stand in the room and have to hear his bravado.

      Thankfully, it was finally cut short by a small, male attendant rushing forward and speaking urgently into Bastian’s ear. Even with his mask on, she could see the concern sweep across his body.

      She smiled deviously.

      Gerrond lifted his fingers to his temple. That was their signal. All free to go.

      “Are you ready, my love?” Fordham asked.

      “Anytime you want.”

      They had been backing out of the center of the room and toward the shadows since Bastian had begun speaking, just waiting for him to get the news that Clover’s people had infiltrated his new weapons cache. She hoped that they’d all gotten out long before he sent in any reinforcements, but she couldn’t worry about something she couldn’t change.

      “My apologies,” Bastian said. “I’m needed away from the party for a moment. Please, continue to enjoy refreshments and dancing.” Then he followed his attendant out of the room.

      Whispers immediately followed his exit. Kerrigan knew exactly what he was responding to, but the rest of the room was in a flurry of guesswork.

      Fordham smirked down at her and then frowned. “Your glamour.”

      Kerrigan’s hand went to her jaw. “Yours too,” she said as she watched his hair slowly fade from blond to the midnight tresses. “Time to go.”

      They turned as one to the nearest door, colliding with a figure before they could exit.

      “My apologies—”

      “Roake,” Kerrigan said as panic hit her chest. She could see her own red hair curling at the ends. Viviana’s glamour had lasted even less time than she’d thought.

      “What are you—” Roake began as he lunged for Fordham.

      But Fordham was a step quicker. He grasped Roake’s arm, and then a second later, they fell into shadow. Kerrigan glimpsed the nothing for a moment before dropping into an abandoned training room. The shields might work to keep Fordham from jumping in or out of the mountain, but they did nothing to stop him from jumping once he was already inside.

      The second they landed, Fordham punched Roake in the face. “You traitorous bastard!”

      Roake reeled back, a cry releasing from his now-bloody lips. Then he threw earth toward Fordham, who shifted easily out of the way, only a few pebbles hitting him in his face.

      “You kidnapped Audria!” Roake snarled.

      Kerrigan blasted him back from her mate with air. He stumbled a few steps before shielding and redirecting the blast. They’d learned to do that together.

      “We didn’t kidnap her. She chose to come with me,” she snarled at Roake.

      “She could be dead for all I know!” Roake argued back. He was panting as he held his fists before him as if he could fight his way out of this one.

      She didn’t think he could take either of them one-on-one. Kerrigan had outsmarted him once, and Fordham was frankly terrifying in a fight. Roake stood no chance against the two of them together.

      Fordham took a dangerous step forward. “You think Audria will ever forgive you for what you’ve done?”

      “She’ll see reason,” Roake said, but he didn’t sound certain.

      Kerrigan laughed. “Wow. You have really deluded yourself, haven’t you? You fought against us. You let her rot in prison. You had her on a leash once you got her out. Don’t you see what you’ve done?”

      “I love her!”

      “Well, she doesn’t love you,” Fordham snarled.

      Kerrigan wasn’t sure what Audria felt. It was complicated. She had some feelings for Roake, but they were clouded with betrayal. Kerrigan wouldn’t speak for her.

      “You’re a Red Mask,” Kerrigan said. “That’s all that matters.”

      A sound in the hallway made Kerrigan and Fordham both jerk their heads to the side. A second later, the door creaked open, and a voice called out, “What’s going on in here?”

      Kerrigan froze at that voice. “Scales.”

      Isa stepped into the room. She was paler than normal, her skin sallow and sunken in. Her eyes were lifeless and her white-blond hair even more so. A black metal band circled her throat. Where it touched her neck, the skin was red and irritated.

      Fordham stilled at the sight of that collar, his entire body going rigid with revulsion. “The collar.”

      Isa’s fingers drifted to it as her eyes went from Kerrigan to Fordham and then Roake before going back to Kerrigan. Her face was perfectly neutral as if she had only been checking on a disturbance and was hoping to break up a fight, not find her greatest enemy within the shielded mountain.

      “Isa! Kill them!” Roake commanded.

      Isa’s eyes narrowed on him, and now they were predatory and furious. As if Roake thought he had the right to tell her what to do—as if he thought she had no free will of her own.

      “You do not command me,” Isa told him. “If you got yourself into this, you can get yourself out of it.” Then she put her hands up and backed out of the room.

      “She was wearing a collar,” Fordham said. “I’d recognize it anywhere. It was the same one I wore in Domara. I’m going to get it off her.”

      “No, I’ll take it,” Kerrigan said with a frustrated snarl.

      “Kerrigan,” he said, his voice on the brink of self-destructing.

      “Deal with Roake,” she snapped, giving him an objective to keep him from falling apart.

      Kerrigan raced after Isa, drawing a knife from her skirts. It didn’t matter that Isa was a liability. She would tell Bastian that Kerrigan was here, and she simply couldn’t have that.

      Kerrigan threw all her energy into her air magic as she twisted it toward the assassin. Isa turned at the last second and bounded against the wall, executing a back flip to avoid Kerrigan’s magic.

      “Go back,” Isa told Kerrigan.

      “I can’t have you ruining all my plans.”

      Kerrigan blasted her with fire magic. But Isa moved like water. One second, a fireball was going to singe her body, and the next, she was in front of the wave, unharmed.

      “You don’t want this fight.”

      “Maybe I do,” Kerrigan told her. She flipped her blade, letting shadows circle it. “You killed Thea!”

      Isa didn’t even blink at her new talents. “Yeah, and I saved Clover.”

      Kerrigan narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?”

      “I was told to kill the resistance leader. Who is that?”

      “Thea.”

      “Wrong,” Isa argued, making no move to come at Kerrigan. “Clover is the leader, but I convinced the collar to let it be Thea.”

      “Convinced the collar?” Kerrigan didn’t know that was possible. If it was in fact the same one that Fordham had worn, he hadn’t been able to convince it of anything.

      “It wanted the rebel leader’s death, but Clover did not deserve it.”

      “Neither of them did!”

      Isa shrugged. “I had no choice. I have no more choices. And yet I was able to make this one. I chose Thea over your Clover.”

      “That doesn’t make up for what you did. You deserve to die for your cowardice.”

      “I should have died long ago. What difference does it make? Send me back to the fire, and let me burn along with my mother.”

      Kerrigan narrowed her eyes. Isa sounded hysterical. “Fire then.”

      Then Kerrigan pulled up her fire magic once more and twirled it in her hand as a warning.

      Isa stared into the fire as if she were happy to step into it. “He had to choose, you know? The humans had come to destroy our life. He either saved me or her—his little girl or the love of his life. I was carried out in a bundle in his arms, and she burned to death in the all-consuming flames. I went to that assassin school. He used his burns to take over the Society. All in her name.”

      Kerrigan blinked at her. “Wait…”

      Kerrigan had heard this story before. Well, parts of it at least. Bastian had been burned horribly in a fire and had used that to issue reform across all of Alandria. No one had mentioned if others had been in the house when it was burned—certainly not a wife and child.

      “You’re his daughter?” she whispered. “His real daughter? That’s why you’re not dead.”

      “Yes. And she is the reason he does all this.”

      Kerrigan’s mouth hung open as the pieces clicked together. “Bastian saved you and not his wife, and he is destroying the world because of her. One wrong does not allow for a lifetime of atrocities. It does not absolve you either.”

      “I do not seek absolution.”

      “Then we’re back to death,” Kerrigan said, thrusting her knife forward.

      Isa sighed. “Are you going to kill me, Kerrigan Argon?”

      “If I have to,” Kerrigan snapped. She could feel the thread of her shadow magic back to Fordham. If she tugged just a little, she could jump behind Isa and destroy her. It would finally be over.

      Isa put her arms out to the sides. “Do it.”

      Kerrigan hesitated. “What?”

      “Kill me.”

      Kerrigan waited for the trick. “I won’t fall for this.”

      Isa tipped her head back and laughed. It was a loud, manic sound, as if she had lost herself. “Please, Kerrigan. No one else will do it. I have nothing left to live for. I am an instrument of the Father. If you do not kill me when he has not ordered me to take your life, you will never have the chance again.” She strode forward.

      Kerrigan tensed, waiting for the moment when Isa would flip the script.

      But she just leaned into the tip of Kerrigan’s knife. “Do. It.”

      “This is a trick.”

      “Does it look like it is to you?” Isa asked, sad and desperate.

      Kerrigan opened and closed her mouth. This was not the Isa she had thought she would be fighting. Isa was defeated. Killing her would be a mercy, but still…could she do it when there was another option?

      “I could try to remove the collar,” Kerrigan said.

      And for a moment, that made Isa pause. “You cannot remove it.”

      “Fordham wore one. My mother was able to get it off. I could try…”

      “Try,” Isa said hollowly. “And what would I do with it gone?”

      “You could run away. Get out of the mountain. Escape him and take on a new life.”

      “There is no new life for an assassin,” Isa said. “There is only death.”

      And the words were so final that there was no sufficient response.

      Isa waited. She stood there expecting the blow from Kerrigan. She met her gaze and nodded once with finality. Still Kerrigan couldn’t do it. She should. After all Isa had done and all Bastian was doing to her, she still could not kill her—not if she was no longer an enemy.

      “I would prefer death, and even you will not give it to me,” Isa said on a sigh. “Listen to me, Kerrigan Argon. Take your own advice. Flee this place. Take the greenhouse exit. It is the least guarded. I don’t know how you got in, but it is time to leave. He will find you, and then he will send me after you, and I will not stop until I have your blood on my hands.”

      Kerrigan stepped back. “Until then.”

      She watched until Isa disappeared down the hall. Maybe it was the wrong call. Isa was a monster. Bastian could control her. But maybe they could find a way to get the collar off. Maybe that would change everything.

      She jogged back to Fordham, who had subdued Roake and found something to tie him to a chair. But he did not look okay.

      “The collar?” he asked.

      “As you suspected.”

      He closed his eyes and breathed out long through his nose. “We have to get it removed. It is no life, wearing it.”

      “She said as much, but that is not our current mission.”

      He nodded, coming back to himself as if he had made a decision. “You’re right. One thing at a time.”

      Kerrigan sighed and squeezed his hand. “We’re short on time.”

      Fordham still seemed jarred by the conversation, but he just nodded and said, “Magic at the ready.”

      The next second, she was pulled through the nothing. Fordham had admitted to being outside the vault door one time before, but it was shielded at all times by guards. They had to take out the guards before he could jump them through the solid tendrille door.

      The moment they landed in the hallway, Kerrigan felt the magic suppression like a physical blow. Fordham had warned her, but she hadn’t quite anticipated this. She had felt it at the heart of the Holy Mountain, but this was possibly even worse. Draco Mountain was older and denser. She was glad that she had accessed her magic ahead of time. She wasn’t sure what it would feel like to reach for it, perhaps like the time she had been in the iron dungeons. Iron wasn’t exactly dangerous to Fae, but it felt like shit and made their magic weak. There was probably iron here too.

      “Left,” Fordham said before he jumped down the hall, landing behind the first guard. The guard made a strangled noise before Fordham twisted his neck at an unnatural angle.

      Kerrigan dove to the left at the same moment, tackling the second guard. They collided on the ground with a heavy thud. Kerrigan punched him in the face three times before the bigger male shoved her backward with a blast of water.

      Her gown was soaked, and she spit out the water that had gotten in her mouth. A second later, she sucked the water back out of her attire and hurled it in jagged spikes toward her opponent. The temperature turned up as Fordham dealt with another guard somewhere nearby. She didn’t have time to assess that he was all right as she stabbed the guard with the water and followed it up with her knife.

      The male gasped as the blade slid through his shoulder. He punched Kerrigan in the kidney. She grunted and yanked the blade out. A slew of curse words left his mouth, but she wasn’t done. She brought the handle down on his temple and watched his eyes roll back in his head before he collapsed.

      “Kerrigan!” Fordham yelled.

      She whipped around, barely missing a thrown blade. Then she launched her own at the female guard. It hit her in the center of her chest, and she fell backward.

      A shiver ran through Kerrigan as she watched the woman bleed out. She hadn’t wanted to kill them all, but that was naive. The guards were another tool of the Red Masks. They clearly hadn’t hesitated to attempt to kill her. And yet…

      “That all of them?” she asked, shaking herself out of it.

      “I think so.”

      “You have another jump in you?” she asked. “It’s pretty oppressive down here.”

      “One more,” he agreed. “Unless you can suddenly open vaults.”

      “No such luck.”

      He wrapped an arm around her waist, and they disappeared through the thick vault doors and onto the other side.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty

        The Interception

      
      Wynter

      Dyta laughed in Wynter’s mind. “Feed them to the fire!”

      Wynter cackled as she leaned forward on her dragon. She had only been on her dragon a matter of weeks, and already Dyta felt like an extension of herself. This was what she had always been meant for.

      The Society dragons were coming in closer to the armory that Clover’s amulet wielders had just raided. Hopefully they were long gone by the time they’d given the signal. Gelryn and Kivrin were flanking the right, Ordrax and Viviana took the left, and Wynter and Dyta barreled straight down the middle to intercept the Society dragons. They had argued against using Viviana for this formation, but Ordrax had argued that he was ready, and it was just a raid anyway. Viviana had been more opposed to glamouring Kerrigan than riding her dragon.

      Dyta was by far the fastest. With her slimmer body, she could take off like a whip and outpace anyone else on the field, which made her the perfect diversion.

      “Here they come,” Wynter told her.

      And as they had predicted, the Society dragons saw her coming and immediately gave chase.

      “Show them what you’ve got.”

      Dyta roared and then blasted forward at dizzying speeds. If Wynter wasn’t already familiar with flying Tieran and Netta, she might have felt nauseated by Dyta’s movements, but it felt as natural as breathing.

      She’d never forget the moment that Dyta had landed in front of her and looked her directly in her eyes as if she were a choice chunk of meat. She had been terrified and indignant. She knew she was worthy of a dragon—a leader, a princess—but a part of her had worried.

      She remembered the glass in her mind.

      It hadn’t been there in so long that it was easy to forget that her own mind had turned against her for much of her life—that it had been getting worse every day until she would no longer exist. It was only Dozan’s help and Amond’s potions that kept it at bay. She took her medicine regularly.

      And because of that, because she was not whole, she had wondered and she had worried. Maybe she wasn’t worthy. Maybe a dragon would see into her soul and know that she was broken. Maybe a dragon wouldn’t be able to bond with a shattered self.

      She had confessed this to one person—Dozan.

      The blasted man had taken her face in his hands and pressed a kiss to her forehead and said, “You are not broken. You were never broken. A dragon would be the broken one not to choose you.”

      His mouth had fitted against hers, and she’d lost herself in him, erasing all that worry. He somehow managed to do that for her like no one else had.

      Still the fears had returned in the valley before she was chosen by Dyta, but she had been wrong for worrying in the first place. Dyta was her other half, and when the bond snapped into place, everything made perfect sense.

      As it did with the giant dragon flying on Dyta’s tail. Wynter glanced behind her to see the dragon was still a safe distance behind. The dragon giving chase could breathe fire on Wynter and Dyta, but Gelryn had wagered that they wouldn’t do it over the city if they could help it. They would want to protect the citizens first and try to steer Wynter out of the city. Kerrigan had been skeptical, considering the current administration’s distaste for the Dregs, but so far what Gelryn said was true.

      Both Kivrin and Viviana were being chased in opposite directions. They’d mapped out their routes well in advance. Any minute now, Gelryn and Ordrax would cut in toward Dyta for their final run.

      “He’s getting close,” Wynter said, glancing behind them once more.

      “Not for long,” Dyta said.

      “Should I take him out?”

      “No, do not dismount. The fight has just begun.”

      Wynter nodded. She wasn’t used to doing nothing, but this was only the opening run. She didn’t want to use up her jumps unless she had to.

      Dyta whipped her tail as her wings pushed to her max speed. The dragon tailing them fell back to a more comfortable distance just as Dyta turned them back toward the edge of the city and the armory. Gelryn and Ordrax had just shifted back their way as well.

      “Here we go,” Dyta said. “Brace.”

      Wynter held on tight to the back of her dragon as they came into position with Gelryn and Ordrax. As one, the three dragons roared fire onto the now-abandoned armory. A massive boom came from the building, and the scorching heat hit Wynter’s back, the blast propelling them forward. She held tight to Dyta as they pulled away.

      The dragons who were chasing them scattered at the dragon fire that now consumed the empty building. Not that they knew that. As far as the Society knew, that had been a key source of weaponry. It was going to take too long to put out before they’d find out the truth.

      “Are they going to follow?” Wynter asked.

      “Would you?”

      “They think they have the advantage,” Wynter said.

      “They should fear Gelryn’s interference. If they are not smart enough to do so, that is certainly not our fault.”

      Wynter grinned, turning around enough to see the dragons flapping their wings hard in pursuit.

      “Time for the main event.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-One

        The Vault

      
      The vault was empty.

      Well, not completely empty, but compared to how Zina had described it, this place was a ghost town. There was gold in chests and jewels on shelves but no magical artifacts, certainly not hundreds of them in a ballroom.

      “Gods,” Kerrigan said as she stepped across the hard stone floor. “Bastian cleared the place out.”

      Fordham cursed under his breath as he stalked the length of the enormous room. “We need to check everywhere just in case.”

      “Do you think he’d take all the magical artifacts and leave the metal crown? It was in the book. Even if he didn’t know what it did, he’d take it.”

      “Then he already has it. Would you prefer that?”

      “No.”

      “Then keep looking.”

      Kerrigan moved through the space. It was massive. It must have been made for truly spectacular treasure back in the day. The fact that Bastian had completely emptied it gave her a foreboding feeling.

      Alura had been the one to tell them that Bastian was building a magical artifact arsenal. It was Clover who had located one of the warehouses where it was being kept. They had assumed it was out of the mountain because keeping all their weapons under a mountain in a magic-suppressive room while planning a war just wasn’t practical. But Kerrigan had assumed that he hadn’t moved out everything.

      She’d been wrong.

      They all had.

      Bastian was two steps ahead of them, as he had been all along. Kerrigan had been the one to get him access to the vault in the first place. Of course he would seal it all up so she couldn’t get anything from it.

      “He knew,” Kerrigan said as Fordham strode back toward her empty-handed. “He must have known.”

      “How? Do you think we have a spy?”

      “I don’t know who. Dozan is ruthless.”

      “He always has been, but we had that slip with Barron,” Fordham reminded her. “Someone in the inner circle knew about our plans.”

      “It could have been anyone. Dozan cleaned the place out after that. He only put people he trusted in the House of Shadows, and he has a dozen people in Draco Mountain as well, besides Alura, who did not know this had been cleared out.”

      “It could be Audria.”

      Kerrigan shot him a look. “Why? Because of Roake?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe she does love him.”

      “I don’t want to second-guess our allies. Who can we trust if we start doing that?”

      “The fact of the matter is that our circle is no longer small,” he said as he rummaged through a chest. “When we got the dragons, it necessitated becoming larger. It could be anyone in Bryonica, Concha, Venatrix, or any number of other houses.” He threw aside the jewels that dumped out of a chest as he kicked over another, letting coins clatter to the ground. “It could be my own people. It could be the dragons for all we know.”

      “We’re too big to be thinking like this.”

      Fordham kicked over another chest in anger. “Fine. Let’s just use the crystal to check for the crown and then get out of here.”

      Shadows bloomed in Fordham’s hand, and he reached into a pocket of the nothing and grasped a chunk of white crystal the size of his palm.

      “Show-off,” she grumbled. She still hadn’t been able to make the Ollivier trick work for her even though Wynter claimed it was easier than jumping.

      “Parlor tricks,” Fordham said with a shrug.

      When Kerrigan had come back from the plane and told Fordham all that she had learned, he’d realized that they had this crystal in the House of Shadows. He hadn’t even known it was tendrille.

      They’d toyed with it for a while to try to get it to work, and after much back-and-forth, they discovered that they could power it with some magic. It didn’t make much sense because tendrille negated magic, but the tendrille at the Holy Mountain held Ferrinix’s memory.

      Unlike gray and black tendrille, the white crystal lit up from the inside out, and when it got close to a magical artifact, the crystal would begin to vibrate.

      Unfortunately, Kerrigan couldn’t use it while she had her mother’s bracelet on. So she watched as Fordham concentrated in the oppressive room, digging out a bit of magic that felt like being dunked underwater and trying to breathe. But a small bit of magic filtered up, and he pressed it into the tendrille, where it glowed and began to vibrate, indicating a magical artifact was nearby.

      Kerrigan held her wrist up. “Bracelet.”

      “Right,” Fordham said, pointing the crystal elsewhere.

      “Take it around the rest of the room, and see if you find anything else.”

      Fordham was all the way to the back of the vault when a commotion sounded from the other side of the door. Kerrigan put her ear to it. Had the guards been found? Was it a shift change?

      Then she heard it—a clicking noise.

      “Quick,” she told Fordham. “They’re opening the vault door.”

      “Almost done!” he called back as he continued around the room. “He must have already taken it. It’s only working for your bracelet.”

      Kerrigan sighed. “Maybe the crown isn’t here. Maybe it never was.”

      Fordham pocketed the crystal as he returned to her side. “Portal us out.”

      Kerrigan clicked her mother’s bracelet around her wrist and felt for that place where she could access the portal magic. It was fuzzy around the edges. Still she reached for it, the door sparking to life for a moment before fizzling out.

      “What’s happening?” Fordham asked.

      She tried again. The portal barely materialized this time, as if she were looking through water at her door. Everything was hazy and shifting irregularly. She knew instinctively that if she stepped through that door, they would cease to exist.

      It collapsed in on itself before she could even recall it.

      Her last try was even worse than the others. Not only could she barely get a spark of a door to open, but it felt like her magic had drained out of her like sand in a sieve.

      “Uh…it isn’t working,” she said.

      “But it worked in Ravinia.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the iron. Maybe there’s more tendrille. Maybe it’s deeper. But it isn’t working.”

      “Then I’ll jump us, and we’ll run.”

      “Okay.” Kerrigan grasped him, shivering from the magic drain. “Let’s go.”

      They entered the nothing, shadows closing over their heads, and then they both slammed into the vault door.

      Kerrigan dropped to her knees. “Scales.”

      Fordham ground his teeth together. “The shield is back up.”

      “So we’re trapped?”

      “It appears so.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      This had always been a possibility—a possibility that Dozan had argued most of all. They’d sat around their inner-circle war council explaining what the metal crown was, what it could do, and where they thought it was. Everyone had agreed that it was worth it to get it away from Bastian…except Dozan, who had adamantly argued that it was a trap buried at the bottom of the mountain with the highest chance of capture.

      They’d done it anyway, and he’d been right.

      “Damn it, Dozan,” she grumbled.

      “It’s almost like he knew,” Fordham said.

      “Dozan isn’t the mole!”

      “I didn’t say he was.”

      Kerrigan shot him a glare. “You didn’t have to say it out loud.”

      “You trust Dozan. He’s clearly in love with my sister,” Fordham added with a shudder. “But he made the point several times.”

      “Yeah, as he tried to warn us not to do it. He’s the spymaster. He gets all the information. And look,” she said, holding her hands out. “He was right.”

      “I’ll buy him a cookie,” Fordham muttered.

      “Just keep your magic close. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Was it the crashing into the vault door that gave you the feeling?”

      “Shh,” she hissed as the door was pulled open.

      The blue edge of a shield was shoved immediately into place, edge-to-edge with the now-open door, blocking them inside. And standing at attention with a contingent of guards was Gerrond.

      “Look what we have here,” Gerrond said.

      His hands were behind his back as he stepped toward the open door with the shield between them. He had a satisfied look on his face as if he’d just won the big score.

      “Well, it’s not Dozan,” Fordham said.

      “No shit.” Kerrigan shot him a look. “I’ll let him know you have such faith in him after we’re out of here.”

      “Neither of you are going anywhere,” Gerrond said.

      Kerrigan sighed. “Well, this is disappointing.”

      “That’s not the word I’d use,” Fordham said.

      “Your great plans have been thwarted,” Gerrond said.

      “Mmm.” She tilted her head. “Is that what you think?”

      “I’ve made a deal.”

      “Let me guess: us for the drifters?”

      Gerrond startled at her words. “Well, yes. Bastian is merciful.”

      Kerrigan laughed in a quick burst. “Merciful. Wow. You’re serious.”

      “He understands that the drifters have been mistreated,” Gerrond continued with a glare. “It would be easy to fold them into the house system. That way, they don’t have to live on the fringes of society any longer. And I can deliver him the two people he wants most in the world.”

      “Yeah. And did you ask the drifters if this was what they wanted? Or even seem to question if the half-Fae and humans among them would want to join the Society?”

      “Of course they would.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “I’ll take that as a no. Also, you cannot believe anything Bastian has said when it comes to half-Fae or humans. I should know. He fooled me too.”

      Gerrond waved her concerns away. “I feel for you and your plight, but the Society is in the right. I never wanted to work with traitors. I just wanted a way to help my people, and you have given me that. So I will thank you, Kerrigan Argon, for your service.”

      Her blood started to boil. He was so naive and so deeply flawed. The fact that she’d believed him—they’d all believed him—hurt her the most. Wynter had read his aura and said that he wasn’t a liar. He’d been working with Clover all this time. The drifters, who he claimed to care so much about, were working with her. And all that had been a bluff for when a better offer was provided. He didn’t really want to break away from the Society. He could have done that at any point to work with the drifters. He could have done anything for them. But no, he wanted to work within the system. She’d given him the perfect opening for it too.

      “Steady,” Fordham said down the bond.

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Breathe.”

      She took Fordham’s words to heart and inhaled sharply. Her eyes followed Gerrond, who had begun pacing like a cat, monologuing about how great he was and how he had tricked them. She wanted to reach through that shield and strangle him. He only cared for himself, not even the drifters. Because that deal was assuredly going to fall apart, and when it did, Gerrond would be in the same spot he’d started in, only that much closer to the top.

      “Are you through with this self-aggrandizing bullshit?” Kerrigan asked.

      Gerrond stumbled, straightening his jacket quickly. “You’re trapped here now, so you might as well get used to it. The only place you’re going from here is a prison.”

      Fordham’s smile was feline and predatory. “Like one could keep us.”

      “Strap you in enough iron and it could,” Gerrond boasted.

      Kerrigan bristled at the thought of putting Fordham in iron, dampening his magic, hurting her mate. Something shifted at the thought. Something that made her anger hit a peak.

      Her magic was weak from trying to use the bracelet unsuccessfully, but there was still a barely there thread of spirit magic. If she used it now, she wouldn’t be able to portal them out of the mountain. It was a risk she had to take.

      She narrowed her focus to the center of the shield, ignoring Gerrond’s continued monologue. He no longer mattered. None of it mattered. All that mattered was the spirit magic she was currently centering like a sunbeam. She had practiced it back in the House of Shadows. Well, on a well-worn mountainside where she couldn’t hurt anyone, but Tieran had mostly laughed at her ineptitude. She’d either used the blast too effectively, cleaving the cliff, or absolutely nothing happened. She had no skill with it.

      Today, she released it like a beam of light. It hit the dead center of the guards’ shields, shattering them into a million little pieces.

      The guards scrambled backward in shock, and then Kerrigan and Fordham stepped through the vault door.

      “You were saying, Gerrond?” Kerrigan asked.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Two

        The Escape

      
      Gerrond fled.

      Kerrigan cursed under her breath and rushed after him, but there were even more guards than she had first thought, and they had parted to let the weasel traitor past. Now Kerrigan and Fordham were facing off with more than a dozen guards. They could probably handle it after everything they’d done when her magic was on the fritz.

      If she wasn’t careful, they’d get backed into the vault and trapped all over again.

      “Ford,” she yelled as she knocked out a guard and kicked another in the chest.

      “We can’t get to him,” Fordham grunted. He drove the guard’s own sword through his shoulder.

      “I know.” She disarmed the next guard, gaining herself a weapon that she bashed into the side of his head.

      They needed to get out of here. The shields were down now. They could jump again.

      “Truth or dare!”

      “Right now?” he growled, shoving his elbow into the face of another guard. A second was sneaking up behind him, and Kerrigan let her knife fly, landing in the guard’s eye. He screamed and fell over. Fordham just grinned. “Thanks.”

      “Can we get moving?”

      “You know that isn’t what we called it in the House of Shadows,” he said as he dropped another guard to her ass.

      “Challenge or consequence,” she snapped back as she rushed for Fordham. “Is that satisfactory for your memory?” A guard jerked her back by the dress, and she heard it tear down the back. She kicked him in the kneecap. “You’re lucky I didn’t like this dress.”

      Then she slid their fingers together. Fordham kicked one more guard in the solar plexus as he reached for them.

      “Don’t let them jump!” another guard roared. He lunged for them, but Fordham had already touched the shadows, enveloping them in the nothing. Kerrigan didn’t even get the satisfaction of watching the guard tumble forward into oblivion, because they were already gone.

      A moment later, they clattered to the ground in the hallway in front of the greenhouse. During their year of training, she, Fordham, Audria, Roake, and Noda had taken a night off and headed to the greenhouses with a few bottles of faerie punch. One game of truth or dare—that the House of Shadows called challenge or consequence—later, and Kerrigan and Fordham had hooked up in the foliage. It was enough of a clue for Fordham to take them where she wanted him to go without the guards knowing what they were discussing.

      As Isa had suggested earlier, the greenhouse exit was less guarded than before. There were only two guards present. One had fallen asleep with a bottle in the crook of his arm, the shield he was supposed to keep up already forgotten. The second guard yelped at the sight of them and backed away slowly.

      “Uh…where’d you come from?” she asked.

      “Just passing through.”

      “You’re…you’re her,” the guard said.

      Kerrigan smiled. “Always a good time to be recognized.”

      The guard looked down at her sleeping—possibly drunk—guard mate and took another step back rather than forward. Smart girl.

      “We’re just passing through,” Fordham growled.

      The guard nodded. “I was at my spot the whole time and never saw anything.”

      “That right?” he asked, stalking toward her.

      Kerrigan grasped his arm. “Not terrifying right now. She’s letting us go, aren’t you?”

      The guard nodded. “They…they killed my brother.” She glanced down the hall as if expecting someone to hear. “He was half-Fae. They drained his magic and then killed him in the streets. I…I wanted to give up my job then, but…”

      “You should have,” Fordham said. “We can’t make a stand if we’re not all together.”

      She bit her lip. “I understand. Good luck.”

      Kerrigan took Fordham’s hand, and they exited into the greenhouses.

      “How do you know she’s not going to turn us in?” Fordham asked.

      “She’s not.”

      “You thought that about Gerrond too.”

      “Fuck Gerrond.” Kerrigan sighed heavily. “She might turn us in, but we’ll be long gone anyway.”

      “How did you know to exit through the greenhouses?”

      “Isa told me.”

      Ford glanced into the darkness of the greenhouses as if waiting for the trap to fall. “It’s a trick.”

      “I don’t trust her,” Kerrigan told him immediately. “Well, I don’t know.” She winced. “Maybe I do.”

      “She has a collar on.”

      “Yeah, and she wanted it on as much as you did.”

      He cringed. “You couldn’t get it off?”

      “She wouldn’t let me try.” Kerrigan bit her lip. “She asked me to kill her.”

      “I wanted to die rather than have the collar on, but I had you to live for,” he said sympathetically. “If she has no family…”

      “She told me that she’s Bastian’s daughter.”

      Fordham glanced at her in alarm. “Like his real daughter?”

      “She said that the fire that gave Bastian the scars, he had to make a choice whether to save Isa as a baby or his wife, and he chose Isa.”

      Fordham winced. “So his wife died in the fire?”

      “Yeah, and she claimed that’s why Bastian is doing all of this.”

      “Great. One death for thousands of deaths. Seems fitting.”

      “I wasn’t saying it made sense, only that it’s the most we’ve ever gotten from anyone about what happened in Bastian’s past. I didn’t know he had a daughter. It explains why Isa is still alive. She must be his weakness. He saved her life. He can’t kill her without killing his wife all over again.”

      “It’s a reach,” Fordham said. “We don’t even know if any of it is true.”

      “And how would we find that out?”

      Fordham shrugged. “No idea. I don’t find it relevant. He’s our enemy. He killed and he deserves to die, as if the collar he placed on Isa’s neck isn’t indication enough.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed as they came to the end of the greenhouse. “‘The more we know about our enemy, the better equipped we are to take them down.’”

      “You’re quoting Kristoffer to me?” Fordham said on a sigh. “The great general was right, but he was still killed by his enemy.”

      “Then we need to be smarter than him.”

      “And she’s truly his daughter? How does no one tell that part of the story? He’d be a hero.”

      “I don’t know, but it feels important.”

      Fordham shook his head. “We’ve all lost people. I don’t feel sorry for him.”

      “I do.”

      “How can you feel sorry for him?” Fordham demanded. “After what he did to you!”

      “Not for the rest. He deserves all he’s going to get. But for her,” Kerrigan told him. “I feel sorry for her and for the loss of her. Look at Tieran with the loss of his mate. I couldn’t imagine the loss of mine.”

      “I’d die first,” Fordham said.

      She squeezed his hand. “Yes.”

      “Well, at least Isa’s intel about the greenhouses seems to be accurate,” Fordham finally admitted.

      He glanced through the open doors of the greenhouse, which were currently unguarded. Apparently the inside shielding was all they had on this side of the mountain. Not wanting another experience of slamming into a giant vault door, they’d checked out the exit just to be sure.

      “Open the portal here,” he said.

      “Oh,” Kerrigan said, fiddling with her mother’s bangle. “About that. I don’t have enough magic.”

      “What? You were full.”

      “Trying to open it in the vault tapped me out. My last shot was taking down the shield.”

      “A great shot, by the way.”

      “Thanks.”

      Fordham sighed. “Well, Netta is getting anxious. I’ll jump us closer to our dragons.”

      “Don’t jump too far,” she reminded him.

      “I know how far I can jump,” Fordham said, sliding an arm around her waist. He pressed a kiss to her lips. “With my mate.”

      They jumped to a familiar aerie in the Vert Mountains. It was the same place they’d landed when they first returned to Alandria, when they discovered that their friends and family were still living and Bastian had ambushed them.

      Kerrigan had decided then and there that she would fight Bastian on her terms. And none of that had changed. This mission might have failed, but it had proven that Bastian and his allies were vulnerable.

      “Finally,” Tieran said down their bond. “Netta was upset that she couldn’t reach Fordham while you were in the vault.”

      “Well, we’re out.”

      “Care to share what happened?”

      “We were trapped. Gerrond is the mole.”

      “Did you kill him?” Tieran demanded.

      “He got away.”

      “Pity,” Tieran said. “Should we worry for Clover and her drifter troops?”

      “Gerrond admitted that he had not consulted them. I don’t think they’ll be on his side, but we’ll need to warn her.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “How close are you?” Kerrigan asked, peering through the darkness for her dragon.

      “Start your run now. I’m not landing.”

      “Gods,” Kerrigan hissed aloud. “Here we go.”

      Then she dashed across the rocky ground and, without waiting for confirmation, dove off the side of the mountain. She was in free fall for a matter of seconds before Tieran snatched her around the middle. He continued through the motion, swinging her upward over his head. She kept her scream behind her teeth as she landed on Tieran’s back. She was wobbly before she dropped to her knees. She’d gotten good at that in her year of training, but it had been a minute since she’d done it. And it was still terrifying.

      “Better than I thought you’d do,” Tieran teased.

      “Thanks,” she said sarcastically.

      “Gelryn, Dyta, and Ordrax have requested backup now that Netta and I have our riders. More Society dragons have arrived.”

      “Great,” she grumbled.

      Back into the fight.

      She had hoped that the distraction would be enough, but since Bastian had likely been warned by Gerrond, he would know that their dragons would be here. Of course he had taken the opportunity.

      And worse, she couldn’t open a portal for their escape. They’d have to fight this out or risk fleeing.

      She cursed into the wind as the battle came into view. It was immediately apparent that something was wrong. And it was not that there were a half dozen Society dragons in view. She recognized some of them, but none were Bastian or Alura or any of the other council members.

      Two of them were currently focused on Gelryn and Kivrin over the city. Fire was blown into the wind like no one had a worry for the citizens below them. Wynter and Dyta had two dragons on their tail as they chased her through the valley. In fact, she looked like she was having a great time.

      The problem was Viviana and Ordrax—mostly the fact that Viviana was huddled on her dragon, crying, as the remaining two dragons fought fire and claw against each other. Viviana should have never been on this battlefield. She wasn’t ready for it. But they hadn’t thought it would be a real battle, and Ordrax had assured her that he could handle himself if it came to that. And Ordrax was doing the best he could. But the fact of the matter was…kill the rider, kill the dragon.

      If Viviana made one wrong move, they’d both die. It was why the dragons had spent thousands of years picking the strongest Fae fighters to be riders. Anything less and the dragons were vulnerable.

      In the split second Kerrigan took that all in, she made her decision. Kivrin and Wynter could handle themselves. Viviana needed her.

      Fordham must have had the same thought, because they both dove for the dragons currently badgering Ordrax. Tieran blew fire onto the other dragon’s underside while Netta clawed her way up the second dragon’s throat. The roars were so fierce and overwhelming that Kerrigan covered her ears to get the terrible sound from her mind.

      The dragon Netta had clawed dropped from the sky like a stone in the sea, landing heavily on the outskirts of town. Kerrigan winced at the sound of it and its rider colliding with a hopefully empty warehouse.

      Dead. The dragon was dead. One of many in this war. And still it was disturbing.

      She had never wanted to hurt a dragon before. The fact that dragons were fighting at all felt anathema to her very core as a Dragon Blessed. The Society was created to end the dragon conflict with the Fae. Or that was what she had been taught, even if she now knew it was all a lie forged after the crown had been used.

      It still hurt her to think about.

      “Thanks,” Viviana said as they pulled even with her.

      The second dragon had retreated, likely to wait for more riders. Wynter had lost one of her tails, but the second was getting closer.

      Fordham nodded at Viviana before darting after his sister.

      “I…I didn’t think we’d see battle,” Viviana said. She swiped at her eyes. “I just froze. I couldn’t even bring up my shield.”

      “It’s all right. We shouldn’t have put you out here when it was a possibility. You haven’t been trained as a soldier.” Kerrigan smiled at her. “We spent months getting used to being on dragon back and using our shields. We shouldn’t have assumed you’d figure it all out.”

      “I thought I’d be fine.” Viviana laughed. “I actually thought that the dragons did all the work. I didn’t realize we needed to be a team.”

      “I get it,” Kerrigan said. “You should retreat. We all should.” Then she reached out to Tieran in her mind. “Tieran,” she said.

      “Already calling everyone back.”

      “Good.”

      Kerrigan stayed with Viviana as they headed out of the main valley of Kinkadia. Fordham and Wynter were handling their remaining dragon. It wasn’t until she heard a scream that she whipped around to check on her father.

      He and Gelryn were fighting like a well-honed unit, as if her dad was always meant to be in the skies. And Gelryn the Destroyer was living up to his name. He was ferocious in battle, fighting like she had never seen a dragon fight. Together, they should have been unstoppable.

      But there was a blade in Kivrin’s side.

      A rider had gotten too close and been able to pull down his shield.

      “No!” Kerrigan screamed.

      Tieran was already flying as fast as he could to return to Gelryn’s side. They could take out the dragon near him, flee this battle, and get Kivrin to a healer.

      Fordham was at her side, Netta pulling in close to take out the other dragons who were fighting Kivrin and Gelryn. Tieran was faster. He pulled ahead. Kerrigan braced for impact. Tieran was going to collide with the other dragon.

      They were almost there when Kivrin fell.

      Kerrigan watched her father slide from Gelryn’s back as if he were moving in slow motion.

      She reached out, wanting Tieran to switch trajectory midflight and catch her father out of the air. But there wasn’t enough time to change, and Tieran hit the dragon with full force. The rider cried out as a chunk of their dragon was clawed out of their side by Tieran.

      Kerrigan jerked forward with a gasp at the impact. She lost her father in the mayhem for a mere second and saw Netta diving for him. He was so close.

      And then Gelryn fell.

      She just stared at the mighty dragon. The one who had believed in her when no one else had, who had pushed her through training when he’d seen her abilities. He’d always felt as big as a mountain and as old as time. Infallible.

      Now he plummeted out of the sky.

      He weighed so much more than her father, so he passed him easily, falling heavily into the square at the heart of Central. The sound of his collapse was like a Kinkadian earthquake. A crater now existed where the square had once been.

      Gelryn was dead.

      Which meant one thing:

      Her father was dead.

      Fordham snatched Kivrin out of the air right before he too would have landed in the square with his now-dead dragon.

      “Kerrigan, we have to go!” Fordham shouted.

      She didn’t respond, just stared slack-jawed at the dead figure in Fordham’s arms. Her father was dead. Kivrin Argon was dead. He’d just regained use of his legs, been reunited with the love of his life, and gotten the dragon he had always wanted—the most fearsome dragon who had lived more than one lifetime. And now…they were both gone.

      “Kerrigan!” Fordham shouted down the bond. “Reinforcements!”

      But she couldn’t come out of it. She was as frozen as Viviana had been.

      It was only because of Tieran flying them far away from Kinkadia that they escaped at all. It felt like she had left a part of herself behind as she slouched on her dragon’s back and stared back at the shrinking city.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Three

        The Traitor

      
      Isa

      Isa’s shoes were silent on the cold, hard stone of the prison. The iron would have been oppressive against her magic and skin, her entire being, if not for the solid collar at her throat that dampened everything except the need to complete her mission. Water dripped onto the floor from an unknown place. Fall chill was turning to winter, and soon it would turn to icicles unless a guard heated the prison. They usually didn’t.

      The prison was fuller than she had ever seen it, what with the Red Masks rounding up and eliminating droves of humans and half-Fae for meaningless offenses. But none of them or their slights were her concern today.

      The Father had given her one mission. This one, there was no wiggle room.

      “Hello, Gerrond,” Isa said, leaning against the iron. It tingled where it hissed against her bare skin. She hardly noticed the burn.

      His eyes were wide and wild at the sight of her, the Father’s assassin. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come to have a conversation.”

      Gerrond backed up farther in the small cell. “You’re here to kill me.”

      She turned the key in the lock and stepped inside, closing it behind her. Gerrond shrank back even more in fear.

      “The Father has questions, Gerrond. He wants me to get answers.” She tipped her head to the side as she slid a blade out of her sleeve. “I’m very clever with a knife. I was taught a dozen ways to make a man bleed without killing him. Would you like to see what they are?”

      “No!” he said on a strangled gasp.

      “Good. Good. We won’t have to do it that way.” She shoved the blade back out of sight. “We can do this the easy way then. I’m pleased. You want to please me, don’t you, Gerrond?”

      “Y-yes,” he stammered.

      “We’re on the same page. Tell me what you know of Kerrigan Argon,” she said.

      “I already told Bastian everything I know about her. I met her when the call went out. I convinced her we were allies. I listed everyone who was at the House of Shadows. And then I got her and her little friends into the city with my drifters. I wanted protections for the drifters before…”

      She clicked her tongue against her teeth. She tugged another longer knife from her belt and tapped it twice against his throat. “No more negotiations. No more demands. It’s just you, me, and my knife. We don’t want to get off topic.”

      “I told him they were coming. I gave them the information I was provided.”

      “Why did you not tell them about the dragons?” she asked. “Or the armory raid. We lost a lot of good weapons and two dragons with their riders. Good Society members. Good Red Masks. Good dragons.”

      Gerrond shrugged helplessly, eyeing her knife with abject fear. “I didn’t know the whole plan. I did everything Bastian asked. I swear I did.”

      “So she didn’t trust you as much as you claimed.” Isa twirled the blade. “Pity.”

      “She trusted me!”

      “And you were useful for that.” Isa kicked Gerrond back to the ground and slammed the blade into the palm of his hand. Gerrond screamed. “Then you revealed yourself, which made any agreements or negotiations or talks with the Father null and void. You are no longer valuable as a mole. You are no longer valuable.”

      “Please, please, please,” he stammered. His other hand gripped the knife, trying to pry it free of the ground.

      But she just removed a second knife, grasped his other hand, and buried it to the hilt. Gerrond’s screams were music to her ears. She was getting closer—closer to finishing her task.

      The Father had told her to take her time. She didn’t have a distinct amount of time this had to lead to, but she needed it to not be quick. Oh, how she wanted it to be quick and over. But the fever of the collar was holding her in thrall. She could do nothing but follow orders.

      “Gerrond, Gerrond, Gerrond,” she cooed. “There’s so much screaming. If you’re not careful, I’ll have to cut out your tongue. Then how will I get my answers?”

      Tears streaked his cheeks as he gradually reined in the horrible sounds he was making. He was still crying, barely fighting back from more shouting. But her threat had worked.

      She spent the next hour in the cell. Gerrond had no new information. The Father hadn’t thought that he would. He’d wanted to torture him. He’d wanted Isa to torture him.

      Oh, how Mother would revile this.

      The mother she had never known.

      The wife of a killer. The mother of a killer. Perhaps she too had been a killer.

      Isa would never know. She only had the Father.

      “You’re lucky, Gerrond,” Isa said as the red, sticky blood covered the floor. “You get to be useful a second time. We’re going to send you back to Kerrigan with a message—one she’ll know all too well.”

      Isa removed his head. It’d go on a pike. It’d reach Kerrigan’s ears. The Father was sure of it. Someone else would retrieve it, but for now, Isa was done.

      The compulsion to obey diminished. She felt her limbs return to her, her will return to her. She breathed a sigh of relief and stepped out of the cell.

      “Quite moving,” the Father said.

      Isa stilled. She hadn’t known he was watching. “To your liking?”

      “Did you enjoy it?”

      “Yes,” she admitted. It was not a full lie. She was too good at her work. But it was also not entirely the truth, because she would not have ever done it otherwise. For answers, yes. But not for someone like this.

      “That’s my girl. Your mother would be proud. We’re one step closer.”

      “Was she a killer too?” Isa asked as she turned to face him in the darkened dungeon.

      “You follow in her footsteps,” he assured her. He wiped a smear of blood off her cheek. “You do her memory justice.”

      For once, Isa did not feel relief at those words.

      She felt disgust.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Four

        The White Dragon

      
      Darby

      Darby slept in the aerie as she waited for news, only leaving to do her work with Amond in the infirmary. Her healing magic had improved under his tutelage, more than it ever had with the strict Bryonican regimens. She felt like she was finally thriving as the healer she’d always wanted to be.

      But her friends might all be dead, and she couldn’t concentrate on anything else right now.

      Kerrigan was supposed to portal everyone home the night before. No one had arrived. No news on the wind. No wings on the air.

      Hadrian was still in Galanthea, safe as far as Darby knew.

      But Clover was in the heart of Kinkadia with her amulets and brand-new soldiers against the Society Guard and dragons. Kerrigan, Fordham, Kivrin, Wynter, and Viviana with their dragons against the entire Society? Darby couldn’t handle it. And she couldn’t heal any of them if they were beyond her reach.

      She should have insisted—no, demanded—that they take her along.

      “Still waiting, Little Bit?” Dozan asked, slinking in from the shadows.

      She nodded. “No word.”

      Dozan’s jaw flexed. “They’ll be back.”

      “They were supposed to be here yesterday.”

      “You have to remember who you’re working with. Nothing goes as planned for Red, but she always gets out. All right?”

      “You were the one who said that she might get caught in the vault.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s smarter than that, okay?”

      “Fine. And Clover?”

      “Clover’s smarter than that too,” he said with a wink. “I trained her myself.”

      Darby looked him up and down. His auburn hair was disheveled, his eyes hollow, his fitted black suit rumpled. “You’re worried.”

      “Yeah, but I’m trying to make you feel better.”

      She didn’t feel any better. “When do we raise the alarm and go after them?”

      “We?” Dozan shook his head. “Little Bit, you’re much too fragile for a fight.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I may be soft, but I’m a fighter. I grew up in the House of Dragons like the rest of them. I will fight if I have to.”

      A slow smirk crossed his lips. “I look forward to that.” He glanced wistfully once more at the horizon. “Find me if you see wings.”

      “Fine,” she said and watched him disappear again.

      She sank back onto the pallet she’d created with a huff. She’d sit here all night if she had to. She couldn’t just do nothing.

      “You are a fighter,” a voice slithered into her head.

      Darby yelped and jumped to her feet again. “Who’s there?”

      The aerie had emptied out when the others had left. One of Dyta and Ordrax’s seconds had taken the rest of the dragons and riders away for training in the mountains. The rest of the dragons had been given to other houses. For the first time since they’d all returned from the Holy Mountain, it had been quiet up here. There shouldn’t have been any dragons left behind.

      A white shape stepped into the moonlight. “Hello, Little Bit.”

      Darby breathed a sigh of relief. “Hello there. My name is Darby, actually. Dozan just calls me that.”

      “I too am a little bit. It is fitting.”

      “You’re Amita, right? Tieran’s sister.”

      “Indeed.” Amita dropped to the ground before Darby, curling her long tail around Darby’s pallet. “You wait for word from my brother. For his bonded.”

      “Yes. Among others.”

      “I have been in a waiting place for many years. Many don’t know how long hatchlings wait before reaching maturity.”

      “I was in the House of Dragons, so I had some acquaintance with hatchlings. Much smaller than you though.”

      “I see. Then perhaps you understand. You humans would call today my name day.”

      “Oh!” Darby said. “Happy name day! What year are you celebrating?”

      “My first name day.” Darby tipped her head in confusion, but Amita continued, “My first coming out of hatchling.”

      “You are an adult now?”

      “Officially.”

      “Quite an accomplishment. What are you going to do to celebrate?” Darby asked. “We could go flying? It would be good for me too.”

      “Yes, Little Bit. I would like that.”

      Amita rose to her full height. She was roughly the same size as Tieran. Small for a dragon. She was probably an excellent flier, nimble and swift. Darby may not have been as interested in being a dragon rider as Kerrigan, but she could never deny the magnificence of a dragon.

      Amita’s white scales were smoother than Darby was used to, so her ascent was awkward, but she finally made it up the entire way, settling onto Amita’s back. The dragon rose to her full height again, and Darby leaned forward, clutching the dragon as she adjusted.

      “And after our flight, Little Bit,” Amita said as she stepped up to the edge of the cliffside, “we shall be bound.”

      Darby choked at the words, but Amita had already thrown herself off the mountain. Darby screamed at the sheer drop before the dragon’s wings shot out. They hit a current in the wind and leveled out, soaring out across the valley.

      “Bound?” Darby gasped out, once her stomach was again where it was meant to be. “I’m not a dragon rider. I’m a healer.”

      “I am of age, and I have chosen you. That is how it works.”

      “Surely you want someone else. A fighter.”

      “A dragon is given their choice, and I have made mine.” Amita was silent a moment as they drifted over the small village of Cavour that seemed to be held in time. “I do not want a fighter. There is another way. I sense that you too want to have a purpose other than for death.”

      “Yes,” Darby said earnestly.

      “Then we will work together, you and I, and we will be magnificent.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Five

        The Rook

      
      Wynter

      Dyta landed in the aerie, flexing her wings and letting rain droplets scatter.

      “Hey, hey!” Wynter said, dropping to her feet and covering her head.

      “You are already wet enough.”

      “Go find a lake, water snake,” she teased her dragon.

      “Go find your fox.”

      Wynter glared up at Dyta, who just laughed into her mind and then darted back into the rain. Her fox indeed.

      She’d just finished the final sweep. Everyone else had already returned to the mountain after the hours-long flight back to Ravinia. It had been more grueling to be on Dyta’s back for that long than she’d thought. She’d gotten used to Kerrigan’s powers transporting them. It was a valuable shortcut, but it wasn’t always going to be possible. She and Viviana would need to train the newer riders on these similar conditions.

      Viviana, who hadn’t made a single complaint on the flight home. A miracle, even if the reason for it was that the mission had been an utter disaster. Part of that fault lay on Viviana’s shoulders. The woman was taking it better than Wynter would have thought. Ordrax must have been helping.

      Wynter needed out of her flying leathers, a hearty meal, and a long, luxurious bath. That was all she needed before she dealt with the war council and her brother and the decisions that had to be made after what had happened. They’d all been silent and somber after Kivrin’s and Gelryn’s deaths. She had no idea what the council was going to make of it.

      But first that bath…

      And her fox.

      “How long have you been standing there?” she asked Dozan as she approached the spy entrance.

      “Days,” he promised.

      “Your sweet Kerrigan returned hours ago,” she teased.

      His hazel eyes bored into hers. “And yet I remained.”

      “For what reason?”

      “I think you know.”

      Their first kiss played out before her eyes, the dozens after heating her through, the rain she’d been flying in moments earlier forgotten for his heat.

      “A girl likes to hear it.”

      Dozan grasped her around the middle and pushed her back against the door. His nose brushed hers. She had always been tall, and still he was taller. It made her feel almost dainty when she had never been called such. She felt like a different person entirely in Dozan Rook’s arms.

      “I missed you,” he said as his lips found a sensitive spot on her neck. “I worried when you were not with the others.” A nip at her earlobe. “I do not like to be kept waiting.”

      She shivered as he sucked the earlobe into his treacherous mouth. “I’m a commander. I did what needed to be done.”

      “And me?” he asked as he pulled back and traced his thumb over her cold bottom lip. “Where do I fit?”

      “Maybe you don’t,” she challenged.

      He smiled, full and brilliant. “All right. Guess I’ll go find another lady,” he said, turning from her.

      “Don’t.” She grasped his forearm and jerked him back to her. His body covered hers, a dirty, delicious smirk on his lips.

      “Aha,” he said. “I am wanted.”

      Then he kissed her, and she sank into him, forgetting the rest of the world and the oppressive thoughts of her people that she had grown up with. Humans and half-Fae were not beneath them. Not so long as people like Kerrigan and Clover and Dozan existed.

      “As much as I want to continue,” Wynter admitted, “I desperately need to get out of these clothes.”

      Dozan’s eyes brightened. “Well, love, I’m excellent help at that.”

      She snorted and pushed him away. “A bath and some dinner.”

      “Is this an invitation?” he purred.

      “You’re insufferable.”

      “I can make it worth your while.”

      She took his hand. “If you’re lucky, I’ll let you join me.”

      “That would make me the luckiest man in Alandria.”

      “And don’t you forget it.”

      Dozan traced her face with his eyes as if he was memorizing every inch of her. And all he saw was the person she had always wanted to show others. Not the broken pieces or the shattered heart. And he liked every dark thought in her head and every dangerous motive. He wanted her precisely how she was, and it was the greatest gift anyone had given her.

      “I can’t sit out the next one,” he told her solemnly. “I can’t wait here to know what’s happening with you. I know I don’t have any magic. I know…”

      She put a finger to his lips. “I know. I don’t want that either.”

      Then she produced a small silver amulet with a capital R etched into the metal.

      Dozan’s eyes widened. “Is that…”

      “I met with Clover before the assault. She sends her regards to the king of the Wastes.”

      Dozan took the amulet in his hand and rubbed his thumb along the face of it, over the R for his name. “To war we go.”

      “To war,” Wynter agreed.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Six

        The Funeral

      
      It was raining the day of Kivrin’s funeral. The clouds opened and poured big, fat drops onto the parade of attendees dressed in the traditional black. Words were spoken about his heroics, his bravery, his fearlessness, about how Gelryn had chosen him and died in battle—about how they were the best of them.

      Kerrigan didn’t utter a word. She hadn’t said anything since she’d returned. She just stared up at the funeral pyre and the lifeless look of her father. He appeared to be made of wax. All the bright and vibrant things that made him Kivrin Argon were gone.

      Just like Lyam.

      Just like when she had snuck down into the catacombs beneath the mountain and looked upon her friend’s face and saw none of the light that made him alive. It was all gone in her father as well.

      His soul gone from this world.

      His spirit returned to the plane.

      His life a part of the great beyond.

      None of the words the men spoke over his body really made any sense. They had tried to convince Kerrigan to speak for her father, but what could she even say? What could encompass all that he was to her, all that he had ever been? How could she begin to reconcile her hatred of him for so many years and the stolen lifetimes she’d never get back because of this tragedy?

      So she said nothing.

      Dragon fire rained down on his body. A great honor. A sign of a revered leader. They had lit Lyam up as well since he was a Dragon Blessed at the time of his murder.

      Death. So much death. All of it senseless.

      She hadn’t even gotten to go to Helly’s funeral. They probably hadn’t even had one for her mentor. Prescott’s had been short. Fordham had said a few words about his cousin. It had felt like a blip. She hated that it had felt like so much less than what this felt like.

      Now, she felt hollowed out, as if someone had taken a scoop to her insides. She had to remain standing and fighting and winning this war. And yet she was empty. There was nothing to be done about it. This was all she was now.

      The fire burned hot enough that the crowd stepped back. Kerrigan remained where she was, Fordham at her side. He shot her another worried glance, but she kept her gaze determinedly forward, let the fire dance in her irises as the white of her father’s clothes began to burn and his skin sizzled and his hair disappeared.

      Time seemed to slow as the rest of the funeral attendees trickled away. Darby grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss to her cheek. Dozan’s expression was grim as he gave his condolences. Wynter and Amond and Delle and Adelaide and even Viviana—they all came and went.

      Kerrigan sank into the wet ground. She would sit vigil just as she had for Lyam’s death. Fordham still hadn’t said anything to her and was drawn away by his kingly duties sometime as the sun disappeared over the horizon.

      Still Kivrin’s body burned.

      Still she remained.

      Her fingers were freezing, her lips so cold that she couldn’t feel them. Her body was trapped in stasis in that moment. She couldn’t move her limbs to walk away. Even as the fire died down over hours and what was once her father turned to ash.

      “Kerrigan,” Fordham said. He wrapped a heavy wool cloak around her shoulders. “You can’t stay out here all night.”

      She couldn’t move her neck. She said nothing.

      “It’s almost done. You should let someone else collect the ashes. We can inter him in my family crypt until we reclaim Waisley.”

      A bubbled, indignant scoff came out of her disused throat.

      “We will get Bryonica back,” Fordham said. “Audria returned with a contingent of their dragons. More are trickling in after they heard that we went up against the Society and won.”

      “Won?” she croaked. It was the first word she’d said in days, and it hurt. “We didn’t win.”

      “We fought them, stole their entire armory, took out two of their dragons and riders, and got in and out of there right under Bastian’s nose. They’re calling it a victory,” Fordham explained.

      Kerrigan fumed at the lies buried in those words. “It was an abject failure. We didn’t get the crown. We were betrayed. My father is dead. Gelryn is dead.”

      “The price of war.”

      She shuddered. “Our failure is bringing the people together?”

      “Yes,” he said flatly.

      “I don’t want to hear about it.”

      “Kerrigan—”

      “No. I’m keeping vigil.”

      “You’ve been out here for eight hours,” Fordham said. “You are literally freezing. Your lips are blue. You can’t sit here in the rain any longer or you’re going to get sick.”

      Kerrigan said nothing. She stared forward until Fordham released another sigh and dropped to the ground next to her. He wrapped a warm arm around her shoulders and drew her body against his.

      She tipped her head against his chest, letting his warmth seep into her. It was a bitterly cold night, with the first hint of winter in the air. It said there wasn’t much time left before they made their assault against the Society. If they waited any longer, they’d have to wait until spring. That would give Bastian too much time to prepare. He’d already had long enough.

      And yet she couldn’t make herself stand up. She couldn’t force her feet back to the war council. She couldn’t bring herself to lead.

      Look at what happened when she did lead.

      Death.

      A sob escaped her lips, and she buried her face in Fordham’s shirt. He pulled her into his lap and brushed the water droplets out of her hair.

      “I’m here,” he said. His lips pressed into her hair. “I’m here.”

      “I don’t want to cry,” she gasped.

      “Please cry,” he whispered. “Please. I worried that I’d lost you. I worried that you were gone. I can’t lose you, Kerrigan.”

      Tears fell down her cheeks thicker than the rain that had pelted her for hours. She soaked through Fordham’s shirt. The words she tried to speak were unintelligible as she sobbed. Her throat was raw from hyperventilating as everything broke into a million brittle pieces, and the only lifeline in all of it was Fordham, who clung to her like she might blow away with the wind.

      When she had cried until her entire body ached, she finally pulled back, wiping uselessly at her eyes. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      He stilled. “Do what anymore?”

      “Lead.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Look what I did,” she whispered. She pointed at the pyre. “Look.”

      “You think that was because of you?”

      Kerrigan pulled herself out of his lap, coming to shaky legs. “How could it not be?”

      “Explain,” he said as he stood.

      “I was reckless,” she gasped. “I did the stupid thing that has always worked for me in the past, and look where it landed me. No crown. No father. No Gelryn. If I had stuck to the plan and not insisted that we go after the crown, then he’d still be here.”

      “Am I reckless then? Because I went along with the plan.”

      “It was my plan.”

      “It was Zina’s,” Fordham corrected. “Is Zina reckless?”

      “Zina just gave me the idea. I was the one who executed it.”

      “So no one else can be reckless in this situation? It’s only you and thus only your fault? Even though we all weighed the risks in a war council and agreed to go after the crown together?” Fordham asked stoically. “Even though I am your bound mate and agreed to walk into the belly of the beast with you?”

      “You know what I mean,” Kerrigan said. “We didn’t have enough information, and everyone went along with it because I’ve made these sorts of things work before.”

      “And I’ll reiterate that you and I made it in and out of the mountain, Clover had zero casualties while she stole a warehouse for the armory, and we took out some of their dragon guard,” Fordham said. “It was your plan, and it worked.”

      “But my father—”

      “Knew what he signed up for.”

      “And he’s dead for it,” she all but screamed.

      “He is,” Fordham said. “We cannot change what happened. I know what it is to lose a father. I’ve lost many people I love. In this instance, I believe that both Kivrin and Gelryn entered battle knowing what could happen. It shouldn’t have. They were both incredible fighters, but it did happen.”

      Kerrigan turned from Fordham’s words. She didn’t want to think logically about this. She was shaken. Her recklessness had shown her a part of herself that she hadn’t wanted to see—a fear where before only courage had rested.

      “What do I do?” she whispered.

      “You face what happened. You look at your own mortality and know that you’re not invincible,” Fordham said. “Then you come back. You lead.”

      “And if I cannot?”

      “Then we lose,” he said simply.

      She met his gaze with a growing fear in her stomach. “But…”

      “You are the most fearsome and incredible individual I have ever met in my life, in any life. We need you to win this, my love.” He took her hand in his and placed it on his heart. “I need you.”

      She nodded, hiccuping one more time over her tears. “I need you too.”

      He brought his lips to hers. “I am yours forever.”

      She sniffed, shoving at his suit. “You know…I let you wallow in Domara. You could have given me more than a few days.”

      Fordham’s smile was brilliant. “If I gave you more than a few days, you would have ceased to exist. I can brood forever.”

      That brought a real laugh from her. “Isn’t that the truth?”

      “Will you return to the mountain with me? You’re still shivering.”

      “Yes.” Her eyes returned to the pyre, which had burned down at this point. “Can we take the ashes ourselves though?”

      “Do you want to do it or should I?” he asked, reaching for the bronze urn at the base of the pyre.

      “Will you?” she asked softly.

      His eyes softened. “Of course.”

      It took him a few minutes to scoop the remains of her father into the urn. He jumped back down and passed it to her. Then he swept an arm around her shoulders and walked her deeper into the mountain.

      Fordham lit a torch and carried it down the blank, winding hallways. Eventually they stopped before a large metal door. He produced a thick key out of a pocket of the nothing, the same way he had the first time they’d been here, and turned it in the hole. It clicked open noisily, and Fordham put his shoulder into the door to shove it on screeching hinges.

      He set the torch into a bracket on the wall, illuminating Fordham’s favorite thinking spot. It was the same as the last few times she’d been here and somehow darker and drearier. Gold glinted on headstones around the room. Names and dates had been etched onto hard stone. All except the crowned maiden in the empty casket at its center. Depressing.

      “I wish I could bring my father to Waisley.”

      “We’ll get there after this is all over,” he said like a promise.

      She sniffled and nodded. “Where should we put him in the meantime?”

      “Wherever you like.”

      Kerrigan bit her lip and then set her father down at the feet of the first Fae. “I’ll be back for you. We just have to win the war,” she told him. “Just like you dreamed that I could.”

      Fordham embraced her as she broke into tears again. She would let it all out now. Because Fordham was right—after this, she would have to find a way to go forward.

      And not forget what happened but learn from it.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Seven

        The Summons

      
      When Aurelie burst through the door, Kerrigan was in a war council meeting. Her head was spinning from all the numbers and troop movements and rider deployments and on and on and on. She could make miracles happen on a battlefield, but she wasn’t meant for this. Thank the gods Fordham was and he had a whole council of battle-hardened generals to lean on, because Kerrigan could not have been more ready for a distraction.

      Aurelie still wore furs from her time in Erewa and riding through the winter chill far north. She pushed back her hood and nodded at her mother, Celeste, who had jumped to her feet at Aurelie’s entrance. There were tears in her eyes, as contact hadn’t been able to be made with Aurelie since she had left.

      “Excuse me for interrupting, Your Majesty,” Aurelie said, bowing formally for Fordham.

      He held a hand up. “No apologies needed, Lady Blanchard. We have been worried over you and your riders. Kerrigan reached out and we sent hawks, but we weren’t able to contact you. It is good to see you well. How fare your riders?”

      “They are well,” she said quickly. “The hawks probably didn’t like the cold, and something is strange about the magic up there. It is raw and wild.”

      Kerrigan shot Fordham a look. They knew all about the wildness of the Erewan territory.

      “I could wait no longer for word from you. I had to come myself for this,” she said, removing a letter on crisp, cream parchment from her cloaks. She handed it over to Fordham. “It is of the most urgency.”

      Fordham turned the parchment over, and Kerrigan glanced over his shoulder to see the seal was the color of green grass with a little cottage with smoke curling out of the chimney. She had a sneaking suspicion who this was from. He broke the wax and unfolded the letter. In a swirling calligraphic script, the short note read:

      
        His Royal Majesty King Fordham Ollivier of the line of Samil, descended of Mab—

        Your presence is requested at my home.

        I shall expect you forthwith.

        Bring your heart.

        —T

      

      Everyone stared at Fordham in anticipation. His expression hadn’t changed, but his eyes were thunderstorms when he looked up at Kerrigan. “Everyone, leave the room.”

      “Ford—”

      “Not yet,” he said. He turned his expression to Aurelie. “Thank you. Please see your family and get some much-needed rest. I assume you flew straight through.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “I will summon you when we have made a decision.”

      Aurelie nodded. “As you wish.”

      The rest of the war council rose from their seats and headed out of the room. Audria stared at the card, confused. It was Noda who grasped her arm and dragged her out. Wynter was out training the recruits with Viviana, or else she would have been sitting right there with her feet kicked up. Viviana had been relentless with training since freezing in midair at the battle. Kerrigan had hardly seen either of them since. It was Dozan who remained in the shadows where he belonged.

      “Dozan, you too,” Fordham said.

      Dozan crossed his arms over his chest. “I believe I was the only one who spoke up about the last stupid thing you did. I think I’ll stay.”

      Kerrigan shot him a glance. “Dozan…”

      “Fine,” Fordham said. “Then take a seat. I hate you hovering.”

      Dozan strode across the room, twirled a chair around next to Kerrigan, and straddled it. He leaned his arms across the back of the chair and tipped his head at the envelope. “What’s the letter?”

      “A summons,” Kerrigan said.

      “From the mother of the Fae,” Fordham added.

      Dozan narrowed his eyes. “Like Titania?”

      “The one and only,” Kerrigan said.

      “She’s real?” Dozan asked skeptically.

      “We’ve had an encounter with her before,” Fordham said.

      “Why would she summon you now?”

      Kerrigan shrugged. “I have no idea, but she asked for both of us.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Fordham said. “The Society forum is in a matter of days. If we wait, we’ll miss our opportunity for Bastian to be out of the mountain. Alura’s information was crystal clear.”

      “We can’t ignore her,” Kerrigan said. She held her hands up when he looked at her suspiciously. “And I don’t say that like I want to run away from the fight. I’m here. I’ve been here since we…we put my father’s ashes in the crypt. I’m going to face Bastian in his fake forum for peace.” She swallowed hard. “But it would be reckless to ignore Titania.”

      “Days,” Fordham repeated, turning away from them with a shake of his head. “We have days.”

      “We can make it,” Kerrigan argued.

      “I agree with Kerrigan,” Dozan said.

      Fordham jerked around. “You were supposed to be the voice of reason.”

      “If this is the strongest of all the Fae, you’re not ignoring her,” Dozan said. “Maybe she joins our side. Maybe she kills Bastian for us. Who knows?”

      “She’s not on anyone’s side,” Fordham argued. “We had to go through trials the last time we saw her to get a boon. A summons…I don’t even know what that could mean.”

      “Well, it’s not going to be rainbows and sunshine,” Kerrigan said. “But it’s going to be worse if we don’t go.”

      Fordham pinched the bridge of his nose. “The timing is terrible.”

      “We’re ready anyway,” Kerrigan said. She jangled her bracelet. “We can make it back in time.”

      “We’ll fly,” Fordham said on a sigh. “I don’t want to use up your magic before we see her. She’s a wild card, and we have to be cautious. She could just as likely be on Bastian’s side.”

      Kerrigan wrinkled her nose. “Don’t even put that energy out there.”

      Dozan dusted his hands off. “Guess you can leave the war council in my hands.”

      Fordham shot him a look and then laughed, a real belly-deep laugh. “Sure, Dozan. Take the war council.”

      “Really?” Dozan asked skeptically.

      “Let’s stop pretending like you aren’t going to be my brother-in-law by war’s end,” Fordham said as he held his hand out. Dozan eyed it and then put his hand in it. “You should probably ask her first though.”

      “Who says I haven’t already?”

      “Well then, do it with a ring,” Kerrigan said, pushing Dozan backward with a smile.

      “Fuck off,” Dozan said, running a hand through his auburn hair. But he couldn’t deny the wild smile on his face. “Just don’t die. All right?”

      “Noted,” Kerrigan said.

      

      ***

      Aurelie led the way the next morning. The wind was bitingly cold when they finally landed in Erewan territory. The three of them stomped through the ankle-deep snow to an enormous hidden cave system. Mendy and the rest of her crew launched to their feet at the sight of Fordham. They drew him into a hug and patted his back and said all the right formalities, including being surprised that Kerrigan still lived, which was fair.

      “You’re all riders now?” Fordham said. “Aurelie filled me in.”

      “We’ve already sent our largest contingent of dragons to the House of Shadows. We were going to follow them when Aurelie got that note. Then we thought you might need help up the mountain to see the witch.”

      Fordham clasped her forearm. “Thank you, Mendy.”

      “Warm fires,” Mendy told him.

      With the pleasantries done, the Erewans handed out snowshoes and began the arduous climb up the mountain. Aurelie stayed behind to tend the fires and wait for their return. Thankfully, it wasn’t as bitterly cold as the last time Kerrigan had done this, but it was just as biting. She didn’t know how they could live in this perpetually snowy climate. It was awful.

      The final sheer cliff climb was the worst part, but they managed with some help from the Erewans, and then they were facing the entrance to Titania’s lands. For years, the Erewans had believed that any who crossed the invisible boundary were lost forever to the witch of the mountain. Only Fordham and Kerrigan had come out alive.

      “Wish us luck,” Kerrigan said.

      Mendy patted Kerrigan’s back. Kerrigan stumbled forward a step. “Only you two could make it out alive a second time.”

      Fordham clasped Mendy’s arm, and then, as one, Kerrigan and Fordham turned to face the mother of the Fae.

      They hadn’t discussed what they might find when they crossed the barrier that led to her hidden lands, but Kerrigan couldn’t help but ruminate on it. The last time, they had been trapped in an old faerie tale—facing their fears, eating the cursed food, dancing until her feed bled, and resisting the temptation of her lover. It was the trials that had led them to Titania, who had deemed them pure of heart and worthy of her boon. What would they endure now with a summons from her?

      Kerrigan didn’t know and braced herself for the worst as she took Fordham’s hand and stepped through the divide.

      None of the trappings of their previous encounter were present on the other side of the barrier. There was no castle or elaborate gardens or eternal fountain this time. Just a long, winding dirt walkway that led through a bramble of woods to the front door of a small château with smoke curling up from a fireplace.

      The cold winter didn’t break through Titania’s unending magic, and their giant, fur-lined cloaks were replaced with festive attire. Fordham was in a black suit with a black cravat at his throat. Pink still tinged his cheeks from the wind, but his hair was swept back off his face, and he looked radiant.

      Kerrigan’s dress was a sparkly green gown that had live flowers in spring pink, lavender, and white threaded through the narrow sleeves, down the bodice, and across the large skirt. Her curly hair had been secured in a magnificent updo with errant white blossoms and live butterflies.

      “Well, at least I look fantastic,” Kerrigan said, twirling in her gown.

      “You always do.”

      “Not the welcome I was expecting though.”

      “I never know what to expect from her.” He gestured toward the dirt road. “Shall we?”

      Kerrigan took his arm, and together they entered the wood. It felt almost immediately as if it swallowed them whole. There was no exit out of these woods, and there never had been. There was only the cottage before them and the witch who lived within.

      They reached the end of the road, and Fordham knocked on the front door. Kerrigan jutted her chin out and squared her shoulders. She was prepared for whatever was coming. She could do this.

      The door creaked open, but the room appeared to be empty. No beautiful, ethereal Fae sitting before the fire.

      “Hello?” Fordham called, peeking his head inside.

      No one answered.

      “Should we?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “We were invited.”

      They crossed the threshold hesitantly, as if expecting the room to shift once more, but nothing happened. They just entered Titania’s empty abode.

      “Titania?” Kerrigan all but whispered. “We got your letter.”

      The cottage room was warm and cozy. The fire had clearly been tended. An embroidery hoop sat abandoned nearby. A tray of tarts was untouched. Tea still had steam swirling out of the top of a kettle. Someone had been here recently.

      “Hello, darlings,” a voice said from the door.

      Kerrigan whipped around to find Titania with a pile of firewood in her thin arms. Fordham hastened forward to take it out of her hands.

      “Please allow me,” he said.

      “That is very kind of you,” Titania said, offering him a smile.

      Kerrigan felt faint at the look. Titania was otherworldly beautiful, as if she had been cast out of stars and made out of jewels. She was almost hard to look at, her smile so precious that tears nearly came to Kerrigan’s eyes at the sight.

      Fordham placed the firewood in a rack next to the fireplace. He tended the fire almost absentmindedly, as if he too needed to get Titania’s smile out of his vision.

      Titania dusted debris off her slender arms. She was in a simple dress, especially in comparison to what her magic had attired Kerrigan and Fordham in, but she didn’t need anything to showcase her beauty. She just was. In every way. Her hair was the color of goldenrod, her irises a clear summer sky, her mouth the pouty red of a rose bloom, her skin as fair as fresh snow, her voice melodic and hypnotizing.

      “Can you pour the tea, dear?” Titania said.

      Kerrigan nodded. There were three cups. She hadn’t noticed that before. Titania had already known they were coming and would be here any moment. How had she known?

      Titania sank into a seat as Kerrigan poured the tea for the three of them. She passed her a cup and then poured tea into the other two. She took one to Fordham and had the other in her hand when Titania motioned for them to sit. There was another seat just large enough for two to sit in across from her.

      “You received my letter,” Titania said pleasantly as she sipped her tea.

      “We did,” Fordham said with a head bob. “It was most generous of you to invite us.”

      “Would you like a tart?” Titania asked.

      Kerrigan looked at the beautiful tarts. Each had a little rose cut out of the center, revealing the red filling beneath. She reached for one almost without her own free will, even though she knew eating or drinking from Titania had had disastrous effects last time.

      Fordham placed a hand on her arm before she brought it to her lips. “Are these safe to eat?”

      Titania laughed, a tinkling sound that made them both lean forward. “Why yes, of course. I made them myself.”

      Kerrigan relaxed and bit into the pastry, which crumbled into her mouth with a burst of flavor. It was the most incredible thing she had ever tasted—buttery and strawberry with a hint of rose. Decadent and delicious.

      “While we are honored—” Fordham began.

      “It is an honor,” Kerrigan agreed.

      “You wish to know why I summoned you here.”

      “Yes,” they said together.

      “I have come to right a wrong. There is debt between us,” Titania confessed. “I wish to rectify this.”

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a glance in confusion. What debt could they possibly be owed by the mother of the Fae?

      “I wish to host your wedding.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Eight

        The Debt

      
      They were silent at Titania’s proclamation. Not that Kerrigan didn’t want Titania to host their wedding. That was easily the most incredible thing someone had ever offered her, but her mind couldn’t seem to catch up to what Titania was offering…and why.

      “What?” Kerrigan managed to get out.

      Fordham put a hand on her arm. “What my betrothed means is—”

      Titania glanced between them. “You do not wish me to do this for you?”

      “No,” Kerrigan said quickly. “We do. We do want that.”

      “We do,” Fordham agreed. “It’s a great honor. We never would have even considered that such an honor could be an option.”

      Titania took a sip of her tea. “It has not been offered in many years,” she said finally. “It used to be that the great houses of the Fae clambered for such an honor. They competed for my attention to be bestowed upon them.”

      “As is right,” Fordham said.

      Kerrigan leaned forward. “Why did they stop?”

      Titania glanced out the open window to a bird trilling on a nearby tree. “Times changed. Alfheim was closed to us. This new land was not the same. The magic was weaker. The connection to our home world was severed. Fae began to wither and die.”

      “But you remain,” Kerrigan said.

      “I remain,” Titania agreed. “And for a time, we did not know it was different. We thought that all would continue as it was when we first came to this world. Even with the war with the dragons, we believed ourselves immune to the fragility of this world. We could die in battle, of course, but because of time? Because of suffering? Because of loss?” She tilted her head. “It was years of battle before the oldest among us began to fragment. What do you call it?”

      Kerrigan cleared her throat. “Surrender to the abyss.”

      “How poetic,” Titania said like acid.

      “It is a consequence of this world?”

      Titania nodded once curtly. “There is not enough magic here, as there was in Alfheim, to keep us alive. A thousand years if you were lucky. Such a short time.”

      Kerrigan choked on a laugh. “That’s a very long time compared to humans.”

      “But you are not human, are you?”

      “No,” she said slowly, remembering their first meeting.

      What had Titania said to her? She had not seen one of Kerrigan’s kind in a long time. Then she had believed Titania was belittling her for her humanity, but she had known then that Kerrigan was a demi-Doma. She had lived in Domara and seen the rise of He Who Reigns. She clearly knew who and what Kerrigan was before Kerrigan ever did.

      When Titania had said that it would be a test of wills to see if she could keep Kerrigan here…she had meant it. He Who Reigns’ magic flowed through Kerrigan’s blood, and Titania was the first person to ever tell her that. She had always known.

      “So you will not perish here like the others.” Titania’s eyes flickered to Fordham’s. “You may go to the abyss, but she will not follow unless she chooses to. Not with his blood in her veins even at just half power.” Then she tilted her head. “Ah, but you have the mating bond. So perhaps you will live to her lifeline. Only time will tell.”

      “Why didn’t you go back?” Kerrigan asked.

      Waves crashed in Titania’s eyes as they fell to Kerrigan’s wrist. “Do you think we did not try? The door was closed.”

      “There are ways,” Fordham argued.

      “My own father figured out how to get there,” Kerrigan said.

      “Yes,” Titania agreed. “There are ways. You bring more with you. A way to tempt He Who Reigns to demolish this world as clearly as he did others. But there is no way back to Alfheim. He made sure of that.”

      Fordham’s head dropped. “That was confirmed for me in Domara.”

      “You were leashed there,” Titania said with distaste as her hand went to her throat.

      “Yes,” he said with bite in his voice.

      “And you still have it,” she said to Kerrigan.

      “I surrendered to it,” Fordham corrected.

      “To the mating bond,” Titania said, a note of sadness in her voice. “Which brings us full circle to your wedding.”

      “We have a war to win first,” Fordham argued. He clasped Kerrigan’s hand. “We have already decided to have the wedding after we have won. So that we might have it on her ancestral lands.”

      “Waisley,” Titania said.

      “Yes,” Kerrigan breathed.

      Titania nodded once. “It will be done then. Our debt will be cleared.”

      Kerrigan cleared her throat again. “Can I ask of your debt to us? And how it originated?”

      Titania clucked her tongue against the back of her teeth before rising to her feet. “We will need nightfall for that answer.” She picked up the tea that had never stopped steaming from the spout, the magic of this place holding it in stasis. Titania set it down on a table and then disappeared into her room.

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a glance. Should they follow her? Should they press? There were so many questions and so little time. They needed to make it back to Ravinia soon, to lead their troops to war. They hadn’t known what they were walking into, but they certainly hoped to be out of here before nightfall.

      “All right, children,” Titania said, reappearing in a dress that seemed to devour midnights. The black was so severe that it sucked the darkness of space into its orbit. “We shall go to the liminal space now.”

      Fordham helped Kerrigan to her feet in silence. They were both confused, but there was no use asking questions. Titania was firm, so they followed her out of the small home. She turned left toward the woods on a well-worn path only wide enough for one person. The trees cradled the space, blocking out the sun. As they traveled deeper through the woods, the sky grew darker and darker until it was near midnight even though they had traveled less than a mile into the trees.

      A clearing appeared before them, revealing a stone altar at the center of its circular space. Stones were placed evenly around the altar with inscriptions written in ancient Fae.

      “Balam,” Fordham said reverently. “Nadar, Horan. Jovile, Ulla, Verita. Morvenna, Cordin, Yore.”

      Titania watched him patiently read off the stones. Her hands settled on the altar. “Do you recognize them?”

      Fordham pointed to Balam. “The god of war.” Then Morvenna. “The head of the pantheon, his mistress, the three-faced goddess.”

      Kerrigan’s mind whirled. “Gods? For whom?”

      “Alfheim,” Titania explained. “The gods who broke the world and created Alfheim.”

      Kerrigan reeled. “I have not heard these stories.”

      Fordham’s hand rested on the altar as he bent to read the inscription. “The head of the kindred—Chaos.”

      “At the center of all things,” Titania said.

      “There are texts within Ravinia that I have read about such things,” Fordham admitted. “But there are texts about other gods as well. About the Doma.”

      “Not our gods,” Titania said with a hiss. “They are the usurpers of gods.”

      “Should I not be here?” Kerrigan asked, suddenly worried about interfering.

      “You claim us. You are my champion. You are welcome,” Titania told her. “Now, stand before me.”

      Kerrigan and Fordham moved to stand before the altar. Titania lifted her hands and spoke in an inarticulate ancient Fae. Even Fordham’s brow creased at the words that were uttered. It was as if they did not come from her but from the gods themselves.

      A veil hung between them and Titania. She was shrouded, not the beautiful maiden but a gnarled crone, hunched and broken. But if Kerrigan looked at her too long, she saw a mother, full to bursting with child, her belly low and protruding. The hazy curtain separating them made it feel like they could just reach forward and rip it apart to reveal the mother of the Fae in her true form. Though Kerrigan was unsure which of these was the true form or just what Titania was showing her.

      Then the whole thing disappeared, and they were both cast into darkness. It was the same sensation Kerrigan experienced when she was on the spirit plane, but…this wasn’t the spirit plane. If anything, it was a shadow plane. The same as their world but the other side of the veil.

      And through the dimness came a glowing light. Titania stood in a dim room, just the glow of a candle illuminating the space. She was pacing. The cry of a babe split the night. Titania looked backward, reaching, as if she could go to the small thing, but she didn’t. She shook her head and continued her pacing.

      A cloaked woman entered the room. “You’re here. You came.”

      The woman removed her cloak to reveal the same golden locks and the beautiful, pure face. They could have been twins, except Titania’s otherworldliness didn’t touch this woman.

      “Irena,” Titania said, drawing the woman into her arms. True affection emanated between the women. “I heard of Samil. I’m so sorry.”

      “This war will never end,” Irena said with a shake of her head. “My father was just one of a long line of dead.”

      “Mab would be devastated if she had made the trip with us, her beloved Samil.”

      “Forget the past,” Irena said angrily. “Mab is not here. My father is gone. We only have you, Titania. You must do something. You are the strongest among us.”

      Titania ripped her arm from Irena. “You do not know what you ask of me.”

      “You fear returning to these new depths? The Dark Depths.”

      “I cannot do it. I cannot give my magic to perish like the others,” Titania said.

      “Then you are as selfish as all the others!” Irena raged. “Why come here at all? Why leave it all behind? Why live here in comfort when all your kin and your sister’s kin and your husband’s kin die out there?”

      Titania rose up, suddenly growing much taller than the younger Fae. “You know nothing of time, Irena. I have favored you this far. What you ask is beyond my control.”

      Irena scoffed. “You have nothing for me? Fine. I will go make my own way then.”

      Titania let her go. With her nose turned up and her pride wounded at the girl’s very true words, Titania watched Irena go. She watched her kin die, just as Irena said. And when it became most perilous, Titania went back to the girl.

      She left the life she had built on the top of the mountain and came into Irena’s war camp. She held a metal crown that absorbed light and offered it to Irena.

      “What is it?” Irena asked.

      “It was forged by He Who Reigns. It will end this war.”

      Irena’s eyes widened. “That does not answer my question.”

      “You can control the beasts or you can kill them. You can use the usurper’s great power to deal the final blow. It is up to you.”

      “How?”

      “Put it on the head of a dragon and choose.”

      Irena’s hands trembled as she took the crown from Titania’s hands. “I don’t want to kill them,” Irena told Titania. “I don’t want to end the dragons. I just want a better world where we can live together. Alfheim is not open to us any longer. We must remain here or go to the Dark Depths. I will use this to make them see reason.”

      “Good,” Titania said, washing her hands of it. “Win your war, and then come back to the way things are meant to be.”

      “Thank you,” Irena said. She bowed to the mother of the Fae. “You will be remembered for this.”

      Shadows swirled around Irena, and then she shadow-jumped out of the tent.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Forty-Nine

        The Reason

      
      The same shadows dispersed around the clearing, and suddenly they had returned to the altar. Irena was gone. Only Titania stood before them.

      Kerrigan’s heart pounded as the memory warred through her. “You…you gave her the crown.”

      “Yes,” Titania said.

      “You are the reason that all this happened,” Fordham accused.

      “I smuggled the crown out of Domara long ago to spite him. I never planned to use it. I did not warn Irena that it was as likely to lend itself to corruption as I gave it to her because Irena was the purest of us all. She truly wanted the Fae and dragons to work together. To ally. But it went all wrong, and I have been here, alone, since.”

      Silence stretched between them as the truth of the Irena Bargain was finally fully laid bare. Irena had been trying to help the Fae and dragons unite. With the help of Titania’s interference, He Who Reigns had wrecked the bond. Out of that had come the Society and all their rules to protect the dragons and grow the world the Fae had stolen from humans and were now inhabiting.

      No wonder the Fae hated the humans who were here before them and had easily allied with the dragons and the half-Fae who had come from the union of their people—and the dragons they couldn’t quite tame but only leash. The whole thing was horrific.

      “This is my debt,” Titania said.

      “And you believe a wedding will make up for that?” Fordham all but snarled.

      “Ford.” Kerrigan put a hand to his arm. They needed to remember who they were dealing with. If Fordham wasn’t careful, he was going to explode and Titania was going to flatten them, her champions or no.

      “No,” he said. “This is…this is absurd. You tell us that the Irena Bargain and the dragons and the binding, it’s all because of you. And you think disappearing from the world is sufficient penance?”

      Titania looked down at him over her nose. “I destroyed my lineage. It is only fair that I suffer solitude.”

      Fordham turned away. “These are the gods. I expect them to deal with us like we’re puppets on a string. I didn’t think that you would be the same.”

      “Why not?” Titania asked. “Am I much different from a god to your people?”

      “Stop,” Kerrigan said. “This changes nothing. It doesn’t matter where we place the blame. All that matters is that we can fix it.” Kerrigan eyed Titania. “Which is the real reason I believe you invited us here.”

      “You have the blood of the enemy in your veins,” Titania said.

      “I can use the crown?”

      “No,” Fordham said. “No, we’re not doing this again.”

      “It didn’t work with Irena because she was fully Fae. She was one of my line. You are something else entirely. You descend from him.”

      “That’s what I said,” Kerrigan told Fordham. “I can control it.”

      “We don’t know where it is, and even if we did, I no longer think we should use it. You said there would be a price, but you didn’t say it would burn out her goodness.” Fordham pointed his finger at Titania. “That was the price, was it not?”

      Titania nodded. “One of many prices.”

      “It won’t do that to me.”

      “It might!” he raged. “We can win this war without it.”

      “What of the one after that?” Kerrigan challenged. “And the one after that? Our history is all wars dating back as far as recorded history with the dragons. Let us end this once and for all.”

      “Then I’m glad that we do not have the crown, for I could not agree to this.”

      “I know you are angry, son of Samil, but what would you have done differently in your ancestor’s place? Irena did the best with her circumstances.” Titania put her hands behind her back. “I believed that she could control the crown, and I was wrong.”

      “You could be wrong about Kerrigan as well.”

      “She isn’t,” Kerrigan said. She looked back to Titania. “Do you know where it is?”

      Titania hesitated a moment before saying, “No.”

      “She cannot lie,” Fordham said.

      “But you have a guess?”

      Titania lifted one perfect shoulder. “As do you.”

      “The same one, I’d wager.” Kerrigan turned away from them both. “This crown has been plaguing us since we discovered it from Ferrinix’s memory. It has already caused me irreparable damage. It has already stolen my father from me. If we must go after it again, then we should remember that it is likely to cause pain. Even if it does not steal my goodness, it is likely to steal something else.”

      “Well said,” Titania said.

      “Then you use it,” Fordham told the mother of the Fae.

      “I cannot. We know that a Fae cannot wield it properly.”

      “I can do it,” Fordham said, ignoring her. “I will wield it.”

      Kerrigan looked back at her love. “I could never risk you.”

      “So we can risk you but not me?”

      “I have his blood. I have his magic. The crown is most likely to recognize me. That’s the point. Titania’s isolation was waiting for someone of his line to right the wrongs. She has done her time. She has paid her debt by her disappearing and then giving us the information we need to fix these things. This is what it has all led up to.”

      “But—”

      “You said that I had to lead,” she told him with tears in her eyes. “So let me lead.”

      He took her hand in his and pressed a kiss to it. “I said I could not survive this without you too.”

      “And that we would do it together,” she promised him.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Together.”

      “Go with my blessing,” Titania said as she placed her hand on where theirs joined. “May you find the crown. May you wield it and win this war.”

      Kerrigan nodded at her. “And then your isolation is over.”

      Titania nodded once. She clapped her hands, and the magic dissolved all around them. Suddenly they were standing back on the outside of Titania’s magic in their snow gear.

      Fordham cursed as they both adjusted to the freezing temperatures again. “Promise me something, Kerrigan. If we do not find the crown this time, we will leave this foolish burden behind.”

      “Yes,” she agreed easily.

      Because she knew where it was.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty

        The Metal Crown

      
      A second later, Fordham jumped them out of the snow and back into the mountain cave. The riders were long gone, and only Aurelie remained. They recalled their dragons and were back in the skies within hours. Kerrigan argued for using her bangle, but Fordham insisted that they needed all the magic they could get. If she found the crown, then she couldn’t risk it.

      It was nearly midnight when they landed back in the aerie. Aurelie headed to find her family. The poor girl was exhausted from the three quick flights, but she didn’t say so much as a word as she disappeared. They hadn’t told her what had happened on the mountaintop, neither of them trusting that it wouldn’t get out to the troops. It was suspicious enough that they’d fled right before they were supposed to be leaving for battle.

      Thankfully no one else was in the aerie when they arrived so they didn’t have to make any explanations for their rushed return either. Dozan’s spies would likely whisper in his ear, but hopefully Kerrigan would be done with what needed doing before he heard.

      “Well, we’re back,” Fordham said. “Where to now?”

      “Down.”

      They started down the long, winding steps inside Ravinia Mountain. She had lived here long enough that she had a better sense of direction. To think, the first time she had ever been here, she had been terrified that they’d kill her. Now she could walk the halls like it was her home—and soon she would be their queen. So long as they won.

      “Titania said that Samil was dead,” Kerrigan began, retracing the path she’d taken in her mind for where the crown would be. If she gave Fordham the pieces, surely he’d put it together too. “Samil was Irena’s father, but Samil is also…”

      Fordham frowned. “Descended of Mab?”

      “Yes. And so are you, through Mab’s line through Samil.” Kerrigan came to a stop before the door that led even lower in the mountain—the etched eye that stared back at them. “Which makes you descended of Irena as well.”

      “Not necessarily,” Fordham argued. “Samil had many children. Irena was just one of many.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “I considered that. I think that the entire House of Shadows is descended from Samil’s line. Branched away long ago to the children with gifts—shadow wielding, lightning, and ice. The powers that only the House of Shadows possesses.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Kerrigan grasped a torch and lit the way as she yanked open the door. “Irena wielded shadows.”

      Fordham’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, but…”

      “We saw her use them to get on Ferrinix’s back. We saw her use them with Titania. She’s a shadow wielder, and there’s only one line of shadow.”

      “But that doesn’t mean—”

      “It corrupted her goodness,” Kerrigan said. “Until there was nothing left of her but ambition and selfishness. She created the Society, but there is no mention of her ruling the Society. She was just the symbol. After what she did, she and Ferrinix disappeared from recorded history.”

      Fordham’s eyes went distant. “That’s true. She’s used as the Irena Bargain, but they didn’t keep her in politics. It was long ago though. Most people don’t talk about what happened after the Irena Bargain, just the bargain itself.”

      “Which is strange in and of itself. Wouldn’t the founding of the Society be a hot topic?”

      “There’s information about the founding of the Society. I’ve read some of it at Draco Mountain.”

      “But not here?” she asked.

      “Well, no. Just the founding of the House of Shadows.”

      “What does that say?”

      “That the three families came together as one with the same ideals,” Fordham said. “And together we ruled from our mountain.”

      “Exactly. The three families of Samil’s line—Ollivier, Blanchard, and Laurent. And Ollivier has ruled as long as time.”

      Fordham shook his head. “We’ve fought for millennia.”

      “But the founding of the House of Shadows lies with Ollivier, yes?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And you think…what?”

      “I think Irena came to a different mountain with her cousins and used her new wicked magic to enslave those she thought were beneath her.”

      Fordham stilled when he realized where they were walking. “No.”

      “I think her name was lost to time. Even from here.”

      “Kerrigan,” he warned.

      “Irena Ollivier.”

      Fordham removed the key to the Ollivier crypt, his childhood hiding spot, and pushed the creaking door open. “You think it was here all along.”

      “Yes.”

      Kerrigan dropped the torch into a bracket on the wall and stepped up to the ancient Fae entombed at the center of the crypt—so old that she had lost her name. All that remained were this stone sarcophagus and a crown at her temple.

      Fordham came to stand beside her, staring down at his lost ancestor. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” Kerrigan said, “but if I’m wrong, then we just won’t tell anyone about this excursion and continue like nothing happened.”

      Fordham released a stiff laugh. “Fine. Help me move it.”

      Together they shifted the heavy stone to the side. As Fordham had told her the first time they’d come inside, the sarcophagus was empty. It had long ago been scavenged, or perhaps there was nothing within at any point. But Kerrigan wasn’t deterred. If Irena had the most dangerously powerful weapon in Alandria, then she was certainly not putting it somewhere easy to find.

      Kerrigan ran her hands along the inside, looking for a catch, but came up empty. “There has to be a way.”

      Fordham sighed. “Gods.”

      She glanced up at him. “What?”

      “If she was a shadow wielder, then…she would have put it in the nothing.”

      Fordham’s face was resigned as he closed his thunderstorm eyes and pulled the shadows to him. A pocket of space appeared in the emptiness of the tomb. One moment, there was simply darkness, and the next, Fordham’s hand closed over something.

      He released the shadows, and in their place was the metal crown.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-One

        The Brother

      
      Kerrigan’s heart stuttered to a stop at the sight of the metal crown. It was even more formidable in person. Black as pitch, as if it were absorbing the light, and yet somehow shiny. The base was larger than Kerrigan had anticipated with jutting spikes coming up at even intervals. It looked as if it had been dipped in metal and been left to hang upside down, dripping until it solidified like stalactites. Power radiated from it—a dull pulse that seemed to reverberate around the crypt.

      “Holy gods,” Kerrigan muttered.

      Fordham’s eyes darkened at the sight of it. “We should have never found this.”

      “No,” she agreed. “No, it’s terrible.”

      “You can’t wear this.”

      “I know,” she said immediately. How had Irena ever put this on Ferrinix’s head? How had she even held it?

      Kerrigan dove down the bond to Tieran. This was as much his decision as hers. “We found the crown. It’s terrifying. If I wear it, I might not come back.”

      “You will,” Tieran said automatically.

      “This could change everything.”

      “I know,” he said. “Everything needs to change.”

      She nodded and then looked back to the crown. “I shouldn’t wear it, but I must.”

      “Kerrigan…”

      “I must,” she said again. Her eyes left the horrifying crown and met her mate’s. “You’ll be here. You’ll be here to ground me. I can do this. I can fix what was done wrong. And then after…after we can destroy it or return it to Irena’s hiding spot. Anything you want. Just let me return balance to our world.”

      Fordham wavered. She could see he so clearly did not want her to do this. The last thing either of them wanted was to lose the other. And yet…he held the crown out to her.

      “I trust you,” he said. “And I love you.”

      A tear spilled down her cheek. “I love you too. So much.”

      “I’ll burn the entire world down to get you back,” he promised.

      She choked on a smile. “I know you will.”

      And then she set the crown on her head and saw darkness.

      

      ***

      The world was white.

      Top to bottom. Side to side. Flat, matte white.

      Kerrigan turned in a circle. The space was somehow very closed in and also endless. She was still in her fighting leathers, which looked stark against the white background, her red hair even more so, as if she didn’t belong in this place. Wherever this place was.

      “Hello,” a voice said behind her.

      She whipped around to find a man standing before her, faintly glowing. He was at least six and a half feet tall with long brown hair past his shoulders and a dark beard. His eyes were dark and depthless. He wore white robes that almost blended into the white space.

      “Uh, hi,” she said.

      “How come you to this place?”

      “I put the crown on.”

      The man tipped his head to the side. “You are the first.”

      “The first?”

      “To reach me.”

      “Who…who are you?”

      The man laughed as if he couldn’t believe what was happening, that she could not know who she spoke to. “A shadow of a self, trapped within that crown.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened as she put the pieces together. “Fairgate?”

      He spread his arms wide. “So you do know who I am.”

      “I know of you,” she admitted. “I heard the tale of what happened with your brother.”

      “That’s good. Don’t use his name. Best not to bring his attention to this place,” Fairgate said.

      Kerrigan felt dizzy. She was talking to the brother of He Who Reigns. A man who was kin to her. “I don’t understand.”

      “The forging of the crown required great magic. When my brother killed me, he trapped part of me in the binding of the crown,” Fairgate explained calmly. “I do not believe that he thought anyone would be able to reach me.” He tipped his head to the side. “How did you?”

      “I…” Kerrigan began, opening and closing her mouth.

      Fairgate took a step back, his face shuttering. “You are one of his.”

      “Technically, he’s my grandfather, but I’ve never met him. I only recently discovered who my mother was, what my magic was…” She trailed off.

      “And you are a demi,” Fairgate said with a small laugh. “It is best that he does not find you. My brother would certainly never look kindly upon that.”

      “So I’ve heard,” she said.

      “If you are able to reach me, then you are planning to use the crown,” Fairgate said.

      “Yes.”

      He sighed. “Walk with me.”

      Kerrigan fell into step beside the man. He was head and shoulders taller than her and otherworldly in every way that she had come to expect of the Doma. And yet he felt comfortable. Like she had known him her entire life. Like he was the only thing that made sense on this plane.

      He must have been here for thousands and thousands, maybe ten thousand years or more, but he seemed unchanged. Even Titania had been slowly going mad from her isolation. How could he exist here and remain sane?

      “Only he can wield the crown,” Fairgate explained, “or else it exacts a great price.”

      “I know. Irena—she was the last person to use it—was stripped of her goodness. She was all darkness after its use, and it didn’t even do exactly what she wanted. It twisted the request into something horrible and insidious.”

      “That is its way. That is my brother’s way,” Fairgate explained. “And it will be no different for you.”

      Kerrigan sighed. “What do I do? This was supposed to be the way to win my war.”

      “You cannot win with faulty weapons.”

      “I know,” Kerrigan said. “I thought that because I was his kin, I would be able to access the powers. That it wouldn’t burn out with me as well.”

      “That is a very kind thought,” Fairgate said. He clasped his hands behind his back. “There is nothing kind in my brother. He would never allow it. Not even for his kin. Not even his most beloved. Not even his first child. Not even me.”

      Kerrigan nodded. Of course it made sense. Even if they could use it, it didn’t mean they should. It wasn’t worth the price. It wasn’t worth her goodness. Her life. If she used it and became worse than Bastian, then he won anyway.

      Bastian had lost his wife in a fire. However it had happened, whoever was responsible, he had taken that one thing in his life and let it twist him into this monster. Let it defile him and degrade him and take the rest of the country with him. Kerrigan refused to be like this. Refused to do it.

      “Then I’ll take it off,” she said. “I’ll hide it away so no one else can do what I couldn’t…shouldn’t do.”

      “That is the smartest course. The last binding, I felt it rip through the crown, rip through this place. The price that was taken fed the crown for many years. It wants me to let you use it. Even now I can feel it.”

      “You know what Irena did?”

      “Yes. I felt when it was placed on that dragon’s head. The price taken from both of them. Her goodness. His strength.”

      “Oh,” Kerrigan gasped. She hadn’t know that it had drained Ferrinix as well. “It took his strength?”

      He nodded. “I am unsure what it would take from you.”

      “All I want is to change the binding, to make it right. I thought if I used the crown, I could alter it so that it wouldn’t require such a steep price. Our lives wouldn’t be entwined. The dragons wouldn’t die without binding. The Fae wouldn’t be subjected to dissolution.”

      Fairgate placed a hand on her shoulder. “You are too good for my brother’s line. What you suggest is not possible.”

      Kerrigan sniffled and nodded. All of this for nothing.

      “But there is another way.”

      Her eyes lifted. “Another way?”

      He took her hand in his. “You have to be sure that this is what you want.”

      And for a second, a vision took over her sight. Just like it had all those years before, when she had first had prophetic dreams, when her harbinger abilities had taken her over. She’d learned to control her spirit powers, and they had stopped hitting her like a freight train. She had almost forgotten what it was like to see the blur of images and feel her magic open and pouring out.

      A flash of ice. Her magic exploding like ash from a volcano. A blinding light that reached across the entire continent and beyond. The click, click, click of all the chains shattering. Fordham reaching for her in the frost.

      “Are you sure?” Fairgate asked.

      She was on her knees with her face in his hands, tears streaming down her cheeks. She had no idea how she had gotten there. Her magic was still open and pulsing, waiting.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Fairgate nodded and then poured her out. Her magic freezing through her veins and then exploding upward out of her. The blinding light igniting the world. For a moment, she felt every dragon and rider pair in the entire world. Every single connection that had been made with the Irena Bargain.

      And she broke them all.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Two

        The Broken Bonds

      
      Wynter lay in Dozan’s arms, naked.

      They shared his bed, which wasn’t as plush as her quarters, but sometimes she preferred how austere it was. How him it was.

      She ran a hand down his bare chest. His breath tickled her hair, his body firm against hers. This was the only time that she saw him fully relax. In sleep, he looked so much younger, so much more fragile. Not that she’d ever let her fox know that.

      She brushed her lips against his jaw, and he stirred.

      “Round two?” he murmured.

      “Three,” she teased.

      His hand slipped to her hip. “If you insist.”

      A click sounded in her chest.

      She sat up abruptly. “What was that?”

      “What was what?” Dozan asked, a faint crease in his brow. “Everything all right, love?”

      She shook her head. She could still feel it. The click had latched on to her. Like it was hooked into her magic.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said at once, throwing the covers off her and shimmying into a dress.

      Dozan didn’t ask questions. He’d been in this profession long enough to know when to talk and when to move.

      She was halfway to the door when the click snapped through her again. She fell to her knees, gasping.

      “Dyta!” she cried.

      Dozan was at her side at once. “What happened? Are we under attack?”

      “She’s gone,” Wynter gasped. Tears fell from her eyes. “She’s not here anymore.”

      “She can’t be, love. You’re bound. If something happened to her, you wouldn’t still be standing.”

      Wynter clutched her chest. He was right, but he was wrong too. Her bond, that inherent knowledge of her dragon like nothing she had ever felt in her whole life.

      It was gone.

      

      ***

      Roake crept through the Bryonican woods at night. He was still furious that Kerrigan and Fordham had tied him up and left him there to rot. Luckily, he’d used his magic to slip free of the restraints before anyone but Isa had seen his predicament. He’d thought for a time that Isa was going to tell Bastian what had happened. That he’d be just as dead as Gerrond in those dungeons.

      But things had gone as they were.

      Save for the furious preparations for the Society forum and Bastian’s insistence on pushing forward with their plans.

      Bastian wasn’t worried about Kerrigan though. So Roake wouldn’t worry about Kerrigan either. The Society was superior. Had been for generations. No upstart could take them down.

      The only thing he needed to guarantee in all this was Audria’s safety. She was what mattered. She’d come around. He was sure of it.

      “Don’t take another step,” a voice rang out from his left as he stepped into a clearing.

      And there his beautiful love stood, wreathed in moonlight, her golden hair tucked up tight. She was out of her typical fancy dresses and in flying leathers. Her dragon must have been near to leave her here alone.

      “Hello, love,” Roake said, taking that final step.

      Audria raised her hands as if prepared to fight. “Roake, I’m warning you.”

      “You showed up.”

      “I shouldn’t have,” she said, pursing her lips.

      “Are we truly on opposite sides of this battle?”

      “We don’t have to be. You could come back with me and—”

      “Be imprisoned,” he said. “Kerrigan and Fordham tied me up. They don’t trust me.”

      “They’d listen to me.”

      “Would they?”

      “If you fought with us.”

      “That’s never going to happen, love,” Roake said. “Kerrigan would kill me before letting me into her army. She only hasn’t because…well, I don’t know why.”

      “I asked her not to,” Audria said on a breath.

      “And why is that?”

      “You know why.”

      Roake tilted his head. “Because you love me.”

      “No,” Audria said with a shake of her head. “I can’t love you. You lied to us for all these years. You believe what he’s saying. You work for him, Roake. Can’t you see that my heart is broken?”

      Roake closed the few steps and pulled Audria into his arms. They were on opposite sides of this war. She did love him whether or not she’d admit it. He opened his mouth to try to beg her to come with him anyway when he felt a click in his chest.

      Audria gasped. Her hand went to her chest. “What did you do?” she accused.

      “Me?” he asked. His own hand was at his center. “Nothing.”

      “Something attached to my magic,” Audria said, pushing away from him. “Make it stop.”

      “I can’t. It attached to mine too.”

      “What is it?” Audria asked.

      Neither of them had answers as the click happened a second time, ripping their bonds free from their dragons. They both collapsed into the grass. Audria screamed. Roake had never known such pain. Even the love of his life couldn’t make up for the loss of his dragon.

      

      ***

      A hand fell on Cyrene’s shoulder. “Must you?”

      She turned with a wicked smile as she swung Shadowbreaker up and rested the tendrille blade at her lover’s throat. “Practice makes perfect.”

      Dean pivoted, hitting her wrist. The move broke her hold, dropping the sword into his hand. He swept it up to his shoulder.

      “Show-off,” she grumbled.

      “I grew up royalty,” he said, brushing a kiss to her lips. “Some things are just ingrained.”

      “I never wanted the stupid sword anyway.”

      “You’re getting better with it,” he acknowledged, weighing the magic-repellant blade in his hand. “And it was made for you.”

      “Give me magic, and I’m fine,” Cyrene said. “Or a pretty dress. I really kill in a pretty dress.”

      Dean snorted. “Red’s your color.”

      She winked at him. “You know me so well.”

      “Creator, I hope so. I went to the ends of the world and back for you.”

      Cyrene leaned forward, greedy for another kiss. As his lips landed on hers, a click registered in her chest.

      “Uh…”

      “Did you feel that?” he asked, instantly changing from her dreamy husband to the battle-hardened man he’d become.

      Cyrene didn’t think this was an enemy they could fight.

      “It’s on my magic,” he growled. “What monster has come for us?”

      Cyrene didn’t have an answer for that, but her intuition blew through her. It had not been that long ago that she had seen Kerrigan in that other world. Walked her through her Doma entrance and seen her recover her magic. She had known there would be repercussions. Had waited for them day in and day out.

      All magic came with a price. Cyrene and Dean knew that well enough.

      Was this the price?

      She gasped as the second click brought her to her knees. “Sarielle!”

      Her dragon.

      Her dragon bond was…gone.

      “Kerrigan, what have you done?”

      

      ***

      Alura was in another damned council meeting about this forum. The thing had lasted for hours now. She wanted to stop listening to the other council members droning on about the importance of hearing the populace’s requests.

      They didn’t really want to do that.

      Or if they did, it was a select group of requests—the nobility, full Society members, full Fae only. At best, full Fae business owners only. The whole thing was a sham. It was to show that things were back to the way they were. Just like the ball was supposed to show.

      Didn’t exactly work that way when Gelryn had been killed along with several Society dragons in the middle of the city of Kinkadia.

      There had been a lot of arguments about whether to burn Gelryn’s body. Bastian hadn’t wanted it done. It was an honor after all, and Gelryn was a war criminal. The dragons had taken matters into their own hands. Bastian hadn’t liked that either—a solid reminder that he had a dragon. He didn’t control the dragons.

      But he continued onward as if it was all normal. Meanwhile, curfew still existed in the city, guard patrols had doubled, humans and half-Fae were practically being hunted. There were war crimes being committed by the government, and nothing could stop that from being true.

      All she wanted to do was return home to Venatrix.

      Her mother was in mourning. Kivrin’s death had blown out the last light left in her chest. She was being watched day and night by Arelina. Alura should be there.

      She should be there and with Arelina, who she had spent many years courting. The knowledge had made her father furious. She had done it partly because of that. And to remain undercover at the mountain, she’d had to part ways with Arelina.

      A means to an end.

      She had to remember that it would be worth it. It would be one day.

      A click sounded in her chest.

      Everyone fell silent. Alura’s eyes were panicked. Had Kerrigan begun the attack? It was too soon. They were all still in the mountain.

      People were shouting, demanding to know what was happening.

      Alura’s eyes latched on to Bastian, who sat at the head of the council room. He had frozen to stone, his hand on his chest just as the rest of them were. It was affecting them all.

      It hit Alura then what had happened.

      “She’s done it,” she whispered.

      Kerrigan had found the metal crown. She’d used it. She was going to change the bargain. Holy gods!

      Then the bond was ripped from her.

      The room filled with screams. Some of the council members had had their dragons for hundreds of years. Two Fae fainted entirely, unable to pull themselves together at the absence.

      Bastian still hadn’t moved, and then he tipped his head back and he roared.

      Alura couldn’t stop the satisfied smile even with the horrible absence in her chest.

      “Even playing field,” Alura muttered. “Your move.”

      

      ***

      Fordham reached for Kerrigan in the frost. Her body had gone limp as the ice rushed across the crypt.

      “Kerrigan!” he yelled.

      The crown was still on her head. He couldn’t wrench it off. He was going to lose her. He couldn’t lose her.

      “Please,” he gasped. “Please, don’t take her. Not her goodness or her hope or her life. Not a single part of her. We need her. I need her.”

      Then he felt a click as if her magic had latched on to him.

      It wasn’t the bond. He could still feel her through their mating bond. That was the only way he knew that she was still living, because she had stopped breathing, as if her entire body had gone into stasis. But the mating bond said she was alive and well. It made no sense. And this click made no sense either.

      That was when he realized what it was—his bond to Netta.

      He burrowed down into that bond, felt where his dragon settled into his chest, and leaned into it.

      Her voice was soft in his mind. “Has she done it?”

      “I don’t know. She is incapacitated. I might lose her.”

      “You could never lose her.”

      Netta put warmth down the bond.

      And then with a terrifying efficiency, the click happened again, and the bond was severed.

      His hand went to his chest as agony swept through him. Not from the loss. It felt more like it had never been there. Never existed at all. But that hurt more than ever. Because Netta was a part of him. Had been since they had locked eyes in the cavern at the end of the tournament. She was his.

      And now…she wasn’t.

      “What have you done?” Fordham whispered to Kerrigan.

      Irena’s stone sarcophagus cracked down the middle. The ancestor of his house had been shattered. The crown at her temple was broken.

      A gasp came from Kerrigan, and then with a clink, the crown fell off her head.

      “Kerrigan!” Fordham cried, throwing his arms around her.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered.

      “What was the price?” he asked as his hands ran over her body like he could see through her to what had happened and what had been taken.

      “The end of the bargain,” Kerrigan said simply. “You can’t reach Netta, can you?”

      “No,” he confessed. “I thought you were just going to change the binding.”

      “I couldn’t,” she said, her skin going pale as she tried to move.

      “Stay here with me.”

      “I could only…break it,” she whispered. “That was the only option.”

      “How are we going to fight a war without dragons?”

      “Guess we’ll find out,” Kerrigan said before her eyes fluttered closed and she passed out.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Three

        The Crux

      
      Kerrigan woke the next day to the frenzied chaos of their friends and allies. It took her a half dozen false starts before she could get dressed and ready to go. One long war council meeting later and Fordham jumped them to the valley, where both dragons and riders were assembled.

      “What did you tell them?” she asked.

      “What they needed to know,” Fordham said.

      Fairgate had claimed that this was a loophole. That it wouldn’t take anything else from her. But it had still used her magic to power the crown. It had still drained her to do it. She could still feel the crown on her head like it had hooks in her scalp. Even though the crown was gone, back in its little hidey-hole that only an Ollivier could access.

      She shot him a look. “That we weren’t under attack?”

      “Yes. And you would have a solution today.”

      “No pressure,” she muttered.

      But she could hardly blame them for their anxiety. She knew exactly what it was like to split a bond. Her and Fordham’s had broken when her magic had been severed by Bastian’s circle of thirteen. It had felt like dying.

      Kerrigan raised her hands, and the crowd slowly quieted. Fordham had a steadying hand on her waist. She used air magic to amplify her voice to speak to the crowd. “Right now, I speak not as your commander but as your friend. Your dragon bonds are no more. The Irena Bargain has been severed. No longer are your lifelines tied to each other. No longer will dragons perish by refusing. No longer will Fae houses suffer for the same thing.”

      A chorus of opposition went up, and Fordham stepped forward as if to silence them, but she shook her head.

      “Let them,” she whispered.

      Kerrigan took the brunt of it. Their anger. Their grief. Their anguish. She understood. It was hers to bear.

      Tieran dropped at her side and roared with all his might. “I have spoken for the dragons. I am not your friend. I am your commander, and you will listen when she speaks.”

      Kerrigan straightened her spine and patted Tieran on his flank. “Thank you.”

      At Tieran’s fury, the rest of the dragons and riders calmed down. He outranked them, and they all put more stock in that.

      “I don’t need to justify my actions to you, but I will explain them. I believed there was a way to change the bargain and allow you to keep your bonds. There was not. Not without more unpredictable consequences. So I took the other choice, and that was to end the bonds,” Kerrigan explained. “If I could have warned you, I would have, but that was not a possibility. I did what had to be done.”

      “Why?” a rider asked, her chin jutted upward in defiance.

      “Because it was wrong,” Kerrigan said simply. “The bonding was wrong. Tying our lives and livelihoods to the dragons was wrong. It was done to them against their will, and I would undo the injustice if I could. So I did.”

      “But now what?” another person yelled out. “How will we win without dragons?”

      “The dragons remained,” Kerrigan said with a slow smile. “And now we have an advantage over our enemies.”

      “An advantage?” a few people muttered derisively.

      Tieran bowed his head. “Tell them.”

      “Tieran and I are not bonded. We have, in fact, never been bonded.”

      Gasps rang out through the crowd.

      “The bonding didn’t take because I am not half-Fae, half-human. I am a demi-Doma.”

      The silence was deafening. She had an idea of what they must all be thinking. To claim she was of the gods was absurd. Cyrene had done it when she entered the tournament, but it had been more of a lark, because she was a rare human with magic. Now Kerrigan knew differently. She knew differently about all of it.

      “And because of that magic, the bonding wouldn’t take. I learned how to use something called a crux bond,” Kerrigan said, drawing the magic gently between her hands. It was a fickle golden line that connected her two hands. “If you focus your intent into it, the bond becomes a two-way bridge between you and your dragon. Once set into place, only you, your dragon, or the loss of your magic can take it away. This is how Tieran and I were able to appear as if we were bonded through training and beyond. And I can teach you how,” Kerrigan said.

      The buzzing of annoyance turned to interest.

      “Hook, line, and sinker,” Fordham said.

      “How do we know it’ll work if you’re not a Doma?”

      Kerrigan had been prepared for that question. Not only because Cleora, who was not a Doma, had taught it to her, but she figured they would need to see it in practice.

      Fordham held his hand up, and Netta flew to their position. “Because Netta and I have already bonded successfully again.”

      “When do we start?” another voice cried out.

      A few of her generals had already gone through similar training, so they all spaced out and trained them on crux magic. Those that got the hang of it quickly turned to others in the army and began to pass it on.

      Kerrigan watched it play out. She reserved her magic to reach their allies in Bryonica and Galanthea, who were bracing the eastern and western fronts of the assault. She’d have to open two portals today. And then one tomorrow. The final one.

      “I wish you were here to see this, Mom,” Kerrigan whispered as she fiddled with her mother’s bracelet. “You would have been proud.”

      Dozan nudged her. “Hello, princess.”

      Kerrigan shot him a look. “That nickname never gets old, does it?”

      He smirked. “It fits you now as well as it did when we first met.”

      “So not at all?”

      “Like a glove.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “What do you think of the new bonds?”

      “Kids at a candy store.”

      “Fair assessment.”

      “Any chance I can make one of those new fancy bonds with this?” Dozan asked, handing over his amulet.

      Kerrigan weighed the thing in her hand. It was surprisingly heavy with the Rook R etched into the center. She couldn’t feel magic in it, but somehow the tendrille and the ancient Fae written into it gave it the power to do what she did herself innately.

      “Truly, I have no idea,” she said, handing it back. “The bond connects to my magic in my core. I don’t know if the bond would connect to the amulet. If you’d be able to touch the bond but only when you’re wearing it. There are a lot of unknowns.”

      “Would you be opposed to me trying?”

      “You’d have to get a dragon to choose you.”

      He nodded. “Always a dragon’s choice.” Then he winked at her and went off after Wynter.

      Fordham returned to her side with one eye on Dozan. “What was that about?”

      “Still don’t trust him?” she asked.

      “He’s sharing my sister’s bed. As her brother, I have a right to be disapproving of her choices.”

      “Right,” she said with a laugh. “He wanted to see if he could bond with an amulet. I don’t know the answer to that, but I told him he could try if he could get a dragon to accept him.”

      “Well, we’re free of that then. What dragon would accept him?”

      Kerrigan laughed as she swatted at him. “Stop!”

      “Just trying to keep you laughing,” he said with a smirk. “Here to boost morale.”

      “Do you think this is going to work?” she asked as she stared off at all the riders who were now bonding with their dragons again.

      “Yes,” Fordham said with all the confidence of a king and a general.

      She nodded. “All right. I have portals to open.”

      Just as she turned, Darby rushed up to them.

      “I did it!” she cried.

      Kerrigan frowned. “Did what?”

      “I bonded my dragon.”

      “What?” Kerrigan asked as if she didn’t understand the words coming out of her friend’s mouth.

      “The crux bond. It worked.”

      “I worked that out,” Kerrigan said. “But what dragon?”

      “Oh, I meant to tell you,” Darby said sheepishly. “Amita chose me while you were gone. But we hadn’t bonded yet because we weren’t sure how to tell you or how Tieran would take it.”

      A second later, Tieran was cutting across the valley for his sister. The small white dragon pulled up her to full height and snarled at him. Whatever was being said between them was not kind.

      “Amita is still a hatchling,” Kerrigan said.

      “Not anymore. She aged into maturity.” Darby shrugged. “I was waiting up for you all to return from the battlefield on her name day, and she chose me.”

      “Wow,” Kerrigan said, glancing from the Tieran and Amita fight to Darby’s excited face. Her fear was that Darby would get hurt in this war, but was it even right to prevent her from going when everyone else was risking themselves? “Congratulations!”

      Darby’s face lit up. “You’re okay with it?”

      “The dragons choose,” Kerrigan said. “I’m not going to take it up with Amita.”

      Darby laughed. “Yeah. Okay, well, I wanted to talk about what’s coming next. I know I’m supposed to be held back for healing, but I was hoping you’d send me through to Hadrian when you open that portal. So that he and I can help the humans and half-Fae.”

      “And to see Clover?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Obviously, Darby was partly motivated by being close to the people she loved, but she wasn’t wrong either.

      “Yes, of course. As long as you trust Amond to handle the healing without you.”

      “He’s sober,” Darby said with a grin. “I mean really sober. He’s going to do magnificent things, and he trained me the best he could. I wish Audria had more time with him. She’d be an even better healer too.”

      “Audria wants the skies though,” Kerrigan said. “You two are different.”

      “True,” Darby agreed. “So when do we leave?”

      “Now,” Kerrigan admitted. “Call Amita, and we’ll go.”

      “You are not letting her on the battlefield,” Tieran said into Kerrigan’s head.

      “I don’t control the dragons, Tieran. She is of age. She can fight just like the rest of us. It’s her choice.”

      “I only accepted her because otherwise she would have stayed behind with our mother.”

      “I understand and would prefer to keep Darby out of harm’s way as well, but she made her choice. They both did.”

      Tieran snarled and then flew away. He could be mad, but she couldn’t control everything. Amita and Darby would be as safe as she could keep them without preventing them from going to battle. And Darby might never forgive her if she did that.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Four

        The Preparations

      
      Once the portal was open, Kerrigan gave Darby a hug as Amita flew across to Galanthea.

      “Take care of them, okay?” Kerrigan said, her voice cracking.

      Darby hugged her tighter. “I will do my best.” She pulled back. “Careful opening the other portals. And go see Amond before the battle, all right? He might be able to patch you up a bit.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “I will.”

      A throat cleared, and they turned to see Hadrian and Fallon standing before the portal.

      “Not to break up the goodbyes,” Hadrian said with a wide smile.

      “Hadrian,” Darby gasped, and then she was through the portal and into his arms.

      “Hey, Darbs,” he said on a sigh. His head lifted to look at Kerrigan. “Want to explain why all the dragon riders went out of their minds?”

      “I broke the dragon bonds.”

      Fallon’s hand went to his heart as if it ached all over again. “What are we going to do without our dragons?”

      Darby brightened. “I can show you how to fix the bond. Kerrigan’s sending me to train your riders.”

      “A new bond?” Fallon asked.

      Kerrigan nodded. “One that doesn’t tie your lifelines together. A safer option.”

      “I’ll try anything,” he admitted.

      “Darby is your girl. She knows how to do it.”

      Darby explained the mechanics to Fallon, and after a few minutes, he breathed a sigh of relief that he was back in conversation with his dragon. As if the entire world was right again.

      “Brilliant,” Hadrian said. “And you can do that because…”

      “We have a lot to discuss,” Darby said with a grin. “I haven’t been idle since you and Clover have been off saving the world.”

      Hadrian laughed. “Speaking of, are you ready to go get our girl?”

      “Yes, please,” she said.

      “Give my regards to Clover,” Kerrigan said. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

      “Before you go,” Fallon said. “We retrieved people from Elsiande like you asked.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes lit up. “I thought you said it was a lost cause.”

      Hadrian shrugged. “Fallon is an excellent negotiator. If we win this, I think he’ll be vying for a council position.”

      Fallon shrugged. “I wouldn’t say no to it.” He gestured to a harried group standing just out of range of the portal. “Shall I send them through?”

      Tears blurred Kerrigan’s eyes as she saw Ellerby and his nephew Ever. Ellerby had originally been the one who was going to sponsor her when she was in the House of Dragons. They’d saved his nephew after he’d been kidnapped and held by the Red Masks.

      She had wanted to extract them and anyone they thought was part of their cause if they could. Her entire war council had argued against it. No one could know if people from Elsiande were still loyal to Bastian. But she wasn’t taking fighters; she was taking refugees. People she wanted to keep safe.

      “Kerrigan,” Ellerby said, drawing her into a hug. “My dear girl, thank you for getting us out.”

      She sniffled. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      “I brought you a present too,” he said eagerly.

      Then he brought forward a small Fae female with gray at her temples. “Hello, dear. My name is Eira. Ellerby mentioned that you were asking around for people who knew Bastian when he lived in Elsiande?”

      “I am,” Kerrigan confirmed. “Were you familiar with him then?”

      “I was never close with him,” Eira admitted. “But I was friends with his wife for a time. Poor dear. Terrible thing that happened to her.”

      “Would you mind telling me about it once I’m through with my work today?”

      “Well, of course,” Eira said.

      “Thank you,” Kerrigan said, ushering Eira through the portal with the rest of the refugees. She waved at Hadrian and Fallon from across the portal. “I love you. I’ll see you on the other side.”

      “Good luck,” Hadrian said, and then she snapped the portal closed.

      Which meant Bryonica awaited.

      Kerrigan breathed out before opening her portal to their eastern allies. The portal opened in a clearing outside Rosemont. Audria waited there as planned. Her hand was on her heart, and she looked heartbroken.

      “My bond,” Audria said as if she were going to burst into tears.

      Kerrigan stepped through and pulled Audria into a hug. “We can fix it.”

      “Thank the gods. What happened?”

      Kerrigan gave the same explanation to Audria as she had the rest of her soldiers and showed her how to make a crux bond. Audria only settled down when the bond was in place and Evien was once again in contact.

      “Some forewarning might have been good,” Audria said.

      “I wish I’d had some,” Kerrigan said.

      “That explains why you were always so strange in dragon training.”

      “Right?” Kerrigan said with a laugh. “It explains everything.”

      Audria shook her head. “I can’t imagine how you were able to mask it for a whole year.”

      “They put me on probation and then kicked me out, if you remember.”

      “Yeah, well, that had more to do with their prejudices than your performance.”

      Kerrigan shrugged. “A little bit of both?”

      “Fair,” Audria said. “I did the other thing that you requested.”

      “Roake?”

      “Fully on Bastian’s side,” she said with a crack in her voice.

      Kerrigan’s face fell. “I’m sorry.”

      “You were right to ask me to do it though,” Audria said, glancing down at her cracked nails. “I thought…”

      “Me too,” Kerrigan whispered.

      She hadn’t been sure if Roake would change. Some part of her had hoped that he would after she’d met up with him in the mountain. If given the opportunity, would he double-cross Bastian? If the love of his life dangled it before him…

      It hurt to know he was truly a lost cause.

      “Thank you for trying,” Kerrigan said.

      Audria nodded, choking back her tears. “His bond snapped too.”

      “Yeah. It broke all of them at once.”

      “Which means we’re the only ones with bonded dragons,” Audria said.

      Kerrigan nodded. “That’s right.”

      Audria grinned. “Excellent.”

      “You get your other dragon riders bonded. Have Noda help,” Kerrigan said. “I’ll meet you in Kinkadia.”

      “See you there,” Audria said.

      Kerrigan headed back toward her door but turned around before crossing over. “Audria, if I see Roake in the battle…”

      “I know,” Audria said with a final nod. “You’ll kill him.”

      Kerrigan met her gaze. “Are you okay with that?”

      “If I see him in battle, I’ll do it myself.” Then Audria walked toward the palace over the sea.

      Kerrigan sighed, watching her retreating back for a moment before crossing over and letting the portal drop.

      Fordham was there to catch her as she sagged forward from the magic use. “Too much, love. That’s too much.”

      “Need to recover my reserves,” she said.

      “It’s the crown. It still has its hooks in you.”

      She wrapped her arms around him. “Just give me a minute. I’ll be all right.”

      “Do you need me to say it?”

      She shook her head. “Please don’t.”

      He rested his chin on her head. They both knew that she wasn’t physically prepared for what was to come tomorrow. Time had run out. She couldn’t restore her magic enough to fight Bastian, but she was going to have to do it anyway.

      “I still need to meet with Eira, and I promised Darby that I’d see Amond before bed.”

      “Good. At least you’ll listen to Darby.”

      She chuckled. “I don’t think it’s even an option to disobey. I need some healing, or tomorrow will be impossible.”

      “And Eira?”

      She bit her lip. “Any information helps.”

      “After this, you will let me take care of you.”

      She glanced up into his handsome face. “And who is going to take care of you?”

      “I’m a king,” he said, hoisting her up into his arms. “All that matters is my queen.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Five

        The Very Last Night

      
      Kerrigan stared wide-eyed at the ceiling.

      Amond’s healing had helped ease her magic drain, but it still hadn’t recovered to its usual reserves, and it didn’t normally take this long. Whatever Fairgate believed, the crown had still exacted a price. Maybe it wasn’t permanent, but it was sluggish enough to matter on the day she’d need it, making it impossible to sleep.

      Fordham had been true to his word: he’d taken her out of all the remaining meetings and forced her into a long, steaming bath that he’d reheated with his magic. Then he’d tucked her into bed with a kiss while he finalized things. She’d fallen into a deep slumber, only the mattress dip from him crawling in after her hours later had woken her up.

      Now she couldn’t seem to find sleep. Fordham’s naked torso was highlighted in the moonlight. His brow was devoid of his usual skepticism, his dark hair tumbling forward over his forehead. He looked like a statue.

      It was easier to focus on him rather than the impending battle. She didn’t want to think about it, but she knew that they might not make it out alive. Even if they won, they could die. Her father had shown her that truth. And now she couldn’t shake the fact that it was more a probability than a possibility—a decidedly morose outlook the night before a battle.

      She should have been confident, but she wasn’t.

      She turned over to her side, placing her arm over Fordham’s and snuggling into him. His arm came around her, pulling her to him. She laid her head down on his shoulder. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come.

      Fordham breathed into her hair, “Can’t sleep either?”

      She sighed. “Tomorrow is going to be rough.”

      He tipped her chin up to look at him, then pressed a kiss to her lips. “Yes, it’s war.”

      “What if…”

      “Don’t do that,” he said gently. “The what-ifs can wait.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “That can wait too,” he told her as he rolled her over on her back.

      “What are you doing?” she asked right before his lips descended on hers. She kissed him like he was her lifeline, like if she stopped, then she’d cease to breathe. Her arms wrapped around his neck and drew him in closer.

      “Kissing you,” he breathed against her lips.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “We don’t know what tomorrow will bring. There’s no forgetting where we are headed,” he said, pulling back to look into her eyes. The silvery light of the moon illuminated his gray irises. “But tonight there is only you and me. Just as it was yesterday and will be tomorrow.”

      She brushed her thumb over his bottom lip. “Just you and me?”

      “Forever and always,” he promised.

      He nipped at her thumb as he rolled over to cover her body. She stretched her arms high as his kisses moved down her body.

      “And when this whole thing is over,” he said as his mouth found her breast, his tongue rounding the raised peak. “And I make you my wife.”

      She shivered at that word. Wife.

      “Then it’ll be for everyone else to know too.”

      “I think everyone else already knows,” she teased with a knot in her throat.

      Fordham continued his kisses, worshipping her body. Lower, lower, lower he went. “Publicly and contractually tied to me then,” he said as he kissed down her inner thigh. “You will be mine, and I will be yours.” Then he moved to the other leg to do the same. “But tonight…” His eyes lifted devilishly to hers, hovering between her legs like he was set to devour her. “I’ll speak those vows to you.”

      Kerrigan swallowed. “Vows?”

      He nodded before lowering his lips to the V of her legs. She gasped at the first sweep of his tongue, her body already trembling from his ministrations.

      “I, Fordham Ollivier, swear to take the love of my life, Kerrigan Argon, to be my wife. I promise to love and cherish her,” he said as his fingers slipped into her body. “To trust in her.” Suddenly he was moving, sliding in and out. “To stay by her side through good times and bad.” His tongue got involved, and she saw stars. “For better or worse.” He tilted her hips for better access, driving deeper. “Forsaking all others, keeping myself only…” In. “Unto.” Out. “You.” In.

      Kerrigan gasped, tilting her head back as her climax hit her full force.

      “For as long as we both shall live,” he said, kissing her once more before retreating.

      “You,” she panted.

      “Me,” he agreed. His body covered hers as he aligned their hips and pressed a firm kiss to her lips. “Your turn.”

      “I, Kerrigan Argon, swear to take the love of my life, Fordham Ollivier, to be my husband.”

      He slid forward into her, and she wasn’t sure she was going to be cognizant enough to continue.

      “I promise to love and cherish him.” She lifted her hand to his cheek as he started a rhythm. “To trust in him and stay by his side no matter what happens. Forever and always. In this life and the next.”

      He pressed a kiss to her thumb. “And all that comes after.”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Forsaking all others for I only belong to him.”

      “Yes, you do,” he agreed.

      He lifted one leg up onto his shoulder as he drove deeper into her. The rest of the world fell away. Even talking was beyond them. In every way, they had just sealed their union. Later, if they survived this, Titania would have something to say about a wedding. But for now, this was as much as they needed.

      Together, they reached new heights, his lips descending as he swallowed her second climax. Their bodies met one last time, and then they both lay panting, sated.

      “I want to live in this moment forever.”

      He kissed her swollen lips. “Forever.”

      “And tomorrow?”

      “Nothing is certain except the words that were just spoken. That I will love you forever. In this life and the next and all the ones after.”

      She rested their foreheads together. “I love you so much.”

      “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me, and if I die tomorrow or live thousands of years from now, only you will ever matter to me.”

      And as they held each other tight with moonlight cast across their figures, this was enough. Tomorrow could wait.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Six

        The War

      
      Kerrigan stood before the largest portal she had ever created. It shimmered at the edges, sputtering sporadically as if upset by the force she had used to push it all the way open, but it held. And when she had tied the thing off, connecting the southern reaches of the Vert Mountains with the valley outside Ravinia Mountain, relief had settled in her trembling bones.

      “Good job,” Wynter said with a pat on her back.

      Kerrigan swallowed hard before acknowledging her general. “Thanks.”

      Fordham’s brow was furrowed—the only indication that he was nervous about her. “As if we expected anything less.”

      “I did,” Viviana quipped from beside Wynter.

      Dozan had a blade in his hand a second later, looking half ready to launch himself at the former queen. “Give the word and she’s…” He drew his thumb across his neck.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Viviana said.

      “It won’t even kill Ordrax anymore,” Dozan continued like a taunt. He shouted over his shoulder. “How about bonding with me instead?”

      Ordrax blew fire directly over Dozan’s head, and he ducked.

      “I’ll take that as a maybe,” he called back, unfazed.

      “At least someone is in good humor,” Kerrigan muttered.

      “Today we reclaim the Wastes,” Dozan said, flipping his knife. “I didn’t need a dragon for that the last time I did it. Don’t need one today either.”

      Kerrigan shrugged. “Don’t know how much is left there.”

      “It’s home.”

      Their eyes met, and she nodded. He was right. They’d both claimed the Wastes in their own way. His fighting pit, gambling nest, brothel, and drug den had been home to them both for a time. Though she wondered if he really believed that he’d return to it, considering his new station and new love.

      But it was time to reclaim their home, one way or another.

      Fordham unsheathed the sword at his belt. Then with a flourish, he handed it to her. “Will you do the honors, Commander?”

      Kerrigan shot him a wide grin and took the sword in her hand. It felt cool to the touch, but the grip was perfect. The army at her back—dragons, riders, and the House of Shadows soldiers—cheered at the sight. Her smile grew as she turned to face the army.

      Her army.

      “To war!” she cried, amplifying her voice as she lifted the sword.

      Swords clattered against shields, a deafening boom that rattled the earth. Dragons roared and fire bloomed out of their mouths and into the air, raising the temperature.

      She’d given plenty of pretty speeches, but this one was the most gratifying. This was the start of it all. No turning back now.

      Kerrigan faced the Kinkadian valley. “Get ready, Bastian. We’re coming for you.”

      Then she stepped across the portal and into the south. The change in temperature hit her first. Winter was so near at the House of Shadows, but here it was still distinctly fall, the humidity still oppressive. She was surprised to realize she’d missed it. And she was ready to take it back.

      It took time to get an army through the portal. It was wide, but it wasn’t as wide as the army. Dragons jostled for position, and the Fae scurried out of the way before they got trampled. Her generals had their lieutenants overseeing the organization of it all as she and Fordham took Tieran and Netta to the bowl of the mountains surrounding Kinkadia.

      She looked down upon her city and yearned.

      “They know we’re coming,” Kerrigan said.

      “Good,” Fordham said. “We’re ready for them.”

      Dyta and Ordrax landed nearby with Wynter, Dozan, and Viviana on their backs. Vox dropped down a second later with Zina on her back.

      “Pretty nice army you have here, Commander,” Zina said with a wink. Zina and others from House Herasi had made it to the mountain the day before, and after the new bonds, they had integrated seamlessly into the army.

      Kerrigan grinned. “Thanks.”

      “They’re almost done,” Wynter said.

      “You know your mission?”

      Wynter nodded. “We’re the main assault with the House of Shadows soldiers and Zina’s Herasi riders. We’ll meet Clover in the city. Avoid civilians at all costs.”

      Kerrigan nodded. “If we’re lucky, Clover has convinced most of the humans and half-Fae to evacuate to safer quarters. I want a city to come back to.”

      “I know,” Wynter said.

      “Viviana?”

      “We’re reserves. We’ll enter when Houses Bryonica, Venatrix, and Galanthea arrive.”

      Viviana opened her mouth and then closed it. Kerrigan waited. Viviana hadn’t been the same since their last battle. It was both for better and for worse. She wasn’t as prone to taking risks. She wasn’t as confident about anything. But at the same time, she had put the qualities Kerrigan had always hated about her behind her. She was no longer the vapid dowager queen who cared more about her appearance and grasping at power than everything else around her.

      Kerrigan could hardly imagine Viviana as the queen who had negotiated the terrible terms after the Battle of Lethbridge. That person had died, and she had been reborn on a dragon.

      “I won’t let you down,” Viviana said after a moment.

      “I know,” Kerrigan said with a nod. “Ordrax knew what he was doing when he chose you.”

      Viviana smiled, and without any of her glamours altering her appearance, she seemed so much younger and regal.

      “And you?” Zina asked. “Still set on your course?”

      Kerrigan smiled dangerously. “There’s only one way this ends.”

      “Cut off the head of the snake,” Zina said.

      “They’re not ready for us,” Kerrigan said.

      Tieran jostled her slightly. “Don’t get arrogant.”

      “Have you met me?”

      “I want you to survive to ride with me again. Get in, do your job, and get out. There’s more than one man on the field. Remember that.”

      “I will,” she assured him, then slid off his back.

      “Is Tieran reminding you to be careful?” Fordham asked as he jumped off Netta’s back.

      “Something like that.”

      “I’m telling her not to be reckless and die.”

      Fordham smirked. “I’ve got her back, Tieran.”

      “That is the only reason I approved this asinine plan.”

      “First, I don’t need your approval,” Kerrigan said. “And second, this is not one of my reckless jumps.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      Then Tieran nudged Netta, and they disappeared into the army below.

      Fordham took her hand. “It isn’t reckless.”

      “Maybe a little.”

      He laughed. “Okay. Maybe a little, but who would you be if you didn’t take risks?”

      “That’s what I’m happy to find out when this is all over,” she said, leaning forward to whisper into his ear, “Husband.”

      He whipped back and smiled down at her. Then he brought their lips together, long and torturously slow. “My wife.”

      “On your cue,” she breathed, meeting his storm-cloud eyes.

      “Three, two…”

      The “one” was muffled as shadows enveloped them and they dropped into the nothing, appearing at the center of the newly erected arena just as Fordham had the first time she had ever laid eyes on him.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Seven

        The Forum

      
      His shadows swept away from him as they landed in the sand to a chorus of gasps. “Always love a good entrance.”

      Kerrigan barely suppressed a laugh. This was not a laughing matter. And yet…

      The dragon tournament arena had been hastily reconstructed over the months since Bastian’s coup d’état. The once-grand arena still looked as if someone had cleaved the space in half. Bits of mortar and some creative earthwork couldn’t cover what Bastian had done when he had seized power.

      Even with all the new seating, the place was only about a third full. Typically a forum brought in the entire city of Kinkadia and a show of force from all the houses. Everyone wanted an excuse to speak their mind to the Society, even if Fae were the only ones to get a voice.

      The humans and half-Fae still came to listen to the problems of the day. It was a good excuse to drink and feast. It helped that it usually aligned with the last days of fall, when no one reasonable traveled up north—except perhaps dragons, and even they had limits with the weather. The only winter travel after this was for Geivhrea.

      Which meant that if their forces didn’t accomplish their mission, the next chance would be with the spring thaw.

      “Did we miss the party?” Kerrigan asked as everyone in the forum turned their eyes to the intruders. “I do love a good faerie punch. The red kind is my favorite, but I’m not picky.”

      Screams rang up from the audience as members scrambled away from the intruders. The line of Fae waiting to speak with the council about their concerns scattered like ants in an overturned anthill. Kerrigan had no intention of hurting these simpering sycophants, but they certainly didn’t know that.

      Her eyes were only for Bastian, who sat clearly at the head of the erected platform at the end of the arena, not a hundred feet away from where she and Fordham stood. The twenty additional council members were arranged around him. She knew all their names, who had been added to replace Helly after her murder, who among them were seated for power or fear or shame. Only Alura did she truly believe felt regret for what had happened. The rest would pay. They would all pay for what they had done.

      But first, Bastian.

      “No punch then, I guess,” Kerrigan said as she stepped forward.

      Her walking toward the council broke the spell on the arena floor. Guards rushed them, drawing swords and magic. Most guards weren’t incredibly proficient with magic, but a quick assessment of the dozen who approached her proved that they were probably the best of the lot. These were Red Masks in guard uniforms.

      Fordham shot her a grin. “Ready?”

      “My favorite part.”

      She might not have been at a hundred percent, but as soon as she’d stepped into the arena, her nerves had settled. The what-ifs cleared. The planning was over. There was only the here and now. No more waiting. Just the fight that she’d stepped into. And from here on out, there was only forward.

      The first guard came at her with such poor form that she didn’t even feel bad when she cut him down like a scythe through a wheat field. Fordham was at her back, hacking at guards with the ease of a practiced soldier. It was almost unfair to the guards, but they had made their choice. Whether because of their beliefs or their duty, this was who they had stood behind.

      Kerrigan kept waiting for Society members to join in. For someone with real power to try to stop them. But no one did. The council members stood from their seats until they were ordered to sit again, but no one else came forward.

      That was when she took another look at the crowd. No black robes. There were no other Society members in the arena. Which meant…

      “He has all the dragons in reserve,” Kerrigan said as she slid the crystal blade through the gut of another guard.

      Fordham elbowed one in the face and then kicked the next Fae’s feet out from under him. “Just guards in the arena. Why?”

      “Aerial assault,” she said.

      “Society members can voice their opinion at the forum too.”

      They could, but they weren’t. That wasn’t what this was for. This was a trap.

      She’d known they were walking into it, and that didn’t surprise her. Bastian wanted her and Fordham here while he had the Society dragons and riders engaged with her forces. She just hoped that he hadn’t been expecting the lack of bonds. That was their greatest strength right now.

      “Good for us. Bad for our allies,” she said.

      Guards would always be easier than a contingent of battle-hardened Society members. Dragons had chosen them for their power, which meant any one Society member was worth a dozen guards. Add their dragons in, and it would be a bloodbath. She just had to trust in her advance that they could handle the dragons with their own.

      Kerrigan met the next guard, who was easily a foot and a half taller than her. Her eyes widened in alarm. Fordham was otherwise engaged, or else he probably would have taken on the brute.

      Luckily Kerrigan had fought against people this size back in Domara. Constantine had drilled into her that her size was an asset and not just a liability. It had been the same way in the Dragon Ring, back when Dozan was king of the Wastes. Her size made people underestimate her.

      This guy didn’t look like he underestimated her.

      “Hey there,” she said, twirling her sword as he approached her.

      He was solid muscle, all bulk. She wasn’t even sure he had magic. He didn’t seem to have a shield up and wasn’t carting around any fireballs. And strangely absent was the use of any magical artifacts.

      Red Masks had been fighting dirty with them for too long for Bastian to give up on them now. Surely they hadn’t taken out all their artifacts when they’d raided that warehouse. He wasn’t dumb enough to put all his eggs in one basket, not the Bastian she knew. He was frequently playing chess while everyone else was playing checkers.

      The beefy Fae male blocked the slice of her blade with his forearm. A heavy metal bracer caught the attack, and he shoved with all his considerable might. Kerrigan flew backward a few steps. The sand shifted under her feet, and she felt herself slip.

      With a grunt, she dove away from his swinging fists and ended up deeper in the arena, cut off from Fordham. Bad move.

      “That wasn’t nice,” she taunted.

      The male just grunted. “Leatha trash.”

      “Glad we understand each other,” she growled and then went on the offensive, rushing toward him at lightning speed.

      Somehow he got through her defenses, smashing his hand down on her wrist. It was only force of habit that kept the blade in her hand as she went down. And then an uppercut went straight into her stomach.

      The air whooshed out of her lungs as she went up before crashing down into the sand. She hadn’t taken a hit like that in a while, and with her diminished energy, she took the hit like it was a knockout. In the Dragon Ring, they would have been counting down to whether she could scrape herself off the arena floor.

      This hadn’t even been magic. Just a huge guy and a well-placed punch.

      “Bravo,” she wheezed.

      “The Father doesn’t want you dead yet,” he snarled as he lifted her by the scruff of her collar like a puppy. “But I will kill you if you give me any trouble.”

      “Sure, sure,” she said. “Only one problem…”

      “No problems,” he growled.

      A shadow appeared behind him.

      “Me,” Fordham said as he dropped into place at the guard’s back. His hands came to either side of the male’s face, and then he twisted until his head cracked at an unnatural angle. The male went limp, dropping Kerrigan as he fell down dead.

      Fordham offered Kerrigan his hand, and she let him pull her up. She dusted herself off with a grumbled, “Took you long enough.”

      “Use your magic next time.”

      She nodded in acknowledgment. No amount of saving it up could get her to the end of her mission if she died from not using it at all.

      “Let’s skip the pleasantries then,” Kerrigan said.

      As another wave of guards headed for them, she grasped Fordham’s hand, and together they both grasped that line of shadow magic and pulled together. It answered their call, united in its use as they disappeared from view and landed a moment later at the end of the council stage.

      More screams this time from the remaining few who hadn’t been smart enough to leave the arena floor. They huddled before the platform in their finery, covered in jewels, and cowered in fear.

      Kerrigan ignored the nearest male, who cowered at her feet reciting litanies not to kill him. “You don’t have to stop on my account,” she said. “Stand up. Speak your demands to the council.”

      “N-no…no,” he gasped. “Please…please don’t kill me.”

      “No? You don’t want to ask this mock council for help with your fields or a break on your taxes or something else while they make the weakest among us suffer?” Kerrigan demanded, her eyes never leaving Bastian. “What do you think? Should we give him a break on his taxes?”

      “Hello, Kerrigan,” Bastian said as if nothing had transpired between them at all.

      He had all the warmth he’d always had for her. Real affection in his voice. A smile on his wicked face. The scars from the fire etched like a map down his face. He wasn’t the Father, leader of the Red Masks, in this moment. He was the head of the council, a revered Society member, and her mentor.

      A duality that she could see like looking at him with double vision. One person layered on top of the other. But she wasn’t shaken by his duplicity. He had survived this long on the duality of his nature.

      It was the break in his facade that stood at the edge of the platform poised like a knife that broke it all to pieces. Isa, at attention, her collar tight around her neck, her eyes narrowed to pinpoints. He hadn’t sent her into the fight. He wanted this to last. Or he wanted her to watch.

      “Bastian,” Kerrigan said. “Quite a spectacle you’ve put on here of normalcy. But I guess you’re pretty good at that, aren’t you?”

      “It’s good to have you home.”

      “I bet.”

      Fordham shifted at her side and then put his boot into the face of one of the forum onlookers who had just produced a knife out of his pockets. “Nuh-uh.”

      The male cowered, and Fordham quickly disarmed him.

      “And you brought Fordham,” Bastian said. “As expected. I hear congratulations are in order.”

      “We don’t particularly want them from you,” Fordham said.

      “A king doesn’t need congratulations, I suppose,” Bastian continued as if he hadn’t heard. “But a royal wedding. That’s something to look forward to.”

      “Are you fishing for an invitation?” Kerrigan asked, unsure where he was taking this line of conversation. If he was just showing that he knew what was happening in the House of Shadows, it didn’t matter. None of that was private. In fact, it had all been declared very publicly.

      “I think we’re past that, don’t you?” Bastian asked. He raised the hand that had been severed to reveal his metal prosthetic and used the metal fingers to twirl the Ring of Endings on his finger.

      “Long past it,” she assured him.

      The Ring of Endings kept him immune from magic even if its real purpose was healing. She needed to get it off his finger before they could end this. But she had a plan for that. She just needed to keep him talking.

      “While this has been amusing,” Bastian said, “I would like to continue with the forum.”

      “Oh, of course,” she said, taking a step to the side as if to allow the sycophants to come forward. “Looks like you’ve lost your worshippers.”

      “We can start with you,” he said.

      She laughed in his face. “I never worshipped you.”

      “Feel free to list your unreasonable demands for the council, and we can decide whether to keep you alive after we put down your petty rebellion.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes cut to Fordham. This was a new angle.

      “We both know that one of us isn’t leaving this arena alive,” she said as she took a step back to Fordham’s side.

      “You’re right,” Bastian said with a nod.

      Then he waved his hand at Isa, some unknown command. The girl visibly bristled as she tried to resist what was coming. Kerrigan brought her magic up, expecting an attack from the assassin.

      But all Isa did was drop into the sand on some unseen artifact. A hiss sounded as soon as her foot made contact, and then a trap sprang around Kerrigan and Fordham, holding them in place.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Eight

        The Foot Soldiers

      
      Clover

      Clover had her amulet in her hand and a bag of magical artifacts in a bag at her hip. “Ready your troops.”

      Islay and Ruen split off to the left. They’d been furious when they found out about Gerrond’s duplicity. The drifters had doubled their support after that, like they’d been putting so much stock in Gerrond’s help and then, when he’d turned out as false as all the others in the houses, they’d aligned with the revolution. It had been a real boon to her foot soldiers. Drifters weren’t all peaceful, and many of them had fallen out with war houses but had the battle experience that most humans and half-Fae lacked.

      Faint had already headed around on the right with his contingent of soldiers. Bails and Tanny had gone with him this time. Clover had Jennith at her back and wings in the sky.

      The aerial front had been their cue to enter the battle. After clearing out the Dregs for miles, they’d pushed the guards back in the city.

      Most of the forces had been set up in front of the arena, still healing from its scars, and that was where Clover and her army had created their own trap. Magical artifacts had been laid like land mines in a network that would be triggered by an amulet, which she currently held.

      “The others are in position,” Jennith told her.

      Clover sighed and glanced around one more time. Hadrian and Darby were supposed to have been here on the battlefield with her. Kerrigan had promised. And still they had never shown. Clover didn’t know what had held them up, what could possibly have kept them. But she couldn’t delay any longer.

      “On your command,” Jennith said.

      That was when the first spike of adrenaline hit Clover. All she’d been feeling was abject fear as they set this all up. She was sure that one of her soldiers would get blown to pieces or they’d get caught in the middle of the night. But no dragons had flown last night as they put the network together.

      Only now were dragons engaging with Kerrigan’s army. Clover couldn’t pick out individual dragons the way that Kerrigan could, but she could tell that their army was more organized than the Society ones. Whatever the Society dragons were doing, they were falling apart. All their training had gone to shit.

      Good.

      She hoped it kept them occupied so that she could get this done.

      “Go,” Clover said with a nod.

      Out of the shadows of the buildings that lined the arena, her fighters appeared. They rushed for the guards, hurling magical artifacts like skipping rocks in water. The roses hit first, a cloud of red exploding all around the guards’ feet. They scrambled away as the toxic fumes headed for them. Then the blancs were hurled second.

      Boom, boom, boom.

      White clouds sprouted out, damaging eardrums and knocking the guards back on their asses. A shouted roar came up and down the line as the guards began to respond to the threat before them. They shored up into a formation, defending against entrance into the arena where the council remained.

      They surely thought that was Clover’s target, but the council had bigger problems. Right now, her people wanted the guards out of the game, and she was close to getting just that.

      “Now!” Clover yelled.

      Noirs exploded all around the soldiers. They coughed into their uniforms as the smoke screen clouded around them, disrupting their pretty lines.

      “Payback’s a bitch,” she snapped.

      The guards and Red Masks had used these methods on the protesters last summer. They’d boxed them in on the streets and made them suffer through the smoke damage. The loch that had been in her system dissipated at the touch of those toxic fumes, causing her chronic illness to flare. She could barely walk, and the pain was unmanageable. It had felt like a thousand knives crashed into her at once. Only escape and more medicine had kept her from fully collapsing in on herself.

      It was poetic justice to do the same to the bastards who had harmed her that way just for asking for equality.

      The guards seemed to come back to themselves in their panic. They’d been trained at least. They knew how to evade the artifacts that were now being thrown at them. That was good. They were almost in position.

      She needed them to come forward another ten feet. “Come on,” she whispered. “Come on. Come on.”

      The smoke began to clear as the guards rallied and rushed toward them.

      “Don’t engage,” she yelled into the din. “Hold positions.”

      Her soldiers stood poised and ready, their amulets in their hands. They were jumpy, ready for this fight with the guards that Clover had been forestalling until this moment.

      And as the wave of guards ran across the open sand before the arena, Clover grasped the amulet in her hand and then clicked it.

      The field went up with a loud BANG!

      It didn’t just blow the guards sky-high; Clover’s soldiers were blasted backward. Clover was lifted bodily off her feet and thrown a dozen feet.

      In the din of the explosion, there was utter silence. Or was that the ringing in her ears? Everything was a dull buzz. She coughed, hacking up the black smoke that seized through her and tried to lift to her elbows. She dropped onto her back as the pain racked her body. This wasn’t just the pain of explosion, though she had thought she and her troops were far enough away from the blast. Never had she considered the size of the thing. But the smoke had gotten into her lungs.

      She remembered this feeling from the protest, how it had eaten away at the loch in her system and her pain had been unbearable. Only then she’d had Hadrian to lean on. This time, she had no one.

      Her troops were in chaos. The guards they had been fighting were decimated. The world was upside down, and Clover couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe.

      She felt like she had shrapnel in her lungs. Each breath was measured and painful like she was choking on serrated fluid.

      “Hadrian,” she got past her lips. “D-Darby…”

      This was her great regret. She hadn’t seen her loves one more time. The two loves of her life. And she was going to die without them.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifty-Nine

        The Aerial Assault

      
      Audria

      Audria brought the eastern front into the battle, cutting off the Society exit. Fallon would be shoring up the western front and the access to Elsiande. Just a quick glance told her that before they’d arrived, the battle had been equal but disorganized.

      Kerrigan was right. Without the bonds, the Society was fractured. Audria wasn’t sure how many of the dragons she recognized in the skies over the city of Kinkadia, but it didn’t feel like the bulk of the Society dragons. Had some fled once the bonds broke? That would be good for them.

      “I’ll take the left,” Noda yelled over the noise of the wind. Her Concha teal scarf was tied over her dark hair.

      Audria’s honey hair was in a braid down her back, and she already wished she had something to keep the flyaways in place. The winter winds were crashing against the dragons, promising the oncoming first snow.

      “Good luck,” Audria called to Noda.

      “See you on the other side,” Noda said.

      Audria veered right, heading around the northern bank of Draco Mountain and toward the heart of the battle. Her eyes snagged on Dyta and Wynter battling another dragon in the skies, her white-blond hair flying free behind her, shadows in her hands and fire in her heart, Dozan behind her, wielding from an amulet at the dragons at her back. That pairing still terrified her.

      Audria left them to their fighting as she dove into the fray. She targeted a dragon to her left, using water to wrap around the wing and tug. A snap sounded that made her cringe. Gods, she hated hurting the dragons. But she was trained too well to do anything else. They had to take out their biggest competition. Since killing the riders wouldn’t kill the dragons any longer, she had to do her best to take out their greatest strength.

      No one was certain whether the dragons would retaliate at the deaths of their riders. And a rogue dragon on the battlefield could cause irreparable harm.

      Even as she scanned the battle, engaging with riders as they got in her way, she found herself looking for one person in particular—Roake.

      She’d said she would kill him if she saw him, but part of her hoped they didn’t find each other. She’d wanted to change his mind in that clearing. She wanted to believe that he wasn’t too far gone. Did that mean she loved him?

      She shook her head. This wouldn’t help anything.

      Her water took out another dragon, wings snapping like twigs. She had to pull herself back from trying to heal them as they went down.

      Why had they stayed with the Society? Were they like Roake, who had aligned with the Red Masks since birth? Or like Gerrond, who thought he could work within the confines of the Society? Or did they just believe in the system that had stood for so long?

      She had no answers. She loved the Society. As third in her house, she had been raised to adhere to it. And still she had turned instantly when it became clear that Kerrigan was in the right.

      In a world where it was easier to do nothing, it was an act of rebellion to speak out.

      And then, there he was.

      Audria’s heart stopped at the sight of Roake on the battlefield. She’d thought maybe he wouldn’t be there. He’d be at Bastian’s side, and Kerrigan would get to decide what to do with him. But no…this was her choice.

      She watched helplessly as he threw an arrow of earth at one of their fighters and the Fae toppled off their dragon. The dragon screeched and dove for their rider.

      This was who he was.

      A killer.

      She couldn’t do nothing. Not as he killed her people. Not when he was in the wrong.

      Her star-crossed love meant nothing in a war.

      “Go, Evien,” Audria said as she hardened her heart and engaged Roake.

      She threw her water first, reaching for Luxor’s wings. The dragon roared, spewing fire as he evaded her.

      Roake’s eyes whipped to her. “Audria!”

      “Don’t expect mercy from me,” she yelled.

      “I’m not going to fight you,” he said, evading her next strike. The water splashed at the edge of his shield, which he’d whipped up in the last second.

      “Don’t run away, coward!”

      Her water magic was tight in her hand again as Dyta sailed closer to Luxor, who hissed in warning. Roake and Luxor might not have been bonded any longer, but the dragon clearly believed that Audria wasn’t the enemy.

      “I’m not a coward, but I won’t fight you.”

      “You had your chance to turn,” Audria said, throwing a blast of air at him and following it up with another water strike.

      “I love you. I won’t see you hurt.”

      “As if you could hurt me,” she snarled.

      Roake’s eyes narrowed at that. “You can’t goad me into a fight with you.”

      “It’s you or me, Roake.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.”

      “Then tell your soldiers to stand down.”

      Roake opened his mouth and closed it abruptly. Then his shield dropped, and he tossed a rock straight for her. Audria gasped, jerking out of the way. She hadn’t thought that he’d actually fight her.

      But then she heard a cry behind her and whipped around in time to see Roake take out one of his own fighters, who had been angling for her.

      The guy shot a blast of fire right as Roake and Luxor dropped to evade it but only barely managed it. Roake put out the flames on his riding jacket. The dragon, of course, was fireproof.

      Audria shot back a blast of water at the intruder, but in the fight with Roake, she had intermingled with the enemy. Had that been his plan all along?

      Roake dropped from above toward the fighter. “Not her!” he snarled.

      But the fighter didn’t stop, and a gasp escaped Audria as the shot of fire hit her in her chest.

      “No!” Roake raged. He jumped off Luxor and onto Evien’s back. The dragon raged at the intrusion, but he grasped onto Audria as her head lolled back. “No, my love. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Audria’s eyes fluttered open as she stared up at him. “Please…”

      “Stay with me. We’ll get you to a healer.”

      But no healer could fix what was broken. The fire had penetrated her chest. She was healer enough to know that there was no coming back from this.

      Her hand went to Roake’s face but dropped before she could reach him. She tried to speak, but nothing came out. Then she felt nothing at all.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty

        The Shadow-Jump

      
      Wynter

      “Left,” Dozan roared.

      Wynter shot shadows like daggers at the chest of the rider. His assault bounced uselessly off Dozan’s amulet-powered shield. The rider clutched his chest and then toppled off the dragon, falling toward the city below.

      “Two ahead. One behind,” Dozan said, twisted in his seat. “I’ll take the one behind.”

      “I’m going to jump for the right.”

      He didn’t even tense at the suggestion. That was the beauty of Dozan Rook. He never thought any of her dangerous ideas were too far.

      “Take two jumps” was all he said before coming to his feet on Dyta’s back.

      Dyta had complained about carrying both of their weight. She was a medium-size dragon and wasn’t typically good for it. But she had sniffed Dozan before the battle and put her face in his, and he hadn’t blinked.

      She had narrowed her eyes and said, “He smells like you.”

      Then she’d suggested Dozan try one of those bonds through the amulet on her. It turned out it didn’t work exactly the same as her bond. Wynter had made hers the same as the old bonds, but Dozan had no such limitations. The amulet made it so that he could speak mind to mind with Dyta and convey his thoughts, but it didn’t bond him in the same way. These new crux bonds were so much more flexible than the old ones.

      So Dyta didn’t balk when Dozan took over the lead and Wynter jumped from her back to the other dragon. Wynter snapped the first woman’s neck, shoving her body off the back of the dragon, and then jumped again before the dragon could try to force her off.

      The second woman was ready for Wynter. She’d risen to her feet, brandishing a wicked-looking knife as Wynter landed on her dragon’s back. Wynter disarmed her with ease and then nearly lost her feet as the dragon dove for the ground.

      “Shit,” she cried, scrambling onto the dragon’s back for leverage.

      “For the Society,” the female roared.

      Her knife landed in Wynter’s hand, buried to the hilt. Wynter couldn’t suppress her own scream of pain. She pulled her hand back, and that was all the enemy needed as the dragon lifted again, sending Wynter tumbling from her seat.

      She could see Dozan had finished with the rider behind them. He whipped around as he watched her fall. But she couldn’t shadow-jump to her dragon. The pain was too severe and the distance too confusing through the blinding ache.

      Wynter grasped the knife, counted one, two…and then yanked it free, letting it tumble to the city below. Her vision was red with raging pain as blood flowed freely from the wound.

      Dyta was already spiraling downward, flapping relentlessly to get to her. Wynter wasn’t sure she was close enough. And if she could just get the pain under control, she could jump.

      Dozan’s hand reached out.

      Closer, closer, closer.

      “Come on!” he yelled.

      At the last second, his hand wrapped around her wrist, jerking her upward as Dyta leveled out. The movement ripped her shoulder out of its socket, but it was nothing compared to her hand.

      “I got you,” Dozan said, hauling her back onto Dyta’s back.

      “Too close,” Dyta growled.

      “Sorry,” Wynter said, cradling her hand.

      “You need a healer, but Amond is too far away.”

      “I’ll make do.”

      “Wynter…”

      “Leave it,” she told Dozan.

      And then a yell like she had never heard radiated across the battlefield.

      Wynter could just make out the shape of a man, holding a woman to his chest.

      “Roake and Audria,” Dozan noted.

      “How are your eyes keener than mine?” she asked as Dyta got closer to the battle.

      “I’m more familiar with them than you are,” Dozan said.

      “Audria is…”

      Wynter couldn’t finish the thought, even though she knew it to be the case. And Roake was raging, but who had killed her? Was he regretting his own actions?

      As they angled toward him, Dozan put his hand on her shoulder. “Look.”

      Wynter shot him a confused look, but she had been so focused on Roake, she hadn’t seen what he was doing. Pulling up rocks of every size and shape from the surrounding area. Hundreds, maybe thousands of rocks were now under his control. He’d brought them up and to him in his grief.

      “Gods,” she hissed.

      Because the next second, he released them.

      Rocks were hurled across the battlefield, ripping through dragons’ wings, knocking into their exposed underbellies, pushing the riders off their backs. They were indiscriminate. Both friend and foe were caught in the cross fire. It was devastating to witness.

      It was only with Dyta’s evasive movements that they managed to avoid the biggest rocks. Still, pebbles struck them by the dozen, leaving bruises and blood in their wake.

      “He’s going to kill everyone,” Wynter cried as another rock hit her in the forehead.

      “Not if we stop him.”

      He was right.

      Audria’s death had unhinged Roake. And he was going to make everyone pay for it. There was no reasoning with him. No bringing him back from the brink. He was already there. He’d completely lost it. If they didn’t stop him, he would use up his magic until it burned out…and take as many other people as he could with him in the process.

      Dozan pulled her back against him and pressed a hurried kiss to her lips.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      He smirked. “I love you too.”

      Then Wynter ignored the pain in her hand and the pounding of her heart and made her final jump.

      She landed on the back of Evien, directly behind where Roake held Audria’s lifeless body.

      “She’s gone,” Wynter said.

      Roake was frozen in place though. He didn’t even acknowledge her existence.

      “And I’m sorry.”

      Then she dragged her blade across his throat.

      The rocks all fell at once back toward the earth. Screams from the city meant that they’d hit people who were out on the streets, but it was better than them killing all the dragons and riders in the skies.

      “Take them down, Evien.” Wynter patted her back twice as she laid Roake down next to Audria.

      In the stillness of the battle, Dyta flew to Evien’s side, and Wynter was easily able to leap back to her own dragon. The devastation of Roake’s assault had already been done. Both sides had seen casualties.

      In the wake of his death, the Society line broke.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty-One

        The Truth

      
      “Well, this is obnoxious,” Kerrigan said on a sigh.

      The trap was familiar. It had been used by Bastian at the coup to hold the dragons back. He’d seized the ones in the aerie and then kept the council dragons out of the fight by caging them. He’d played the same trick on Kerrigan.

      Fordham crossed his arms over his muscled chest and waited. She felt warmth down the bond and a whispered, “As if they could keep us.”

      A smirk came to her face at his arrogance. Oh, how she loved it.

      “Thank you so much for joining us today, Kerrigan,” Bastian said, holding his hands wide. “It’s always a good day when the prey walks into my trap.”

      “I bet it is,” Kerrigan said. “You’ve been walking prey into traps for a while, huh?”

      He narrowed his eyes at those words. Almost like he could hear the underpinnings of what she was really saying through it all, but then his face cleared, and the facade returned.

      “Yes, well, you have done a spectacular job so far with this little rebellion.”

      “You really think so?” she asked. “I’ve always wanted your approval.”

      Bastian cleared her throat. “As entertaining as your insubordination is, it pleases me that we can end this the way that we started it.”

      “With lies?”

      “Justice.”

      She snorted. “Oh, that’s rich. You think that you can still hand out justice. Your hands are so red that you’ll never get the blood out from under your nails. There is no amount of justice that could be served to cleanse the world of what you’ve done.”

      “You’ve said your piece,” he said dismissively. “Allow me to say mine.”

      “Oh, goodie. I always love a good monologue. Please tell the assembled audience how the murderer is their champion. I’m dying to see the spin.”

      He pursed his lips at her words. “Dying is the operative word.”

      “Sure is.”

      “You’ve killed as well.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “And my heart will never know peace because of it. Tell me, Bastian, how do you sleep at night?”

      “Like a baby.”

      “Mmm,” she said as Fordham put a hand on her arm. A warning to remain steady, to not give in to his antics, to only push as far as she could handle.

      Bastian didn’t want to just kill her. That had never been his aim. He wanted to make an example of her. He always had. That was why he’d raised her up at his side and tutored her as his pupil. He’d made her in his own image to be the best that she could be. And then he had countered that kindness with humiliation and suffering and blood.

      He wouldn’t be happy until his own embarrassment had been rectified by her cleansing. That much she was sure of.

      “I’ve been keeping tabs on you, Kerrigan Argon. The half-Fae who rose above her station, who got a place on a dragon’s back, who joined the council.”

      “Partially in thanks to you.”

      “Proof that half-Fae were capable of the insidious nature I had always proclaimed that they had. They want to usurp our great Society. They want us to pay for their deeds.”

      “Projecting,” Kerrigan muttered.

      Bastian rose to his feet, clasped his hands behind his back, and stepped away from his seat. He was in it now. The speech he’d probably practiced, hoping for her to be there to deliver it. Or maybe he was going to say it anyway even if she didn’t show. He’d want people to support his power regardless.

      All the better that she was here for it to be delivered directly into her faintly pointed ears.

      “You sent a Society member into our midst to spy on us. Gerrond was a good, upstanding rider who wanted the best for House Sayair. He came to me with your duplicitous actions, and you killed him for it.”

      “I didn’t kill him.” Kerrigan’s brow furrowed, and Fordham’s grip tightened.

      “He’s goading you.”

      Kerrigan ground her teeth. “He had him killed.”

      “Breathe. He wants you to lose focus.”

      Kerrigan lifted her chin and met Bastian’s gaze. He was doing to her the same that she was doing to him. She just had to outlast him. That was all.

      “You came into my mountain and killed your own traitor as he double-crossed you. You say that I have blood on my hands, but we all know that your hands are dripping.”

      He was right. Not about Gerrond, but she had killed. It didn’t matter for what reason. And he would win people more easily if he painted her as worse than him. He’d proven that people wanted the familiar trappings of the Society and not a revolution.

      “You kidnapped one of our riders, a noble in House Bryonica.”

      Kerrigan breathed out heavily. Audria. He was still going on about that falsely.

      “Kidnapped is such a strong word.”

      “What would you say you did to her after killing the guard, knocking out one of your own friends, and her disappearing?”

      A roar sounded outside the arena, and Kerrigan smiled. “That’s probably her right now leading the eastern front.”

      Bastian waved his hand away. “A pretty story. You’re a killer. You had your own friend killed to take over a petty human rebellion.”

      “That one I’m confused by.”

      “What was your friend’s name?” Bastian said. “The human one.”

      Kerrigan tilted her head to the side. “I have a few of those. I don’t hate humans like you so you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Clover,” he said as if pulling the name out of a hat.

      “Oh, right,” Kerrigan said. “Clover is fine.”

      Bastian’s eyes turned to Isa. “You told me that Kerrigan had her killed.”

      “You mean you sent Isa to kill her,” Kerrigan said with a smirk. “Yeah, she killed Thea instead. Guess you should have been more specific.”

      Bastian hadn’t been prepared for that. His eyes were still locked on Isa, who lifted her chin defiantly. The woman who wanted to die in the mountain finally had fire back in her expression. This one defiance led to Bastian breaking character. He balled his hands into fists and looked like he was going to send one swinging into her face.

      “You liar.”

      “I did exactly what you commanded,” Isa said, jumping back onto the platform. “I killed the leader of the resistance. That’s all I do for you, isn’t it? Kill people.”

      A titter of shock went up around the room as if they didn’t know that Isa was his assassin, as if her mere presence didn’t keep people in line.

      “You knew who I meant,” Bastian said, slapping Isa across the face.

      A red mark bloomed on her cheek, and for a second, Kerrigan thought that would be the breaking point for Isa. But she just said, “Then you should have been more specific.”

      The end of their standoff was a cataclysmic boom that rocked the entire arena. More screams sounded as the precarious new build rumbled and broke apart again down the center, running like a vein through the arena.

      Kerrigan grinned as Bastian’s face returned to hers. “I think Clover’s fine.”

      “You,” he said, pointing his finger at her.

      “Me,” she said cheerfully. “And while we’ve disproven one of your lies, why don’t we start at the very beginning, hmm? I think everyone deserves the truth.”

      “Your truth is irrelevant.”

      “Oh yeah? The fact that Isa is your actual daughter is irrelevant?”

      Bastian’s eyes widened in shock as the revelation rocked the arena.

      “That’s why you haven’t killed her, isn’t it? She’s your flesh and blood. You made her into this assassin and then used her like a puppet. You collared her. You did everything to hurt her save from killing her. But what I find strange about this is that there is no official record of Isa’s birth or you having a daughter.”

      Bastian ground his teeth together. “This is irrelevant.”

      “Stick with me,” Kerrigan said, pacing the length of the little trap. “We’re not to the good part yet.”

      “Kerrigan,” Isa began and then stopped.

      “The story goes that you saved yourself from a house fire. Your face and body were burned. And healing couldn’t get to you quick enough because of Elsiande’s backward views on magic. So you used your position in the Society to make sure that happened to no one else. We’ve all heard this.”

      The council seemed invested now. They nodded along to her explanation.

      “No reports mention a daughter. Especially not one that he saved out of a burning building while his wife burned to death in the flames.” Kerrigan met Bastian’s steely gaze. “You’d be a hero and not just a martyr. Why exactly was the report redacted?”

      He fumed. “Do not dare mention her.”

      “Who?” she asked. “Your wife? Dionnet.”

      Bastian went stock-still at the name he had scrubbed from history—the name that even his daughter seemingly didn’t know.

      “So why doesn’t the official record say that she burned to death as you saved your only child?”

      The crowd leaned forward, hungry for the answer.

      “I found one of Dionnet’s old friends. It was hard to find someone who knew her. Even harder to find someone who would talk to me about it. You did your work thoroughly,” Kerrigan said. “Killed all her friends and family too—just like you killed her.”

      “Father?” Isa asked in horror.

      “She was working with the humans and half-Fae. You talked a lot of trouble about her being ‘brainwashed’ by the opposition to hurt you. She went to some quack treatment leaving her all but brain-dead.” Kerrigan’s voice broke at the last words. “Her friend was the last person to see her alive, and she said Dionnet was unrecognizable. And you stand here and act as if you’re doing all this in her honor, when you destroyed everything that made her a person and then killed her when she no longer fit your purpose.”

      Bastian stepped forward. He pointed his finger at her in fury as the council tittered behind him.

      “No clever quip now?” Kerrigan asked.

      She was finished recounting the draining conversation with Eira, who had been in hiding for much of her adult life on the coast, where Bastian’s agents couldn’t find her. It had been Ellerby who had tracked her down from rumors and convinced her to flee with them. It was through Eira and her memory of Dionnet that Kerrigan had finally put the whole picture together.

      Bastian cared about nothing and no one except power. Isa was not his weakness. He had killed his own wife and twisted the reality to seem like a savior, to do things in honor of the woman he had destroyed. There was no ounce of goodness left in him.

      “Isa, kill her” was all he said in response.

      Kerrigan held her breath as she waited for her biggest gamble.

      Isa glanced up at her father, the Father, and said, “No.”

      A click sounded, and the collar sprang free.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty-Two

        The Father

      
      Bastian nearly fell as he scurried back, away from his daughter. “How did you do that?”

      Isa’s hand went to her bare neck. The skin was red and bruised and flaking like an old wound. Whatever the collar had done to her, she had been rejecting it a long time. “It’s gone.”

      Kerrigan smirked at her mate. “You were right.”

      “Usually am,” Fordham said.

      Fordham had not been able to get out of his collar. He could not defy Iris. But Isa had proven that she could defy Bastian’s commands, and it had been Fordham’s idea to push at those edges to see if maybe, just maybe…Isa could do what he could not.

      “Can we bust out of this then?”

      “Suppose so.”

      Fordham took her hand in his. “I love you,” she breathed as shadows enveloped them.

      There had been some debate about whether they’d be able to escape a trap like this with their shadows. Was the magic actually a shield? Because Fordham couldn’t jump through shields into another place. That was why he hadn’t been able to get into the mountain. They had thought that if he was able to get underground, he might have been able to jump them into the mountain where it wasn’t being shielded. They hadn’t had a chance to test that at the time, but it had felt worthwhile afterward.

      The good thing about this particular trap was that there was no bottom. So instead of jumping forward and onto the stage, which was what Bastian would expect, Fordham jumped down.

      They landed in the underground tunnel system that they had both used when Fordham had been in the dragon tournament. It was mostly storage for all the aspects of the arena but was used as staging for the contestants as well.

      Fordham laughed. “Wasn’t sure that’d work.”

      Thankfully, they’d had a backup option. Since Alura was on the council, she could have let them out. But it was nice to know they didn’t have to do that.

      By the time Fordham made his second jump, Isa was stalking across the platform to her father. The council members were scurrying as if to escape the stage. Collectively they had just woken up to the reality that they could lose.

      Fordham pulled a sword at the same time as Alura did. She might have been disabled, but the woman was ferocious. Fordham and Alura wrangled the council into the center of the stage, holding them at sword point and the promise of death.

      Kerrigan stalked toward Bastian as he was speaking swiftly in low tones to his daughter. “It’s over, Bastian. It is time to surrender.”

      “Never,” he snarled.

      He opened his mouth to say more, but Isa was faster. A blade slid into her hand, and she drew it across his throat.

      “No more lies from you,” Isa said flatly.

      He shot out a garbled noise that sounded like Isa’s name, then fell backward onto the platform, blood flowing freely from his throat.

      Isa stepped over him, flipping the blade in her hand as she caught his chin and forced him to look at her. “This is for my mother, Dionnet.”

      Then she stabbed him through the eyeball, embedding the blade in his brain. She released him and he fell backward, dead.

      Kerrigan stood firm, refusing to feel anything about how Isa had ended it. It was her kill. Bastian had hurt her most of all. And in the end, Kerrigan was not an assassin. She would never be what Isa was.

      Isa plucked the Ring of Endings off Bastian’s finger and slid it onto her own. The only treasure she would take for her victory.

      The two women squared off on the platform as chaos continued to reign, the person who had hurt them most in the world dead between them.

      Kerrigan held her hand out. “Thank you.”

      Isa nodded once and then took her hand. “He earned that.”

      “I don’t know that I could have done it.”

      “You could have,” Isa said honestly. She glanced back down at him. “But I wanted it to be me.”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      Isa met her gaze, her hand fluttering to her neck. “Is that not up to you as the victor?”

      “I believe that you have been commanded long enough in this life.” Kerrigan gestured to Bastian. “That earned your freedom.”

      “They won’t like that.”

      Kerrigan shrugged. “Some won’t.”

      “And you? You’re okay with it?” Isa asked. “I tried to kill you multiple times.”

      “You could have killed me a hundred times and you haven’t. That tells me which side you’re on. The rest I can deal with.”

      Isa’s eyes cut across the fractured arena. “They’re going to hunt me down and kill me. I’ll never be safe.”

      Kerrigan frowned. Isa was right. “There’s another way.” Kerrigan jingled her mother’s bracelet.

      Isa caught the meaning with a lifted brow.

      “If you ever want to see a different world.”

      Isa considered it before jumping off the platform. “If I do, I’ll know where to find you.”

      And Kerrigan watched as she disappeared into the chaos.

      “You can’t just let her go,” Alura argued. “She was his right hand.”

      “I know,” Kerrigan said.

      “Then stop her!”

      “She’s as much a victim as you and me at this point, Alura.”

      “We should put her on trial and let the world decide her fate.”

      Kerrigan sighed. “If they can catch her, then we will.”

      “You can catch her.”

      “But I won’t,” she told Alura.

      Alura shook her head. “You’re making a huge mistake. She’s going to come back and kill you.”

      “I don’t think so,” Kerrigan said, returning her attention to the cowering council members. Fordham and Alura had used the trap Bastian had deployed against them around the council members. None of them had a jumping ability, so they were secure for the time being. They would need to pay for their crimes. “You’re all under arrest for treason, sedition, and acts against the government. You’ll be held in the dungeons until we form a new council to determine your fate.”

      They all spoke as one, but Kerrigan was already turning away from them.

      “Alura, you’re in charge of the council now. I’ll send in some soldiers to back you up.”

      “Are you sure about Isa?” Alura asked one more time.

      Kerrigan had already lost the assassin, and she was confident that if Isa didn’t want to be found, no one could root her out. “Yeah.” She tipped her head to the side. “Fordham?”

      “Way ahead of you,” he said, eerily calm. Then across the bond. “You did the right thing with Isa.”

      “They’re not going to see it that way.”

      “Then they can answer to me.”

      A moment later, Tieran and Netta landed in the arena. Kerrigan patted Tieran affectionately before climbing on his back. There was still much ground to cover for this war to be officially over. The battle had been won, but she didn’t yet know what it looked like on the other side of these walls.

      They flew over the arena and back into the fray. Dragons were still fighting in aerial combat, but the ground forces were decimated. Clover’s magical artifact minefield had done more damage than she had anticipated. Dead guards littered the ground as far as the eye could see.

      “The dragons are surrendering,” Tieran explained. “Zina is negotiating their full surrender, and her dragon, Vox, is putting down those that do not concede.”

      Kerrigan breathed a sigh of relief. “Direct some to help Alura in the arena, since the aerial forces look like they have it under control. Then I want to check on Clover’s army. That blast looks bad.”

      Tieran circled twice before landing amid the rubble before the arena. A moment later, Netta landed next to him.

      “Things look taken care of up there,” Fordham said.

      “Just cleaning up,” Kerrigan agreed.

      “A healer! We need a healer over here!” a voice screamed on the battlefield.

      And it wasn’t the only one.

      Darby had been right to say that the humans and half-Fae were going to need more help on the battlefield than the Fae. Whatever happened here had gone seriously wrong.

      As Kerrigan marched forward, she noticed just as many dead soldiers wearing amulets as guards. “It went wrong. Oh gods, Clover!”

      And then Kerrigan was running, heedless of everything else going on around her. Clover was blackened from head to toe, her brown skin smudged with soot and debris. Hadrian had her head in his lap, tears streaking his face. Darby had a bag open at Clover’s side, metal instruments discarded to the side with bloody fragments of metal on a sheet. Clover’s chest was a map of bloody wounds from the removal.

      Kerrigan skidded to her knees beside her friend. “What happened? Is she already…”

      “She’s breathing,” Darby said, “but barely. We need Amond. I don’t know…I don’t know if I can save her.”

      Kerrigan jerked up, and Fordham held his hands up. “I’m on it. I’ll go get him.”

      She nodded thankfully as he rushed back to Netta. “You can do this, Darbs. I believe in you. You’re a great healer.”

      She wished that she hadn’t let Isa walk off with the Ring of Endings, but it had been her bounty, and she hadn’t thought to fight for it at the time.

      “I’m not Amond.”

      “We don’t need you to be Amond,” Kerrigan told Darby as she took one of Clover’s hands. “We just need you. Amita needs you. Clover needs you.”

      Darby scrubbed tears from her eyes and nodded. “Okay. I’ll try again.”

      She closed her eyes, and the water magic came to her at first like the tears from her eyes and then a small puddle and then a stream, as if she were draining all the water from their vicinity.

      “Hold her steady,” she whispered.

      Then Darby directed the water over Clover’s body. She pushed down, down, down, with both hands on Clover’s chest, where the wounds appeared to be deepest. Blood flowed freely, painting Darby’s hands crimson as she worked her magic. Healing magic was intrinsic. It could be studied to improve, but you either had it or you didn’t. Kerrigan never had.

      The use of healing magic took from the user as much as from the recipient. Without Clover’s amulet up and running, Darby was using solely her magic for this healing, draining her own reserves to bring her back from the brink.

      Kerrigan was still shaky from the metal crown, but she could help in this way, and she would. She put her hands on Darby’s shoulders, and then she pushed her magic, letting it flow from her to Darby.

      Darby gasped as the extra power bolstered her. This wasn’t something that could be done often. Helly and Fordham had done it for hours when Kerrigan had fallen into her magic sickness and had drained them both nearly as much as Kerrigan. But without it, she surely would have succumbed.

      She couldn’t survive if Clover didn’t. None of them could.

      Isa had been right to say that Clover was the leader. She was the leader of it all. The glue to their resistance. Kerrigan was the face, but it was her human friend who had sparked the whole thing.

      Clover had been the one to first rebel. Clover had been the one to get Kerrigan to go to protests. Clover had been the one to push her to become the symbol. Clover had gotten them this far. She had to be here to see it come to fruition. She had to be.

      “Hadrian,” Kerrigan said, taking his hand too.

      And then a drop of his magic flowed toward Darby too.

      It was that final piece of him that tipped Darby over. Clover’s wounds began to knit together, healing over until her stomach was once again whole. Kerrigan concentrated even harder as if she could see deeper to whatever internal injuries were at the crux of the problem. And she pushed more and more.

      From one moment to the next, Clover inhaled sharply and then coughed. “Gods,” she rasped.

      Darby dropped her hands with a gasp. “Clover!”

      Kerrigan squeezed her hand. “You made it. You made it through.”

      “You’re okay,” Hadrian said. “You’re okay, sweetheart.”

      “We still need Amond,” Darby said through her tears.

      “Fordham went to get him. We’ll do all we can.”

      Darby nodded and squeezed her hand. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “I can,” Kerrigan told her with a sad smile. “You’ve always been brilliant.”

      It was a painful twenty minutes as more soldiers died from the blast before Fordham returned with Amond, who took over for Darby, checking Clover’s wounds and then smiling at his pupil.

      “You did it exactly right. She’ll live. She’ll have a nasty scar, and we won’t know about long-term side effects until she fully recovers, but I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

      Darby cried all over again.

      Dragons landed all around them, Kerrigan’s generals forming up around her. Wynter and Dozan together, breaking the news about Audria and Roake. Zina hobbling over to explain about how Mendy had fallen. Noda and Viviana leaned on each other. Viviana’s side had been clawed through by a dragon, and Amond had already patched her up as best he could. Fallon crossed his arms and declared that he preferred his book and fashion to the battle.

      They’d all been through it. Not one of them had made it out without a scar. Physical or otherwise, they would hold what had happened here today inside them forever.

      “What do we do now, Kerrigan?” Viviana asked with a wince.

      “Plans, princess?” Dozan teased.

      “Of course she has a plan,” Wynter said with a smirk.

      “My love?” Fordham asked as she looked away from them toward the mountain that housed the Society.

      “We live.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty-Three

        The War Tribunal

      
      At the end, the Society fell the way Bastian had—with some garbled words and then silence.

      Kerrigan’s team took over Draco Mountain, declaring their victory. There was no resistance within the mountain. The guards had been emptied to defend the streets and the arena. The Society members who remained had been in the air with their unbonded dragons. Many had fled and were still being hunted down to be held accountable. It was a long process.

      The decision of what to do with the council members had already been made before they left for their fight. Should they kill them all along with Bastian? Should they put them up for trial? Kerrigan had voted for trial. It had been a close vote, but she’d won.

      Today, the official military war tribunal had been cast for the first Red Masks trials, which was to decide the fate of the nineteen council members who had sat on the council for Bastian and the Red Masks. Alura was the only one exempt, as she was a double agent for Kerrigan.

      They’d wanted Kerrigan to sit on the tribunal, but she had declined. She couldn’t possibly remain impartial to their crimes. A new government council was a different story. She wanted to be a part of that. But declaring whether these cowardly Fae had done enough to deserve death belonged to someone else.

      Especially since people were still upset that she had let Isa go.

      Many believed Isa should be up on charges with the council members. Kerrigan allowing her to wander off after killing Bastian, no matter the circumstances, had probably been enough to keep her out of the tribunal.

      So they had set up a group of judges—two Fae, two half-Fae, two humans, two dragons, and one elected head of council. In the end, Kerrigan had only met Islay from the drifters and Dyta from the dragons. The head of council ended up being the dragon speaker, Lowan, of all people. Kerrigan considered that fair.

      They’d deliberated for hours after days of testimony from the accused. Now they all held their breaths to find out the verdict.

      Fordham squeezed her hand. “Maybe we should have just killed them all.”

      “We wanted it to be just. We wanted an account of all that had happened. We wanted everyone to know the crimes of the Red Masks, to not be able to turn a blind eye to the atrocities.”

      And atrocities there were, in spades. More than Kerrigan could ever bear to consider. Tens of thousands dead, thousands more imprisoned on false charges, more drained of their magic and left practically brain-dead after the loss. Homes were looted, people displaced, property seized. The Dregs were still on fire from their destruction.

      Bastian had done this.

      Kerrigan had not stopped him in time.

      They all deserved to burn. And still she was glad that it was out of her hands.

      Lowan returned to his seat at the head of the tribunal. “As for the case of the ten council members,” he said, listing out the first ten, “who are charged with a litany of crimes against the state including…” Then he droned on with the page-long list of war crimes. “We find them guilty of all charges.”

      A gasp went up around the room.

      “And we sentence them to death by hanging.”

      Another gasp. The ten council members who had admitted to their crimes and had shown zero remorse just stared forward. They had been emotionless to this point, almost reveling in what they had done. They deserved this death.

      “For the nine remaining council members,” he said, listing their names, “who were charged with crimes including aiding and abetting the fall of a government…” Then he continued down his list of additional charges that were only slightly less severe than the first set. “We find them not guilty of all but the first charge.”

      Kerrigan’s mouth dropped open. How was that possible? Had they not heard the testimony that they had delivered? They had been involved. They had done this. Maybe not as terrible as the others but…

      Fordham put his hand on her shoulder and pushed her back down. “You wanted justice.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      Lowan called over the angry voices. “You have been sentenced to life in prison.”

      Kerrigan’s ears were ringing as everyone wanted to have their voices heard about the outrage. She had wanted justice. Fordham was right. This didn’t feel like justice. This didn’t feel like sliding her blade through their chest. But she wasn’t an assassin. She was a leader. And sometimes leaders did things they did not enjoy.

      This would always be one of them.

      “Come on,” Fordham said, taking her hand.

      Together they left the courtroom behind and navigated the mountain. She needed to walk off her anger. Lowan knew what he was doing. So did Islay and Dyta and the other tribunal members, and still it infuriated her.

      “Justice,” she grumbled.

      “You wanted them alive.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Fordham slid his fingers into hers and kissed her hand. “We’ll make do.”

      “I wish we’d found Benton and Bayton,” she said instead of dealing with her roiling emotions about the tribunal.

      “There were no humans or half-Fae in the mountain.”

      Kerrigan sighed. “Does that mean he killed them all or they fled?”

      Fordham shook his head. “Even the council members couldn’t give a satisfactory answer to that.”

      “I can’t live not knowing.”

      “We’ll get to the bottom of it. We haven’t been able to leave for dealing with all these problems,” Fordham said. “I’ve barely even been back to the House of Shadows. They may be in hiding.”

      “They could be anywhere.”

      “We’ll keep looking,” he promised. “Now, come with me. Your next appointment awaits.”

      A second later, they jumped from their position deeper into the heart of the mountain. Kerrigan hadn’t been in this room yet. Her hand rested on the door, and she almost couldn’t manage it. But then Fordham covered her hand, turning the knob and opening the door.

      There was the portal door. She’d jumped through it twice. Once to join Fordham in the final of the dragon tournament. Once to fall through to Domara.

      Bastian had done a hell of a job trying to break the portal. The shimmery iridescence that normally revealed the permanent portal was gone. Only the stone archway remained, with scattered pieces littering the floor. As if Bastian had taken a sledgehammer to it in his fury and left what remained behind when it would not yield to him.

      Kerrigan touched one of the scars. “What a monster.”

      “Do you think you can fix it?”

      “The beautiful craftsmanship?” she asked with a smirk. “Don’t think I’m that skilled.”

      “The portal,” he said on a laugh.

      Kerrigan blew out a breath. Her magic had slowly recovered from use of the crown. Sometimes she still woke in the middle of the night feeling as if she were holding the thing and it was sucking out her magic, but the crown was safely hidden away in Ravinia Mountain and her powers were at her fingertips. Still, she hadn’t tried to do anything this powerful since.

      “Guess we’ll find out.”

      Fordham stepped back as she moved to the center of the portal. When she made the portals with her mother’s bangle, they were extensions of her own magic. She could only go to places that she had been before. And when they were tied off, they still drained her. It wasn’t a forever solution. In a perfect world, she could tie off a bunch of portals and make transportation much easier between the houses of Alandria. But she couldn’t leave them connected to her magic.

      She was hoping that the portal gate would show her how it was done. If she could reconnect this to Emporia, then maybe more gates could be created to hold Kerrigan’s portals without draining her eternally.

      She closed her eyes and ran her hands along the markings still visible on the stone archway. She could feel the magic in them. Not ancient Fae but some other long-lost language. One that she could use. One that her mother’s bangle seemed to recognize.

      With a twist, the bracelet latched on to her arm and Kerrigan drew a portal door into the archway, thinking of the beautiful country of Byern with its mountainside castle and rolling hills—Cyrene’s home.

      For a second, the distance overwhelmed her. Emporia was four months by sea. It was less time by dragon flight, but even still, the distance was so great that no dragon would make the crossing unless under duress. This would be the farthest she had ever pushed, and she didn’t know if she had enough of her mother’s strength to do it.

      Then it was like the magic shifted.

      A bridge formed. Not in the place she had been envisioning—a meadow she had landed in on Tavry’s back in battle when she had gone with Helly—but to another gate.

      The gates knew each other.

      It was the only way she could describe it. They were meant to join. She didn’t know where this one was. It was dark and shadowed. She had never been there before, so perhaps it would not give up its secrets until she answered the call.

      Another moment and Kerrigan could see all the potential gates in Emporia. There were at least a dozen—as if all the countries in Cyrene’s world had once been connected by these shadowy gates as well and they had fallen over the years as Kerrigan’s had. If she pushed past that, she could feel the gates left abandoned in her own world. Within the House of Shadows, the Holy Mountain, each of the dozen houses—they were all already there, all waiting. If she wanted to, she could connect them all.

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      With a blink, it was done. The gates all glowed as one, connected and functional. She held on with a shudder as the final one in Byern materialized and the shimmery iridescence once again filled her portal door.

      “To Byern,” she whispered. And then she stepped back, breaking her connection to the portal, her magic gone with it. But the door remained.

      In its place was a ruin of a castle.

      “You did it,” Fordham breathed.

      “I connected them all. All of them in Emporia and Alandria. There’s one to the House of Shadows,” she told him as a tear fell down her cheek. “One in each of the houses.”

      “What a magnificent creature you are.”

      She laughed. “Shall we walk through?”

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      They took one step thousands of miles away and went to find Cyrene to tell her the good news.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty-Four

        The Homecoming

      
      With a heavy heart, Kerrigan flew Tieran to Waisley, holding her father’s ashes. They’d used the portal to step into the House of Shadows and back in a matter of hours. She hadn’t had to use a drop of magic. It was revelatory, and there were already talks of them needing to be heavily monitored.

      What she had done was a gift; what came out of it was bureaucracy. As with all things.

      She was on the new government council to determine the state of affairs and already had a litany of issues to discuss about how to use the portals. But as the leader of the resistance and a council member, she’d bowed out for the weekend. Everyone needed the break.

      Rebuilding was going on at a rapid pace. The workers, no longer subjugated, wanted to fix what Bastian had broken. Not to mention the coin the council was sending their way for doing it. That sure helped everyone around. The city would feel the scars from the events that transpired for a long time, but it was beginning to heal. That was the first step.

      With the weekend off from her duties, Kerrigan had thought about staying the whole time to watch over Clover. She was in a sort of stasis, with Amond’s magic holding her between life and death. He and Darby alternated with the healing, but the chronic illness that had plagued Clover seemed to be tipping her closer to darkness than light.

      But Fordham had insisted that there was nothing more that could be done. He was right, and for now, Kerrigan needed to put her father to rest.

      They landed in the clearing inside Corsica Forest and trekked the short distance to Waisley, giving Tieran and Netta the weekend off as well. Kerrigan still wasn’t sure if they were an item or not, and maybe it wasn’t any of her business as they sorted it out.

      When her estate came into view, tears ran down her face.

      “Home,” she whispered. “I still can’t believe they didn’t burn it to the ground.”

      A scream came from the back door, and a half dozen people charged at Kerrigan and Fordham, brandishing kitchen knives and pitchforks. Kerrigan pulled up her shield and reached for her magic at the same time.

      “What the…”

      But then she stopped as she recognized many of the people rushing them. Kerrigan nearly dropped her father’s ashes.

      “Benton?” she gasped. “Bayton?”

      Kerrigan released her shields, handed Fordham the ashes, and was dashing across the lawn toward her attendants.

      “It’s me,” she said, waving her hands. “It’s me.”

      The staff slowed to a stop as their jaws unhinged at the sight of her. “Kerrigan?” Benton asked.

      Then Kerrigan collided with the half-Fae’s body, pulling her into a tight hug. Bayton jumped into the embrace, and all three of them turned in circles, crying hysterically.

      “I thought you were dead,” Bayton sobbed.

      “You were just gone!” Benton said.

      “I looked everywhere for you two,” Kerrigan told them. “We won. We won the war. Bastian is out of power, and there’s a new government in place now. Half-Fae and humans and dragons are on the council.”

      Benton swiped at her eyes. “You did it, miss. You really did it.”

      “I can’t fathom it,” Bayton gasped.

      Kerrigan held them at arm’s length. “Have you been here all along? How did you escape? And how is Waisley still standing?”

      “We fled as they were rounding everyone up. We’d already been in contact with all the other House of Shadows half-Fae that you sent this way, and we trekked through the woods to them,” Benton explained.

      Bayton picked up where she left off: “And we were all sick and tired of our bad treatment, so when they came for the House of Cruse and Waisley, we defended it best we could. They burned down an outer building, but we got the flames out on the main house and have been doing reconstruction on it in the meantime. We wanted it to look nice for your return.”

      Kerrigan had to sit down. Tears were not enough—her entire body collapsed in on itself. The fact that they had protected her lovely home with their own lives when they could have hidden and done nothing was beyond her. She couldn’t stop the tears from running down her face, imagining her father’s return to this place. How much he had loved it until the end.

      Fordham came to her side and offered her a hand. “You engender such devotion.”

      “How did I earn this?” she whispered as she came back to her feet.

      “By showing them humanity.”

      Benton and Bayton tittered over her, ushering her toward the house.

      They left her father’s urn on the mantel, and then Kerrigan let her attendants do what they did best. They drew a long, hot bath and combed through Kerrigan’s knotted hair until it was silky. Once she was out of the bath and dry, they got her into a fine green silk gown and led her downstairs where dinner had been arranged. Fordham appeared then in a black silk suit with a smile.

      He bent at the waist to kiss her hand.

      “You must tell us of the wedding plans,” Bayton said with a giggle. “Will it be here?”

      Kerrigan glanced around at her estate. The house that she had loved and hated in equal measure for how she had been discarded but that now felt like home. She couldn’t imagine doing it anywhere else.

      “Yes.”

      

      ***

      After dinner, Kerrigan reclaimed her father’s ashes and went with Fordham back outside. They walked down the forest road in silence, watching the horizon turn to a shocking view of pinks and golds and violet. Only before they came to the town of Lillington did their feet finally slow.

      She had been wondering where she would like to scatter his ashes, and nowhere felt exactly correct. Her father loved Waisley, but it had dark times for him as well. The forest had always been his home, but the world had rejected him. Where could she do it?

      It hadn’t been her suggestion that had won out.

      It had been Anya’s.

      “Thank you for allowing me to do this as well,” Anya said, her hands clasped across her stomach. “I know that my time with your father was…”

      Kerrigan held up a hand. “You don’t have to explain.”

      Anya stepped forward and put her hand in Kerrigan’s. “I want to.”

      Kerrigan looked to Fordham and then nodded.

      “I loved him, as a young woman with everything I had in my heart, but it became clear that his love for me was transactional. I was a prize that he had won. The woman he had brought up from nothing. We were young. We were stupid. I chose Lorian.” She choked.

      “I know,” Kerrigan said.

      “When Lorian died, I thought I would never find joy again. I felt that I had deserved that and then…Kivrin.” Anya’s voice broke on his name. She choked on her words as tears marred her brown cheeks. “Kivrin put light back into my world.”

      “He did,” Kerrigan agreed with a sniff. “You put light back in his.”

      “And we are worse for his loss.”

      Kerrigan nodded in agreement.

      Anya rubbed at her cheeks. “I may not deserve the honor you are giving me, but I am grateful. I never thought I would return to Lillington, and I treasure every moment I had with Kivrin before his death.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Kerrigan said honestly.

      Then they linked arms and continued into Anya’s hometown.

      Together, they met what family she had left in the town, the people here who had known Kerrigan as a child, who remembered last Geivhrea when Kerrigan and Fordham had been named king and queen of the village. There were significantly more children roaming around the roads, as if that blessing at the winter holiday had proven incredibly fruitful.

      And then once she saw her people, who had intermingled seamlessly with the House of Shadows folks, they continued down the road. Here was the turnoff to Rosemont, the capital. This was the start of the House of Cruse. The crossroads for her people. And the home that she would keep. That her father had always kept.

      From here, she could see Corsica Forest and the town and Waisley beyond. From here, she could see it all—just like her dad would have wanted.

      Kerrigan opened the urn and let the wind catch her father’s ashes. Let him rest among his lands. Let him reign among his people. Let him rest where he had once ruled.

      “Goodbye,” she whispered. “Goodbye, Father.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty-Five

        The Wedding

      
      “My work here is done,” Parris said as he did up the last button on the back of her dress.

      Thankfully, Parris’s shop had been unharmed in Artisan Village in all the chaos with the Red Masks. And he had gladly agreed to make her wedding dress. He’d wanted months, and Kerrigan had laughed in his face. No way was she waiting that long.

      “Thank you, friend.”

      “Give us a twirl.”

      Kerrigan turned in a circle before the trifold mirror. The gown was exceptional—a tulle strapless number with off-the-shoulder sleeves that hung loose around her arms. The bodice was corseted, with tiny cream Corsican sunflowers sewn across the boning and down the full tulle skirt.

      Benton and Bayton had spent hours on her unruly hair to make it into the elaborate updo and worked on her makeup until her skin glowed. The best part was that she was completely recognizable. She wasn’t obscured by the hours of work but enhanced. She felt nothing like the rebel who had taken on the Society, and maybe that was for the better.

      “Marvelous. Send in the troops,” Parris joked.

      The door opened, and her wedding party was waiting—Darby, Clover, and Hadrian. Darby entered in her green tulle gown and sufficiently oohed and aahed over the dress, hair, and makeup. Hadrian and Clover, dressed in black suits with green cravats at their necks, followed behind her, Hadrian wheeling Clover into the room. While she had made it out of the worst of the explosion coma, she was still fragile in a way she had never been before. Loch managed her chronic-pain symptoms, but there were new pains that made it difficult to walk. Amond and Darby hoped they would get her back on her feet, but it would take time.

      Clover whistled. “Look at you.”

      “You like it?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Better than flying leathers.”

      Kerrigan rolled her eyes. “I look good in leather.”

      “A little risqué,” Hadrian said with his nose turned up.

      Clover swatted at him. “Leave it, sweetheart.”

      “That’s what I’m going for,” Kerrigan joked. “Risqué.”

      “Half of the known world is going to be at this wedding, so I would hope not,” Hadrian said.

      Darby shushed him. “She looks divine. Are you ready?”

      “To marry Fordham? Absolutely.” Kerrigan shivered. “In front of the entire world? I don’t know.”

      Darby linked her arms with Kerrigan’s, holding up her dress. “You’re a natural.”

      The original four left the room behind and headed through Waisley to the double doors that led to her waiting groom. Kerrigan breathed out, slow and steady. She hadn’t seen Fordham since the night before. She’d lain in her bed all alone, wondering if she should shadow-jump to his room. She’d felt the warmth down the bond, a teasing of it, tempting her to do it. But in the end, they’d both decided to stick to tradition, not that tradition much cared for them.

      A string quartet began, and one by one, Darby, Hadrian, and Clover headed down the aisle. The doors closed behind them, waiting for Kerrigan to emerge.

      “Not too late, am I?”

      Kerrigan turned around to find Dozan Rook standing in a black suit, the green cravat at his throat so incongruous with the red she was used to seeing on him.

      “What are you doing here?” she gasped. “You’re in the wedding party.”

      “I didn’t think it was right for you to walk down that aisle alone.”

      A tear came to her eye, and she quickly dabbed it away. “Dozan, you’re not supposed to make me cry on my wedding day.”

      He chuckled, and it was a welcoming sound. “I saw what you were when no one else did. I thought that I could be the one to give you away.”

      “I don’t think ex-boyfriends are supposed to give a girl away.”

      “Well, good thing I was never your boyfriend.”

      “Good thing,” she said. “And that you’re marrying Fordham’s sister.”

      “She is in on this, you know,” he said, taking her hand and placing it on his arm as they faced the closed double doors.

      “Oh, I have no doubt. Otherwise, she’d kill you.”

      “That she would,” he agreed. “Let’s hope we don’t see any of those shadows from either of them.”

      She laughed; she couldn’t help it. “You’re an ass.”

      “Is that how you speak to a council member?”

      “I’m a council member too,” she chided.

      “Well, we’re both lucky then, princess.” The doors creaked open. “Let’s go make you a queen.”

      Kerrigan stepped out of the house to the audience rising to their feet. Her eyes locked on Fordham’s, and for a moment, she was lost to him. Her love, her mate, her groom. She wanted nothing more than this moment in all these long months of turmoil, and now it was here, and it was too good to be true.

      He did a double take at Dozan on her arm, but Wynter put her hand on Fordham at his side. And anyway, what did it matter? Kerrigan and Dozan were nothing in the grand scheme of things.

      She and Fordham were the world.

      Kerrigan passed a blur of familiar faces. She could hardly keep up with who all was in attendance, watching her with tear-streaked faces as she walked to Fordham. She couldn’t help but notice the seats that weren’t filled, the people they had lost along the way. It was a solemn moment in an otherwise happy occasion.

      But everyone who was still alive and could be here was here. It helped that she had opened up a door straight to her estate for the few days leading up to the wedding, letting everyone travel there with ease rather than risking the trip in the snow.

      Luckily, the snow had held off nearly to Geivhrea, but a chill still whipped through the estate.

      Or perhaps that was just Titania’s influence. As promised, Kerrigan had allowed Titania to host their wedding. She had taken full control of Waisley and transformed the premises into a festive winter wonderland, save for this singular meadow that seemed to stretch on farther than reasonably possible.

      The weather here was balmy compared to the winter frost that was threatening to roll in from the north. Her dress would have been entirely impractical if not for Titania’s magic. More flowers were in bloom than Kerrigan could possibly name, as if she were walking to her groom in a verdant garden perfumed with flowers and their guests in festooned, white-backed chairs. Titania hadn’t even blinked when Kerrigan had confessed that she refused to wait for a spring wedding.

      Kerrigan stepped up to Titania, who was seated for all to see and marvel over—and marvel they did—in the front row. The mother of the Fae put her hand on Kerrigan’s brow, a blessing for the union.

      “Thank you,” Kerrigan breathed.

      Titania nodded. “No, thank you.”

      A gasp rang out across the room. Thanks were commonplace now, but from the first Fae, it meant a debt owed.

      “Not between us,” Kerrigan told her. “This is the end of that debt. We’re glad you’re here.”

      Titania acknowledged it as regally as possible. “Go then, daughter.”

      Kerrigan smiled gratefully and then continued to her waiting groom.

      Dozan offered his hand to Fordham, who took it with a firm shake. Neither of them would have guessed they’d end up brothers. Dozan, instead of taking a seat, took the spot behind Wynter at Fordham’s side, his approval evident for all to see.

      Then Kerrigan moved to Fordham’s side and stared up at him in shock and awe. The magic of the wedding seemed to move at lightning speed. Rings were exchanged. The precious vows they had shared in Ravinia Mountain were spoken aloud to the world.

      And then the final questions were asked of them, and they both said, “I do.”

      “I now pronounce you joined in an unbreakable union,” the female officiant said. “You may kiss your bride.”

      Fordham pulled her against him and pressed their lips together. The rest of the party cheered, but they seemed to disappear into the moment. It was as if Kerrigan and Fordham were in a pocket of the universe where only they existed. Nothing and no one else. Just like they had always dreamed it would be.

      “My husband,” Kerrigan said, her hand on his jaw.

      “My wife,” Fordham said.

      Then they lifted their joined hands over their heads to another roar of applause.

      This was what it was all about.

      This was what made it all worth it.

      This was living.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixty-Six

        The Portal

      
      Isa

      The portal room was empty in the middle of the night.

      Isa had snuck in through the secret tunnels that she was pretty sure only she knew about. And then she sat in front of the shining portal door and just stared in wonder.

      She could have been halfway across Alandria by now. But Kerrigan’s offer had rattled through her. She couldn’t escape it.

      There was no part of this world that she could go to and remain unrecognized.

      Her father had made sure of that. The Father had exacted this last bit of vengeance.

      All she had left was the truth about her mother. The truth that her mother had been a good person who loved her, and her father had killed her for it. Had done all this in a fucked-up way to honor who he had wanted her to be instead of seeing the reality of who she was.

      But could she go through the portal to another world?

      Could she leave everything she knew behind?

      It had been the question plaguing her night after night as she sat before the unguarded portal.

      A noise made her come hastily to her feet. She slid behind the door and dropped a knife into her hand, prepared to attack anyone who might find her.

      “I know you’re here, Isa,” Kerrigan’s voice said.

      Isa blew out a breath. “How?”

      “I have an alarm trap on that entrance. I’ve known the whole time.”

      Isa came out from behind the doorway. She hid the knife but not before Kerrigan saw it and gave her an annoyed, “Pfft.”

      “How did you know about that entrance?”

      Kerrigan sighed. “Valia showed it to me.”

      Isa’s face dropped. Her sister. Another death caused by her father. Another loss in Isa’s life. Another reason to leave this cursed land.

      “That sounds like her,” Isa said after a moment.

      She settled back onto the floor, and Kerrigan dropped down across from her—on different sides as they always had been.

      “Have you considered my offer?” Kerrigan asked.

      “Only every second since it was offered.”

      “And?”

      “Where would I go?” Isa asked, her voice cracking. “What would I do? I’m an assassin. That is all I’ll ever be.”

      “That is all he made you. It isn’t all that you are.”

      Isa lifted a shoulder. “I could still have a knife through you in half a second.”

      Kerrigan smiled. “You’re not that lucky.”

      A laugh cracked out of Isa—the first in so long. “Perhaps.”

      “You could do whatever you wanted. You could wear a fancy dress and meet a pretty stranger and not kill people.”

      Isa sighed. “That sounds unreal.”

      “You just have to choose.”

      Isa tipped her head back to stare at the plain stone ceiling. “I heard what they said about me when they denigrated your name for letting me go.”

      “All the more reason to start over.”

      “They still let you on the council.”

      Kerrigan lifted her eyebrows. “Not sure they had a choice when it came down to it. I saved the world…or whatever.”

      Isa laughed. “Or whatever.”

      “The people love me.”

      “As they should—their mighty hero.”

      “Just a person,” Kerrigan reminded her. “Just like you.”

      Isa’s voice grew smaller. “Where would I go?”

      “I know a place.”

      Their eyes met. “You already know where you want to send me?”

      “I have friends in other lands,” Kerrigan admitted. “I asked them if they would be okay taking you in.”

      Isa straightened. “Who? Where?”

      “I’ll show you if you like,” Kerrigan said, getting to her feet and offering Isa her hand.

      Isa narrowed her eyes at it and then forced herself to take the offer. She came to her feet and faced the portal door. Apprehension was in her bones, but there was something else too. What was that new feeling? Hope?

      Kerrigan touched the portal, and the shimmering substance transformed to reveal a ruined castle on the side of a mountain. A large city was in the distance with rolling hills beyond that. The place was beautiful. Unlike anything Isa had ever seen.

      “Ready?” Kerrigan asked, offering her hand.

      And Isa realized she was.

      “Fancy dresses, pretty strangers, and no killing?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I think I’ll give it a try.”

      And she crossed over to a whole new world.

      The End
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        Chapter One

        The Fight

      
      Kerrigan was losing.

      Blood dripped into her eye from a gash at her brow. Her feet danced back and forth on the hard stone floor, light and eager, with her hands protecting her face. Little good it had done.

      Her form was in complete contrast to the bruiser before her. He was nearly seven feet tall and built like the haunches of a dragon—massive and muscular. Though he was all power and no finesse.

      “You going to dance on your twinkle toes all day, or are we going to fight?” Bruiser grunted.

      “I was considering it,” she bit back.

      He laughed gruffly. “Fine. Make it easy for me, Red.”

      Bruiser stepped forward, using his limited elemental magic to give him an edge as he rushed toward her. The earth rattled beneath her feet, and she shuffled side to side in an attempt to stay upright. But then he was in front of her, his eyes keen on victory before his fist even shot for her face.

      She blocked him with her forearm, taking a bone-crunching amount of pressure. She dodged the second blow and used a trickle of air to shove his fist out of the way. She hated being on the defensive, but she’d never seen Bruiser fight before. She always spent the first couple of minutes discovering her opponent’s strengths and weaknesses, assessing the situation to her advantage. Unfortunately, that meant getting punched in the stomach with a giant rock.

      All the air gasped out of Kerrigan’s lungs as she was propelled backward into the ropes. She collapsed forward onto her knees, coughing spastically. She spat blood onto the floor. An offering to whatever gods were watching.

      Her eyes lifted. Bruiser was smirking, holding his hands up to the crowd as if he’d already won the match. Overconfident, arrogant bastard.

      She heaved herself back to her feet and kicked the rock he’d thrown off the edge of the ring. Her bright red mess of hair had come out of its braid with that throw, and now, unruly curls framed her narrow face.

      At least her gold headband still held. She had no interest in revealing her short, barely pointed ears.

      “You still in it?” Bruiser taunted as he sauntered in her direction. He didn’t even lift his defenses. He didn’t so much as reach for a speck of earth. He was used to using his fists and getting his way. “Poor little thing. I’m going to have to put you to sleep.”

      “We’ll see if you can, Bruiser.”

      Kerrigan’s sight blurred at the edges. The fumes from the Wastes—the deplorable underground crime building where she was currently fighting—sure didn’t help matters. The Dragon Ring was on the bottom level and smelled like stale ale and blood and vomit. She preferred it down here to nearly everything up above but, gods, the smell.

      It was all the worse because her eyes teared up. She looked like an amateur.

      A small smile cracked her frightened facade.

      Sometimes, looking like an amateur worked to her advantage.

      Kerrigan jabbed out with her left hand, swirling the sand on the ground into a tight cyclone. She swung it in an arc before throwing it.

      Bruiser’s eyes widened in shock as he dove out of the way of the maelstrom. Too slow. The sand yanked him off his feet and threw him halfway across the ring. He rolled over his shoulder and came back up in a crouch. His beady eyes assessed her more strategically than when he’d casually tried to beat her face in.

      Kerrigan was losing on purpose.

      After nearly a dozen fights, she had learned that no one wanted the fight to end too soon. And no one wanted it to end without blood.

      The only thing more important than Dozan Rook in these halls—blood.

      Blood was the real king of the Wastes.

      Bruiser hauled himself up onto his feet again. He shook the sand out of his dark hair and then ran toward her. His feet plodded hard against the packed earth. His hulking figure could make elephants look nimble. Still, she waited with her hands at her sides, ready to strike when he was closer.

      Kerrigan lifted her hand and slashed downward, cutting the front of his shirt open. Blood welled dark red against the dull beige of his shirt. He slammed to a halt, staring down in bewilderment at the cut.

      Cheers rang out overhead.

      The uproarious, drunken crowd was chanting her name, “Red! Red! Red!”

      “I’ll paint you red by the end of this,” Bruiser taunted. He flexed his muscles.

      Kerrigan lifted her hands again and gestured him forward.

      A rock slammed into the back of her head. She gasped and crumpled forward, landing hard on her hands. Her magic wavered in her veins as she blinked away the pain. She couldn’t see straight.

      Not good. Scales, that hurt.

      Kerrigan wrapped her magic around Bruiser’s ankles, yanking hard and fast, felling him like a tree.

      He cried out in anger. Good. The fight had finally started.

      She heard a whoosh and looked up in time to dodge the rock that would have crushed in the back of her skull. She rolled out from under it. Another gasp escaped her lungs. That had been too close.

      Another rock crashed into her back as she tried to get up.

      “Gods,” she groaned as she slammed back into the hard floor.

      She rolled away again and came swiftly to her feet. Her back ached already.

      Bruiser was smiling as if he were already victorious. He raised his hands to the sky, pumping up the raucous crowd. Kerrigan picked up the air again and slashed fiercely, the first cut through his bicep, the second down his thigh. The third was supposed to hit his cheek, but he somehow flowed around the wind.

      Her eyes widened. He’d trained with an air Fae? Doubly not good.

      “That’s a neat trick,” she said.

      Bruiser laughed as he weaved away from her and then threw dust right into her eyes. She slammed them shut on instinct, crying out in shock. There were no rules in the Wastes. Certainly none inside the Dragon Ring. But it was dirty play. Dirty, dirty play.

      She blinked rapidly, tears welling as the grit ground into her eyes. Concentrating so hard on her eyes, she didn’t hear the rock that catapulted into her nose. Something snapped, and she cried out. Blood gushed from the wound.

      Her eyes flashed cold death to her opponent. Now she wasn’t losing on purpose.

      “Say good night, Red,” Bruiser said.

      Kerrigan lifted her hand. She was barely able to see through the sand in her eyes, but her anger propelled her forward. She froze the air around Bruiser and held him tight in her grasp so that he couldn’t even blink without her permission. If she wanted, if she had the strength, she could crush him right where he stood.

      Her hand shook, just holding him in place. It took an immense amount of power to be able to do what she was doing. More than she had claimed to have when she started this fight.

      She needed to let him go. She needed to dispel her anger and release him. If she didn’t, she was going to pay for it later.

      “Go back to the underworld you came from,” she growled.

      She dropped her magic at the same time as she brought her knee up to his balls with a satisfying squelch. He doubled over in pain. She reared back and punched him in his face. He fell backward with the force of her strike. Her knuckles split, and she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking.

      But there was only one end here: the end where she won.

      She stepped over Bruiser’s body and kicked him in the temple. A perfectly placed shot to knock him out but not kill him.

      The crowd went wild. Cheers and shouts and objects fell from the sky above to litter the Dragon Ring while a man hobbled hastily into the ring and held her arm up.

      “Winner goes to Red!”

      After the fanfare, Kerrigan stumbled out of the fighting ring and into the back room, where typically, a small weasel of a man waited to give her the earnings from the fight.

      That man wasn’t there.

      In his place stood the owner and proprietor of the Wastes and the biggest crime lord in the city of Kinkadia—Dozan Rook.

      “Dozan,” Kerrigan said through gritted teeth.

      She could barely stand. Her nose ached from that last hit. It was definitely broken. Her back was probably already black and blue. Still, she straightened and held her chin up high. She would never let him see that on her.

      “Red,” Dozan said with his cocky smirk.

      “How can I help you?” she drawled lazily.

      “You can take off that ridiculous headband. No one to hide from down here.”

      Kerrigan frowned and tugged the gold headband free, releasing her bright red hair from its trapping and revealing the delicately pointed ears beneath. The ears that revealed her for what she truly was—half-Fae, half-human.

      Full-blooded Fae had sharply pointed ears. And full-blooded Fae was the only right thing to be in Kinkadia.

      Up above, in the city of Kinkadia, half-Fae were persecuted for their heritage. They were looked down on by the High Fae and much of the ruling class. Many believed that half-Fae shouldn’t even exist, especially if they had even a hint of magic. She’d gotten used to hiding her true self. When humans and half-Fae were being beaten in the streets, it was best to remain anonymous.

      It was one of the main reasons that she felt so comfortable in the Wastes. No one in this den of iniquity cared whether a person was human, half-Fae, or Fae. They were all too high, drunk, or broke. Unlike above, where she was ridiculed for being lesser, the Wastes had only ever drawn her in as their own. She fought here, she made friends here, and despite her past business with Dozan, he protected her within this bed of sin.

      “Do you have my winnings?” Kerrigan asked.

      “I do indeed.”

      Dozan slid his hand into the inside of his tailored black suit. The cut accentuated his muscular build. He wore the white shirt with a black vest and jacket, complete with a Wastes red cravat at his neck. His hand was nimble, producing a red velvet bag heavy with gold marks, like the ruthless pickpocket who had taken over the underground.

      “Here you are.” He set the bag in her hand. It held way more than what she should have earned. His almost golden eyes glittered with defiance, as if waiting for her to suggest that it was too much money.

      She did no such thing. She pocketed the bag and ignored the way he ran a hand back through burnished hair that showed more red than brown in the light. Not at all like hers. Not that she would ever admit to paying attention.

      “You should consider working bigger fights,” Dozan said. “Use more than one element.”

      Using only one element in the Dragon Ring kept her safe. She did it to keep a target off her back. Half-Fae and humans were notoriously low with magic use, but not her. She had access to all four elements. And the last thing she wanted was anyone else to know about her elemental prowess.

      “I appreciate the offer, but no.”

      “I could make it worth your while,” he said silkily. His gold eyes practically glowed in the light.

      She swallowed against his infuriating charm.

      “I believe that you would,” Kerrigan said dryly. “But no.”

      He stepped toward her. Close enough that they shared breath. She held her ground, tilting her chin in that defiance he so desired. Dozan only did this to unnerve her, and she refused to play his games. She wasn’t the same young girl who had landed at his feet five years ago. She’d never be that girl again.

      “You know we could practice with your other power,” he all but whispered against her lips.

      Kerrigan narrowed her eyes. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Haven’t had a dream recently, princess?”

      Her body quivered with barely controlled restraint. Her split knuckles ached to ram into his smug face. “I am not a princess.”

      “Come on, Ker,” he breathed softly around the edges of her name. “I find your powers fascinating.”

      “Just because you saved my life five years ago doesn’t mean that I owe you a thing,” she hissed.

      Dozan’s eyes dragged across her face, as if he were waiting for her to change her mind. But she would never change her mind. Twice in the last five years, she’d had visions of the future. She had never heard of anyone in all of Alandria ever possessing such a gift. She would know; she had thoroughly perused the library to be sure. Only children’s books spoke of such a gift, and in every one, the poor fairy-tale child had been hunted down and slain for their sight. She wasn’t stupid enough to think she would be an exception in reality.

      But Dozan had been there that unfortunate night and had never let her forget it.

      “Fine.” Dozan shrugged once, returning to his overly cocky state of being. “What will you do with your winnings?”

      “Same as usual.”

      “Give it all back to me in drinks?”

      “Not the worst way to spend the night.”

      “Not the best,” he said, twirling a lock of her bright red hair around his fingers with a lascivious smile before disappearing up the stairs.
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