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CHAPTER ONE



Memories flash before my eyes. I know that they’re memories because they change too quickly to be real events that are happening right now. And because the same people keep appearing in different settings. The only problem is that I have no idea why I keep seeing these memories. They’re not mine.

In this memory, I’m standing inside a tidy but worn kitchen. There are two other people in there as well. A fae man with blond hair and eyes that are turquoise and silver. And a fae woman with long silver hair the same shade as mine, and eyes that are lavender and yellow in color. The woman appears to be searching for something, and she casts a distracted look at me while pointing towards the cabinet behind me.

“Selena, can you check the top shelf?” she says. “I’m sure I put it here.”

Selena. There is that name again. The name people keep calling me. Both in these memories, and outside of them. It’s a nice name. But it’s not mine. Because my name is…

I frown.

In the memory I’m still watching, I’m turning around and opening the cabinet before reaching towards the top shelf. But in my head, my real head, my mind is churning. Because my name is…

The answer is right there, at the edge of my mind. But I can’t grasp it. It’s like trying to catch smoke with my hands. Every time I reach for it, it slips between my fingers.

It mirrors my struggles in the memory too. Because in it, I am on my tiptoes, reaching for something on the top shelf. Then I slip. I yank my arm down to catch myself on the wooden counter, but instead, I smack my hand into the edge of the dish rack. It flips over, sending the glasses that were drying on it crashing down on the floor. I whirl around and stare down at them.

“I’m sorry,” I hear myself saying.

Because it is my voice. I sound very young, but the voice is distinctly mine. Which is strange, because the memory isn’t.

“I’m so, so sorry,” I say in a choked voice in this strange memory.

Tears are even streaming down my cheeks.

Then I look back up at that fae man and woman from before. They were also looking down at the broken glasses, but now they look up at me in surprise. Then their expressions abruptly start transforming into deep resentment.

“No, no, no, please,” I beg in that young voice. “Please, don’t hate me. I didn’t mean to… Please, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“You always ruin everything!” the fae woman snaps.

In my own mind, I just watch her impassively. I feel like I should feel something while watching this memory. But I don’t.

The kitchen disappears and another memory takes its place. Once again, it doesn’t belong to me. But someone who looks like me is somehow still in it. I know because I catch reflections of myself in a mirror on the wall while I’m trying to defend myself against two attackers inside an elegant bedroom. The two fae men attack me relentlessly.

One of them, a muscular guy, kicks me in the ribs and then in the side of my head, leaving me dazed on the floor. The other one, a slimy-looking fellow with beady eyes, rams a knife into my thigh. Then he raises the blade as if to kill me.

Once again, I feel like I should be terrified. But since this memory has never happened to me, I feel strangely detached as I watch it.

Yet again, the scene around me changes. This time, I’m at the edge of a thorn forest. I’m fighting a fae man who has light magic. He blazes it around me, blinding me. Then he tackles me to the ground and wraps his hands around my throat while he keeps demanding that I hand over some kind of ring to him. After I manage to get him to stop strangling me, he stomps his boot down on my ankle, shattering it. He punches me in the face and then forces my hand down on the ground. I’m still holding that ring when he starts stomping his heel down on my hand.

It’s a horrible memory. But once again, it isn’t mine.

More memories flash before my eyes.

In one of them, I get a collar locked around my throat and my magic sucked out of me before I pass out. In another, I’m watching a black-haired fae woman and a fae man with curly blond hair kneel half-naked, blindfolded, and shackled with iron in the middle of a banquet hall. In the next, I’m crawling on my hands and knees and licking a pair of black boots while people laugh in that same banquet hall.

Then I’m kneeling on the rough stone ground. I’m out on some kind of mountainside and there is an ice palace a short distance away. There are three more people out here. Two dragon shifters with silver wings and one with black wings. The guy with black wings is standing facing away from me, and his massive wings are spread out to his sides.

The man with silver wings draws his arm back and flicks his wrist.

I flinch as a whip cracks against the man’s black wing.

Not the version of me in the memory. The real me. The me in the memory gasps when it happens. But the real me, I flinch.

However, the movement is stopped by the restrains that are trapping me to this chair. Before this barrage of memories began, I was shackled to a chair in some kind of dungeon. I can only see these strange memories, so I have no idea what is happening around me anymore, but I once more yank against the steel that is binding me to this chair as the whip cracks into those black wings again.

Thankfully, the scene ends before the guy’s wings can be whipped further. I don’t even know why that particular memory affected me. I don’t even know who that dragon shifter with black wings is.

The memories keep coming. One after the other. In one, I’m lying on my stomach on a table while some doctor yanks a shard of ice from my spine before telling me that I will never walk again and that I’m also going to freeze to death in a few hours. In another, I’m fighting a massive guy in white fighting leathers one-on-one in the middle of a crowded arena. Then another fae in white fighting leathers is screaming at me that I ruined everything while she tries to kill me inside some kind of strange colorful forest.

Then that dragon shifter with black wings is back again. He is fighting some fae-like being in bronze armor before he ends up on his back on the ground. A boulder is about to slam right down on him, which will definitely kill him. In the memory, I shove some kind of magic at him and then throw myself through a portal. We all end up on the sands of an arena, and when that guy looks at me again, world-ending hatred burns in his golden eyes.

I flinch again. The real me. Not just the me in the memory.

More memories bombard me. That dragon shifter with black wings is telling me that the world would be better off without me, that I ruined everything, that I always ruin everything. In one of them, he almost drops me when we fly to some kind of floating island.

Gritting my teeth, I yank against my restraints again as he says, “It would be so much easier if I just let you fall. Everything would be so much better if you weren’t here. Because you ruin everything. You always ruin everything.”

Then he’s back again in another memory. In this one, he is kneeling on the floor before that female dragon shifter with silver wings. His own black wings are chained together with iron manacles, and he is beaten and bloody.

In the real world, I clench my fists, but I remain trapped in that chair.

The memory continues moving, and the shifter with silver wings suddenly brings out those two fae from the earlier memories. The ones in that kitchen with the broken glasses. I watch as the dragon shifter makes them kneel in front of her before she summons shards of ice that she presses against their throats.

I turn my head because I suddenly don’t want to watch this. But the me in the memory keeps looking at them, so my vision doesn’t change. I suck in a sharp breath and jerk against my restraints as the dragon shifter slits the throats of those two fae. But I can’t hear that short gasp, because in the memory, I am screaming my lungs out.

Abruptly, the memories stop flashing before my eyes.

The sudden change is so disorienting that I have to blink several times and shake my head to try to get my bearings back. Once my mind has caught up with what just happened, I find myself in that dungeon that I was in before all the memories began.

“Draven and your parents,” a voice says from a short distance in front of me. “I figured as much.”

Giving my head one more shake to clear it, I shift my gaze to the source of the voice.

An extraordinarily beautiful fae man is leaning against the closed door of the dungeon. His gorgeous features are somehow sharp and delicate at the same time, almost to the point of looking slightly feminine, and his long dark blue hair has been draped over his shoulders and rests smoothly on the fancy shirt he’s wearing. But despite his beauty, there is a ruthlessness and a distinct air of danger around him. There is no remorse, no hesitation, in his black and silver eyes as he holds my gaze.

“I’m glad it was you,” he says. And it sounds like he truly means it.

I have no idea what he is talking about, but it doesn’t matter, because right now, I need to…

That strange confusion drifts through me again, and I frown as I try to recall what I need to be doing. In fact, what was I even doing before this? How did I end up shackled to a chair here? And where is here?

“This is going to be painful,” that beautiful fae man says. His spiky black crown glints in the faint illumination from the faelight gems as he cocks his head slightly. “Hopefully.”

Then his eyes begin to glow.

Panic pulses through me, and I yank against my restraints again. I need to fight him. I don’t know who he is or why he’s doing this to me, but I know that I need to fight him. Otherwise, he will shove me back into those weird memories that don’t belong to me.

I wiggle furiously, but my forearms are locked to the armrests with thick metal bands, and my legs are similarly trapped against the legs of the chair. Panicked, I try to summon my magic. I know that I have magic. I can feel it inside me. But it doesn’t respond because… Well, because I have no idea how to use it. I frown. Why can’t I remember how to use my own magic?

Yet again, I reach for answers that slip through my fingers right before I can grab them.

The ruthless fae man before me, however, doesn’t seem to have any problems remembering how to use his magic.

Because he just shoves me straight back into those horrible memories that don’t belong to me.
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CHAPTER TWO



Iscream in frustration as the memories start over again for what has to be the three-hundredth time. During that first time, it was a whole bunch of different memories. But now, the bastard who is keeping me prisoner has narrowed it down to three memories. And he keeps forcing me to relive them over and over and over again.

“You know the cost of failure,” says the male dragon shifter with silver wings in the memory. “Don’t you, Draven?”

Draven, the other male dragon shifter on the mountainside, walks a short distance away and turns his back on him before spreading his massive black wings wide.

Draven. The name feels… familiar. But why?

I suck in a sharp breath between my teeth as the cruel shifter begins whipping Draven’s wings. Even though I have seen it happen several hundred times now, my body somehow still recoils every time.

Yanking futilely against my restrains, I dig my fingers into the armrests of the chair that I’m still shackled to. I haven’t seen that beautiful fae man since that short break when he told me that he hoped this would be painful for me, but I’m sure he is enjoying this. Why is he even doing this to me?

Answers drift at the edges of my mind, but as always, they disappear before I can find them.

In the memory, Draven’s wings get worse and worse as the whip tears through the thin membrane. Torn strips of it hang from the bones, and blood drips down on the ground. I try to look away, but the version of me in the memory is still watching, so I am forced to do the same.

I grit my teeth as Draven at last collapses after those other two shifters have left. His eyes are glassy with pain, and his entire body is trembling.

A small noise comes from the back of my throat. Why is this affecting me so much? Why do I care so much about this Draven person?

The memory ends and, as always, the next one starts immediately. I drag in a strained breath as I’m back in that ballroom with the two people who get their throats slit. In the memory, they’re supposed to be my parents, which I know because the version of me in the memory blurts that out. But they’re not my real parents. My parents are…

Yet again, answers dance at the corners of my mind. Just out of reach.

In the real world, a panicked whimper escapes my mouth as I watch the ice shard appear against their throats. Out of all three memories, this is the worst one. I don’t know why, but I just hate this memory.

I yank hard against my shackles as the dragon shifter slits the throats of those two fae. Blood gushes out of the deep cuts, and their bodies hit the floor with sickening thuds. Pools of blood spread out around them, turning the fae woman’s silver hair red. In the memory, a raw and utterly animalistic scream tears from my throat. The sound is so awful that it makes ice crawl down my spine in the real world. I grip the armrests hard as I watch them die for the three-hundredth time.

Then the next memory immediately starts. Draven is about to be crushed by a boulder, I shoot some kind of magic at him, and then throw myself through a portal. When we all appear inside an arena and he turns to look at me, pure hatred flares up in his eyes.

I squirm uncomfortably in my chair. I’m not even sure who Draven is, but for some reason, I really don’t like the way he looks at me in that memory.

Then it starts all over again.

Draven gets his wings whipped to shreds.

Those two fae get their throats slit and die in pools of their own blood.

I shoot some kind of magic at Draven and then he looks at me with undiluted hatred.

And then it begins anew.

Those three memories.

Over and over and over again.

In the beginning, I felt nothing as I watched those memories. But the more I relive them, the more uncomfortable they get. I squirm and wiggle in the chair and yank against the metal bands that keep me trapped as emotions start tugging at my chest. I don’t understand the emotions, but I know that I don’t want to feel them.

The memory of those two fae begins once more. Resentment burns in their eyes as they look at me. Then it transforms into shock and fear when their throats are slit. The cuts are so deep that the ice shards almost decapitate them. They crash down on the ground. Blood spills across the floor and the light dies in their eyes.

A jab of pain hits my chest in the real world. I struggle harder against my shackles.

The memories speed up, changing faster and faster.

Draven almost dies and I slam magic into him and then he looks at me with deep hatred in his eyes.

Pain twists inside my chest again, and I pull furiously against the chair I’m locked to.

Those two fae get their throats slit again.

A panicked whimper escapes my lips as I throw my head from side to side, trying to look at anything other than the terror and shock on their faces as they hit the floor and die, but the memory remains firmly before my eyes.

Draven’s wings are whipped to shreds.

I dig my fingers into the armchair to block out another burst of pain in my chest.

Why is it so painful to watch all of this? I don’t even know these people.

Draven looks at me with hatred.

The two fae die in pools of blood.

Draven’s wings are whipped.

Again and again and again.

Agony starts clawing at my chest. Panicked cries rip from my lungs as I fight desperately against the metal that is keeping me trapped to the chair. I squeeze my eyes shut and throw my head from side to side, but the memories continue mercilessly flashing across my vision.

My chest tightens with a grief and regret so brutal that my lungs cease working when I once again watch those two fae die. Utter desolation hits me like a blow to the gut when Draven looks at me with hatred in his eyes. And deep agony strangles my heart as I watch his wings be whipped to shreds.

The emotions are so raw that I can’t stop a cry of panic from escaping my throat.

And they get worse and worse every time I watch those memories.

The chair trembles underneath me, but it has been bolted to the floor, so it remains firmly in place as I thrash helplessly while those soul-shattering emotions claw through my chest like vicious beasts.

My mind is screaming at me. How can I possibly feel this way? This grief and regret and agony is too deep, too raw, not to be real. But where is it coming from?

Answers float just out of reach. I desperately try to catch them before they float away, but they disappear like smoke.

Draven looks at me with hatred.

The two fae die in pools of blood.

Draven’s wings are whipped.

In the real world, I scream and fight futilely as the emotions inside me reach brutal levels. It feels as if demons are tearing my chest apart with their claws.

But no matter what I do, the memories won’t stop coming.

I gasp in strangled breaths as tidal waves of grief and regret crash over me while burning talons try to claw my heart out.

Draven turns around and looks at me with hatred again.

A cry rips from my lips.

The ice shards slit the throats of those two fae.

Tears stream down my face.

The two fae hit the ground with a thud. Terror and shock still line their faces as they stare at me while blood spreads across the floor, turning silver hair red.

If I could move my arms, I would try to grip my chest. I feel like my heart is going to give out.

The light dies in the eyes of those two fae. Eyes that used to look at me with only resentment.

Why did they look at me with only resentment?

Something about broken glasses.

Something—

Draven’s wings are whipped to shreds.

I scream again. No one is allowed to hurt him like that! No one.

Why can no one hurt him? Who is he to me?

Draven looks at me with hatred.

Why did he suddenly start to hate me? Why do I care that he hates me?

The two fae look at me with resentment from across the empty ballroom as they are forced to their knees. Ice appears at their throats.

I thrash wildly in my chair while my mind screams at me. No, no, no, no! I can’t watch this again. I’m going to die. I can’t bear it. I can’t⁠—

Their throats are slit.

A scream of raw agony tears from my throat, my real throat, and echoes the scream from the memory. Those claws of emotion rip my chest open and crush my torn heart.

And my mind shatters.

It feels as if there were glass walls around my mind, circling it and keeping everything outside those barriers, which suddenly explode.

Memories crash into me like violent blows.

My parents.

My mate.

Me.

Grief and regret and agony and despair flood my every nerve in a vicious onslaught as I finally remember who all the people in these memories are and what they mean to me. And who I am.

But the memories don’t stop.

Jessina slits my parents’ throats.

Emperor Bane whips Draven’s wings.

I force a wildfire of hatred into Draven’s chest to save his life.

Over and over again, those memories continue flashing before my eyes.

“Orion!” I scream.

Blind panic crackles through my entire body. I can’t take one more second of this. I’m going to die. Oh Goddess, I am going to die.

“Stop!” Desperate sobs rip from my lips as I choke out the word. “I remember. Orion, please. I remember.”

Those horrible memories at last stop flashing before my eyes.

I gasp in a breath but nothing makes it past my throat. It feels as if there is a boulder crushing my chest. Blinking desperately, I try to get my eyes to focus on the real world around me.

A prison cell becomes visible, and now that all my memories are back, I recognize it as the dungeon underneath Orion’s castle. The same one that we locked Bane inside when we managed to kidnap him briefly. Before we had to trade him back for Draven, and Jessina killed my⁠—

Agony stabs into me, as if someone had shoved a burning spear right through my chest. I once more try to drag in a breath, but I can’t make my lungs work.

Orion suddenly appears before me. Tears still cling to my eyelashes, so his face is blurry before mine when he bends down and efficiently unlocks the metal bonds that are keeping me trapped to the chair.

The moment they’re gone, I shove myself out of the chair so that I can straighten and hopefully breathe better. But my knees immediately buckle.

I crash down on the hard stone ground with a thud, but I can’t feel the pain. In fact, I can barely even feel my body at all.

Gasping desperately, I try to drag air back into my lungs while grief strangles my throat and regret crushes my chest. It doesn’t work. Panicked whimpers spill from my lips as I curl up on the floor while tears continue streaming down my cheeks.

Orion just walks out the door without a word.

Broken sobs rip from my throat. Gripping the leather across my chest, I clench my fist in an effort to stop the agony in my heart. My entire chest aches so badly that I wish someone would kill me just so that I can escape this feeling. The grief and regret from my parents’ death alone is crushing me. It’s so heavy that I don’t think I will ever be able to pick myself up from this floor.

The memory of Jessina slitting their throats, which I have now watched hundreds of times in vivid detail, continues flashing before my eyes even when I squeeze them shut.

I can’t feel the stone floor. I can’t even feel my own body. All I can feel is pain.

Panicked, I suddenly realize that Draven must be able to feel this through our mate bond as well. And that is the last thing I want.

After our bond was shattered and then reforged, I realized that I can choose when I want him to feel what I feel. And right now, I really don’t. I don’t want him to hurt the way I do. I never want him to feel pain ever again. So I stop the flow of emotions through our mate bond completely while agony continues tearing at my chest like wolves.

A thud sounds from right next to me. As if something heavy just hit the floor.

Forcing my eyes open, I stare at the person who is now lying on the floor a few steps from me. It’s a fae man. He’s shackled and gagged, and he is struggling furiously while glaring up at someone.

“This guy raped and murdered his neighbor yesterday,” Orion Nightbane says from above us while pointing at the shackled man.

I don’t even ask permission.

Reaching for my magic, I summon a bone white flame of fear and slam it right into the guy’s chest.

Pleasure immediately floods my entire body.

At long last, I gasp in a full breath as my lungs stop constricting. A sob escapes my lips.

Pouring my magic into the guy, I breathe in that intoxicating feeling that I get whenever I create an emotion out of nothing. It’s like being wrapped in a warm, comforting hug or floating on a perfectly soft cloud. It makes me feel as if everything is going to be okay. As if I am going to be okay.

I keep increasing the guy’s fear in order to prolong that sense of sparkling pleasure inside me. But when it reaches such high levels that his mind is about to shatter, I’m forced to release my magic.

Crushing regret and searing agony immediately crash over me again.

Panicked, I summon a black flame of despair and slam it into the guy’s chest.

Pleasure once more floods my system. I suck in a shuddering breath of relief.

Still lying on the floor, I keep pouring my magic into that black flame of despair until I feel better again. Then I release my magic.

And then immediately summon another emotion.

I slam emotion after emotion into the guy’s chest until he is shaking and thrashing on the floor. But I don’t care. I need this. I need to feel this comforting pleasure. Without it, I won’t survive.

Calling up yet another emotion, I shove it into his chest.

His heart gives out.

My magic abruptly disconnects as he dies. I panic, whipping my gaze around for someone else to use it on.

Orion is leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest as he watches me with an impassive expression on his face.

I’m half a second away from slamming my magic into him when I finally manage to rein myself in. I can’t. It’s Orion. If I create an emotion in his chest, I won’t be able to remove it.

But you need it, my mind whispers.

Gritting my teeth, I try to block out that treacherous voice and the terrible craving inside me that insists I just need to feel that pleasure one more time. Then I’m done. Then I’ll be fine.

With great effort, I manage to resist that overwhelming urge.

Dragging in a breath, I push myself up to my knees. My head spins, and I have to brace my palms on the floor and press my forehead against the cool stone ground for a few seconds to compose myself. Grief and regret still pulse inside me like a second heart, mingling with the awful craving that now thrums there as well.

“I knew you’d be grateful, but prostrating yourself like this before me?” Orion says, and I can practically hear the smirk in his voice. “My, my, Selena. Keep this up and I might actually start to like you a little.”

I snap my head up.

Orion is still leaning nonchalantly against the wall, his black and silver eyes glinting in the dim light as he watches me.

Cold dread washes over me. Orion. Oh Goddess, he saw. He saw me use my magic on this man over and over again like a fucking addict. What if he tells the others? Then they’ll start to see me as a liability. I don’t want them to think that I’m the weak link. I refuse to be the weak link.

“We probably shouldn’t tell the others about this,” I blurt out.

Orion tilts his head to the side for a few seconds, as if considering. Then he says, “I agree. If Draven finds out what I subjected you to, or at least the true extent of it, he’s going to try to kill me. And I would hate to have to kill him now that Haldia has finally finished healing him.”

A jolt shoots through me. Healing him? From what?

Goddess above, the battle! The Icehearts tricked us into breaking the wards on the Green Clan’s archives and then sent both Diana and Kander to take us out. I shoved Isera out of the way, but Kander’s attack hit me instead and wiped my memories. And Draven…

Ice spreads through my veins. Draven, Galen, and Lyra were fighting an entire host of silver dragons while Diana and her Purple Clan were hesitating on the ground.

“What happened?” I press out, my frantic eyes on Orion.

“Diana and her people finally decided to help,” he replies. “But they were still outnumbered, and all of them were wounded quite badly while they bought time for Grey to open the portal.”

“Are they…” I swallow. “Are they okay?”

“Yes. They’re sleeping right now, and have been since we got here.”

Here. The Unseelie Court. Worry snakes through my chest as I remember something else that was revealed in that forest outside Frostfell. That Isera has been lying all this time and is in fact not a descendant of the Seelie Queen. Which means that her bargain with Orion is based on a lie, and he therefore doesn’t have to help us anymore.

I lick my lips nervously but don’t dare to bring that up. Instead, I finally struggle to my feet.

Orion watches me with eyes I can’t read as I at last straighten on the floor.

“It’s a good thing that it was you who was hit by Kander von Graf’s attack,” he says.

Hurt flickers through me, but in my already aching chest, I can barely feel it. “Because I’m the least important one?”

“No, because you have the most traumatic memories that involve people you care about.”

I blink in surprise.

“Painful memories alone would never have worked,” he explains. “It’s only because your incredibly traumatic and graphic memories involve people you truly love that I could make the pain so overwhelming that your mind was forced to remember who those people are, which in turn made you remember who you are.”

“Oh.”

He shrugs and then flicks a glance down at the now dead criminal on the ground. “And we’re also lucky that it was you because you are the only one of us who would be able to snap out of the pain and desolation that my magic plunges you into when it’s used to this brutal extent. Creating emotions from nothing floods your body with euphoric pleasure.”

My heart jerks.

“Oh don’t look so shocked.” He gives me a pointed stare. “Jocasta might be your emotion magic teacher, but she is my subject. Remember? And she is the leader of the Black Faction. I’ve had dealings with her a number of times over the decades.” He flicks another look at the dead rapist. “Why do you think I brought him for you to use?”

I clear my throat. “I, uhm…”

“My point is that out of all of us, you are the only one who can use your magic as a lifeline to claw your way out of despair and return to normal. That’s why it’s a good thing that it was you.”

Return to normal. Right.

My chest feels like it has caved in from the grief and regret that is still crushing me. When I look down at myself, I half expect to find my chest torn open and bloody flesh hanging down around the hole where my heart should be. And that terrible hunger to use my magic again is burning inside me, craving that addictive pleasure that will drown out all those awful emotions that now thrum inside my aching chest.

But sure. I’ve returned to normal.

That is what I will let him believe, at least. That is what I will let them all believe. At least until I can make it true. Until I have actually returned to normal.

Because I refuse to be the weak link.
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CHAPTER THREE



Worry twists inside my body like thorny vines as I follow the Unseelie King to the room where Draven and the other dragon shifters are sleeping after being healed by Haldia. Orion said that they were wounded severely while buying Grey time to open the portal. My own memories of that chaotic battle are all messed up due to Kander’s magic, so I don’t know how bad it was.

My heart beats hard in my chest as we draw closer to the door, and I have to flex my hand repeatedly to try to keep my mind on track. That intense worry for Draven is mingling with the now overwhelming grief from watching my parents die several hundred times over the past twelve hours and the crushing regret that I will never know if they loved me. Seeing them look at me with resentment right before they died several hundred times has turned that regret into poison that now seeps through my veins all the time.

As Orion and I walk along the pale stone corridor, I desperately cast my gaze around in search of someone that I can use my magic on. But only rich blue carpets and beautiful paintings of northern lights stare back at me. Flexing my hand again, I try to swallow down the desperate need for relief that using my magic would give me.

“I said, get out of my way!” Draven’s voice booms from the room at the end of the corridor. “I need to see her.”

“I know, but that healer girl also said to take it easy,” Alistair replies. “And you were dripping blood all over the damn floor when we carried you in here.”

My heart clenches.

“Sounds like they’re awake,” Orion comments as we close the final distance to the door. “Though I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me.” He slides me a look from the corner of his eye. “It took me longer to break you than I thought.”

“I’m healed now,” Draven growls back at Alistair. “Azaroth’s flame⁠—”

“Ryat,” Isera interrupts. “She’s with Orion. He’s trying to help her.”

“The… extent of what I did to you stays between us,” Orion tells me in a low voice as we reach the door. “Agreed?”

I nod. “Agreed.”

“And you trust him?” Draven replies to Isera. “After he found out that you lied to him, he⁠—”

Orion yanks the door open and saunters inside. “Well, speak of the handsome king and he shall appear.”

Everyone whirls towards the door. They’re all there. Galen is sitting up in a bed by the window. His blond hair is mussed and his violet eyes are filled with worry as he glances between Draven and the door. In the bed opposite his, Lyra is halfway to her feet, looking groggy but otherwise unharmed.

There are two more beds in the room. One is occupied by Diana Artemesia, the leader of the Purple Dragon Clan. The other is currently empty, the rumpled sheets hanging halfway to the floor as if they were thrown off in a hurry.

Isera is leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, and Alistair is standing in front of the final person close to that empty bed. My eyes go straight to that person.

Draven.

The agony of watching him be tortured and seeing him look at me with pure hatred in an endless loop for over twelve hours hits me all over again when I see him standing there. A choked sob rips from my chest, and I dart around Orion as I sprint into the room and crash straight into Draven’s chest.

He wraps his arms around me tightly, even as the force of my body makes him stagger back and sit down on the bed again. I curl up in his lap, pressing myself tighter into his embrace, and hug him so hard that any other person would have winced.

Draven just strokes my hair and murmurs, “You’re okay. You’re okay.”

My heart breaks all over again, and tears flow down my cheeks, making his soft black shirt wet. Pressing myself harder against him, I cry into his chest. Because I’m not okay. I’m really, really not okay. But I can’t tell him that.

While holding me protectively, Draven raises his head and demands, “What the fuck did you do to her? If you hurt her, I will fucking kill you.”

“Interesting threat from someone who has spent the past month or so doing nothing but hurt her,” Orion snipes back. “Have you forgotten all the cruel things you said and did to her these past few weeks?”

Draven flinches.

Snapping my head up, I lock hard eyes on Orion. “Don’t you dare imply that he did any of that willingly. My magic forcibly changed his entire personality. Can you even imagine what it was like for him? He was forced to be unbelievably cruel to his own fated mate while deep down his soul was screaming in pain at what he was doing, but he also couldn’t stop because my magic was forcing him to continue doing it even though it was tearing him apart from the inside.” My eyes are serious as I hold Orion’s gaze. “It was as awful for him as it was for me.”

Orion opens his mouth, but he seems to understand, because he just slowly closes it again and tilts his head in a small nod of acknowledgement.

“And you,” I continue, looking up at Draven. “Please don’t threaten Orion. All he did was to help me.”

Hesitation blows across Draven’s features, and he lowers his voice as he asks, “Then why are you crying?”

“I was just so worried about you.” Resting my cheek against his chest, I listen to the steady beat of his heart while hating myself for lying to him. But I can’t tell him the true extent of what Orion did to me. For all of our sakes. “Orion said that you got seriously hurt. And I was just so worried.”

Some of the tension goes out of Draven’s shoulders, and he strokes my hair again while bending down to kiss the top of my head. “I’m okay. I promise.”

I can’t stop another small sob from escaping my lips. Keeping my eyes closed, I just remain like that, curled up on Draven’s lap with his strong arms around me and his calming scent of night mist and embers filling my lungs with every breath. I don’t even care that there are seven other people in this room right now, watching me break down and cry like this. When he holds me like this, it makes me feel as if everything is going to be okay. And I really need to feel that right now.

“She’s back to normal?” Isera asks from the other side of the room. “You were able to break von Graf’s memory magic with your own?”

“I did indeed. As promised,” Orion replies, sounding smug. “After all, I am very good at what I do.”

“So you can do that to us too, then?” Alistair asks. “If the same thing happens to us?”

There is a slight pause. I just keep my arms around Draven, breathing him in, while I try to force my heart to stop pounding and my mind to clear.

“No,” Orion admits slowly. “Selena is… uniquely suited for the kind of technique I used. I would not be able to replicate it on the rest of you.”

Alistair curses softly under his breath.

Silence descends on the room. I don’t want to leave Draven’s embrace, because then the real world will rush back in. And so will the pain and regret and the terrible, terrible craving for magic. But I force myself to pull my arms back and climb off his lap.

He reluctantly lets me go. However, before I can take a step back, he cups my cheeks and gives me an achingly gentle kiss.

“Are you okay?” he whispers against my lips, so softly that only I can hear.

With my forehead still resting on his, I nod. Because I don’t trust myself to speak right now. He would hear the lies in my voice.

“We still need to talk about what happened while I had that flame of hatred in my chest,” he whispers, and I can hear the pain in his voice at the reminder of what he did.

“I know,” I breathe back. “And we will. When all this is over.”

“So, what now?” Diana asks into the oppressive silence.

Pulling back from Draven, I straighten fully on the floor. His fingers trail down my arm as I take a step back. Running my gaze up and down his body, I quickly scan him for injuries. When I first barreled through the door, I was just so focused on holding him that I barely took in his appearance. I do now.

Relief washes through me when I find no visible injuries. He’s wearing a black shirt and a pair of soft dark pants rather than his armor, and his black hair is slightly messy. Though that might be more my fault than anything else. No traces of any wounds. Whatever Haldia did to heal him, she did well.

While shoving down the pain and regret and terrible cravings that still wreak havoc inside me, I force a smile to my lips. Then I turn to look at the rest of the room so that Draven won’t be able to see through my façade.

My eyebrows shoot up as I sweep my gaze through the rest of the room. “Where is Lavendera?”

“Not here,” Isera replies from where she is still leaning against the wall. As always, there is an unreadable expression on her face, but her gaze keeps shifting to Orion every few seconds. “The Dryad Queen took her back to their realm.”

“What? But they promised that they would help!”

“She said they’re coming back,” Alistair interjects with a shrug. “And we couldn’t exactly stop her. Since, you know, she’s a tree and all that.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Diana repeats. Suspicion shines in her green eyes as she shifts her gaze from face to face before finally settling on Draven. “I picked a side in this war by helping you fight the Silver Clan back there, Shadow of Death. And they have Kander under their thumb now.” With her eyes still on Draven, she nods towards Orion. “And the Unseelie King here just said that he won’t be able to break us out of it if we’re hit by that memory magic. So, how do we stop the Icehearts from forcing Kander to wipe our memories?”

“We find the Gold Clan,” I reply before Draven can even open his mouth.

I still remember the utter exhaustion on his face when I found him in that empty room in the Golden Palace where he let his composed mask slip. Still remember the edge in his voice when he told me that it’s fucking exhausting to always have to be the one who is responsible for everything and everyone. I will not let him feel like that again. He deserves someone who helps him carry that weight.

“They have shield magic and can put up wards,” I continue, looking from face to face. “So if we can get them on our side, they can use their magic to protect us from all kinds of attacks. Kander’s memory magic included.”

“Yeah, but how do we find the Gold Clan?” Alistair asks while arching a pale eyebrow at me. “We still have no idea where they are. They could⁠—”

Lyra gasps. Throwing the final sheets off her legs, she leaps fully to her feet. Her wavy brown hair flutters around her shoulders as she whips her head from side to side, and her orange eyes are wide as she meets our gazes. “The Icehearts have the Green Clan!”

“Uhm, yeah, Lyra,” Galen replies from the bed opposite her. There’s a frown on his face as he looks at her. “That’s what we were just talking about.”

“No, you don’t understand.” She shakes her head frantically. “The archives. Azaroth’s flame, we thought they wanted the Gold Clan so that they could get the Green Clan. But it’s the other way around. They wanted the Green Clan and their archives so that they can find the Gold Clan!”

“Oh shit,” Alistair says, very eloquently summarizing what we’re all feeling.

Draven massages his brow and mutters, “Fuck.” Then he stands up as well and rolls his shoulders back. And within seconds, the Commander of the Dread Legion is standing there, exuding power and control. “Alright, we need to get to the Gold Clan first.”

“How?” Diana demands. “We still don’t know where they are.”

“So we do what everyone does when they don’t know where they’re going but don’t want to admit that,” I say.

They all turn to look at me in silent question.

I frown at them in confusion, because I thought the answer to that would be obvious, but I explain anyway. “We follow someone who does.”

“Sneaky.” Lyra grins. “I like it.”

Draven lets out a low chuckle. “Alright, let’s do it. Bane and Jessina know where the Gold Clan is, or they will soon at least, so we just follow them there and then steal the Gold Clan first.” He shifts his gaze to Diana. “That plan enough for you?”

She tilts her head to the side as if considering but then finally nods.

“Good.” Draven looks to Orion. “Where’s my armor?”

“In the room I allowed you to stay in last time,” the Unseelie King replies.

Draven dips his chin in acknowledgement and then starts towards the door. But he only makes it two steps before someone else speaks up.

“So,” Isera begins. Still leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, she slides her gaze to Orion. “Does this mean that you’re still with us?”

“Even though you lied and trapped me in a fake bargain?” he finishes for her, his black and silver eyes sharp.

Isera says nothing. Only continues watching him in silence.

Tension crackles like lightning in the otherwise bright and airy room. Everyone else is frozen on the floor, watching the two of them as they stare each other down.

“Perhaps,” Orion finally replies, but he draws out the word, making it sound like the answer depends on what he gets in return.

Isera clenches her jaw for a few seconds. It looks like she has to force her next words out of her mouth. “What do you want?”

A slow smirk curves Orion’s lips as he lets the silence stretch, and his eyes glint dangerously as he keeps them locked on Isera. “I want you to say please. I want you to admit that you cannot do this without me.”

“Please, Orion, we—” I begin, but he immediately cuts me off.

“No. Not you.” His eyes remain fixed on Isera. “Her.”

By the wall, Isera draws in a highly controlled breath. Lightning flickers in her blue and silver eyes as she holds his gaze. He just stares right back at her, daring her to do it.

A low growl comes from her chest. Then she opens her mouth.

“Not from over there,” Orion says before the first word can leave her lips. “I want you to look me in the eye properly.”

Grinding her teeth, she glares at him while a muscle flickers in her jaw. But Orion doesn’t back down. Instead, he raises his hand and curls a commanding finger at her. She lets out a soft snarl.

With jerky movements, she pushes off from the wall and stalks across the floor until she is standing right in front of him. Since he is taller than her, she has to crane her neck to make eye contact with him, which is no doubt what he wanted. She draws in another controlled breath.

“Please, Orion,” she forces out. “We can’t do this without you.”

The smirk on his face turns positively villainous. “Perfect.”

“So you’re with us?”

“Of course I am.” His eyes gleam in the bright sunlight that falls in through the windows. “If the Icehearts are going after the Gold Clan, my court is in danger too. And the best way to protect it is by helping you succeed in your mission to get them first.”

She clenches her jaw before grinding out, “So you were always planning to help?”

“Naturally.” He cups her cheek and draws his thumb over her bottom lip. “I just wanted to hear you say please.”

Alarm flits across her face, and she slaps his hand away. Grabbing him by the collar, she yanks his face down to hers and growls, “You son of a… If you ever pull a stunt like that again, I will strangle you.”

Instead of trying to push her away or remove her hand from his collar, he does the opposite. He leans down even closer and slants his lips over hers. “You’re so cute when you threaten me, little viper.”

She jerks back, immediately releasing his collar and retreating a couple of steps. Orion lets out a smug chuckle. Then seriousness descends on his features again as he straightens and sweeps commanding eyes over the rest of us.

“But make no mistake,” he begins, his voice now hard and full of authority. “I am no longer bound by any bargain. I will help you only because it serves my own goals of protecting my court, and I can walk away at any time.”

For a few seconds, we all just look back at him.

Then Draven tilts his head in a half nod. “Understood.”

“Good. I’ll send for my spy in Frostfell. She might know what the Icehearts are up to.” He shifts his gaze to Galen and Lyra. “My people put your armor in your old rooms as well while Haldia was healing you. I trust you know the way.”

They incline their heads in thanks.

“Alright, we meet back in Orion’s throne room in ten minutes,” Draven says, his voice pulsing with command. “We’re already more than half a day behind. If Bane and Jessina have already left Frostfell, we’re screwed.”

Clothes rustle and feet thud as we all scramble out the door to grab armor and something quick to eat. Draven is right, it will be a race against time to catch up to the Icehearts before they can find the clan that might give us our one chance of winning this war.

My pulse thrums in my ears as I sprint down the corridor.

Please, Mabona, don’t let it be too late.
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CHAPTER FOUR



Aportal rises from the pale stone floor in the middle of the high-ceilinged hall right as I jog into Orion’s throne room. My feet thud against the royal blue carpet that leads towards the imposing black throne ahead. All around me, light falls in through the tall windows that run the length of the room, illuminating the vibrant vines with flowers in shades of violet, dark blue, and silver that climb up the stone pillars. And above, the breathtaking night sky with glittering stars and northern lights in green and purple that has been painted across the entire ceiling watches me impassively as I run through the beautiful room.

The Unseelie King himself is already there, standing a few steps in front of the glittering blue portal. And so is Isera, Alistair, and Diana. I flick a quick glance at Grey, who is opening the portal, while I hurry over to join the others.

The moment the portal is fully open, a fae woman steps through. Nysara, Orion’s spy in Frostfell, is not wearing her dragon shifter glamour today. Instead, she looks like herself. A fae with long black hair and eyes that are a mix of yellow and violet. However, there is no cat-like smirk on her lips and no cocky tilt of her chin as she enters the throne room. Quite the opposite.

As soon as Nysara sees Orion, she gets down on her knees before his feet and bows her head almost all the way to the floor. “My king.”

A short distance from them, Isera rolls her eyes.

Orion flashes her a smirk. “Just you wait, little viper. You will willingly kneel before me soon enough as well.”

She scoffs in reply.

Nysara, who is apparently pretending not to have heard their short exchange, simply continues by saying in a reverent voice, “It is an honor to be recalled to the Unseelie Court. It has been… long.”

“Continue to serve me as flawlessly as you have, and I might allow you to return permanently,” Orion replies.

She snaps her head up, shock and a fragile hint of hope pulsing on her beautiful features. However, before she can say anything, three people stride in through the open doorway.

Draven, Lyra, and Galen, now wearing their black dragon scale armor again, quickly close the distance to us. Drawing his eyebrows down in a slight frown, Draven flicks his gaze from the kneeling Nysara to the Unseelie King standing before her.

“Do we have a location?” Draven asks.

“I was just getting to that part,” Orion replies.

“He just had to finish satisfying his need for power plays first,” Isera adds while shooting him a knowing look from the corner of her eye.

His eyes glint as he narrows them at her. “Careful with that tongue, little viper.”

“Seriously?” Draven demands before she can retort. Exasperation lines his face as he shakes his head at the Unseelie King. “Right now? We don’t have time for this.”

Orion shifts his gaze back to Draven. “I know that you’re just a brooding beast with no sense of style or etiquette, but in normal societies, it is customary to greet each other properly before the conversation begins.”

“And this is a proper greeting?” Draven demands while stabbing a hand to indicate Nysara where she is still kneeling before Orion’s feet.

“It is indeed.” Orion flicks his long dark blue hair back behind his shoulder. “In fact, I expect you all to greet me in this manner from now on.”

Half of the room groans.

Draven shoots him an annoyed look of disbelief before simply demanding, “The location?”

For a moment, it looks like Orion might retort. Or smirk. But in the end, he just shifts his gaze back to Nysara. “Where are the Icehearts right now?”

“In the Ice Palace,” she replies without hesitation. “But based on the movement of people up there, it looked like they’re about to leave.”

A ripple goes through the room as we all fix our attention on the Unseelie spy. My heart starts beating faster. Jessina and Bane must have already gone through the Green Clan’s archives and found out what happened to the Gold Clan. Or maybe Kander already knew and simply just told them. After all, as long as the Icehearts can destroy his archives, he will do whatever they want.

“To go where?” Orion presses, his sharp eyes still locked on Nysara.

Dread flits across her face for a second, and she licks her lips before admitting, “I don’t know.”

“Fuck,” Draven growls. Then he draws himself up to his full height and sweeps his gaze over all of us. “Alright, we need to find out where⁠—”

“Draven,” Galen interrupts, a hint of worry in his tone. “We need our allies. Now that the dragon steel is no longer in play, we need to get Tanaka and the Orange Clan on our side. Her healing magic is much stronger than Haldia’s, and Haldia refuses to even go outside the wards, let alone participate in battle, so Tanaka’s magic will be crucial for our clan to survive this war.”

“He’s right,” Lyra adds. “We also need the other clans. Even if we somehow manage to get the Gold Clan, we can’t win a war if it’s just our clan and hers.” She nods towards Diana. “The Icehearts have their whole clan, and with their ice flames, they’re way more dangerous in battle than all of us. Plus they also have Gremar Fireclaw and his Red Clan, and the White Clan has been so thoroughly subjugated that they would never dare to go against the Silver Clan. Not to mention that they also have Kander and the Green Clan doing their bidding now.”

Diana tilts her head in a half nod. “She’s got a point, Shadow of Death. They both do. I can’t risk my clan in a battle if our two clans are the only ones fighting it.”

A long sigh escapes Draven’s chest, and he tilts his head back and rakes a hand through his hair before meeting all of our gazes again. “Alright, we’re going to have to split up then. Galen, you said that you were able to convince the Blue Clan to stand with us earlier?”

He nods in confirmation.

“I need you to fly there and hold them to that promise now,” Draven says. Then he shifts his gaze to Lyra and Alistair. “Lyra, Rin has always had a soft spot for you. I need you to fly to her floating isles and explain everything that has happened and get her on our side. Take Alistair with you so that he can remove the dragon steel from her as well now that it’s inactive.”

Lyra gives him a cheerful salute and then turns to beam at Alistair, who looks like he doesn’t know whether to grin back or be terrified.

“And Diana,” Draven continues, meeting her gaze. “I know that I have no right to give orders to another clan leader, but if anyone can convince the Brown Clan to side with us, it’s you. Everyone knows that you don’t trust easily, so if they see that you’re with us, they might join us as well even though we don’t have the Green Clan. Would you be willing to fly there and try?”

For a few seconds, she just looks back at him in silence. Then a small and very knowing smile tugs at her lips. “I never thought I’d see the day when Draven Ryat admitted that he can’t just order everyone around. If you had tried, I would’ve said no. But you didn’t. You asked nicely. And because of that, I will do as you say.”

A slight smile ghosts across his lips too as he inclines his head in acknowledgement. “Good. The rest of us will handle the Gold Clan situation.”

“Then let’s get to it,” Orion adds with an impatient look. “The Icehearts might have already left at this point.”

“You’re the one who was just wasting time on proper greetings,” I point out.

He shoots me a very unkinglike scowl in reply.

Draven just ignores him and instead sweeps his gaze over the three dragon shifters around him. “Fly fast. The war has already started.”

They nod.

So do we.

Then we dart through the portal and into Nysara’s house back in Frostfell.

The moment we’re through, Grey closes the portal behind us. No doubt so that he can open a new one that will take Galen and the others outside the wards of the Unseelie Court where they will be able to shift into dragons and quickly fly away to complete their missions.

I turn towards my companions as we all find ourselves inside Nysara’s living room. “We should split up. We need to interrogate as many people as possible. So if we head to different⁠—”

“No!” Nysara interrupts, her voice surprisingly forceful.

Drawing back a little, I turn to stare at her in confusion.

She casts a hesitant glance at Orion and lowers her voice slightly as she explains. “My king, it has been less than a day since you all made this entire city think that a host of dragon clans were heading here to destroy it. The city is still in chaos. There are silver clan soldiers everywhere, trying to restore order. If you go out there now, you three will be immediately recognized as fae. And you,” she looks to Draven, “are the Shadow of Death. Everyone knows what you look like.”

“So glamour us to look like silver clan soldiers,” I say.

“It’s too inefficient.” There is annoyance in her words when they’re directed at me. Then her tone becomes respectful, almost pleading, as she looks to Orion again. “I am very good at my job, and I would do anything for you, my king.”

By the wall, Isera rolls her eyes again.

“So if you want me to find out where they’re going, I will,” Nysara continues, her gaze still solely on Orion. “And I will do so very quickly. So please, just give me a chance to prove it.”

The desperation in her voice surprises me. I’m not sure what the story is with Nysara, but based on her and Orion’s conversation in his throne room, I get the feeling that she might have been sent here as punishment for something. It sounded like she wants to go home to the Unseelie Court, but that she is not allowed to.

The Unseelie King holds her gaze for a second and then gives her a nod. “Go.”

Relief floods her features. “Thank you, my king.”

Her dress flutters around her as she whirls around and hurries towards the door. Before she has even left the dining room, her hair has already become blond and her ears round as she glamours herself to look like the dragon shifter she pretends to be while living in Frostfell.

The front door shuts behind her with a click.

In the living room, the rest of us… pace.

Tension crackles in the air around us as Draven, Isera, Orion, and I pace back and forth across the smooth floor. I hate waiting for someone else. It’s one of the most frustrating feelings. Just standing here uselessly, doing nothing, while someone else is out there doing what I could be doing as well.

The minutes drag on until I feel like I’m about to crawl up the walls. That terrible restlessness mixes with the already thrumming storm of emotions in my chest. Flexing my hand, I try to suppress the urge to use my magic so that I can feel better. I shouldn’t be using it unless I have to. Every time I do, it gets harder to stop and the new cravings get worse and worse.

A clock above the mantlepiece ticks loudly into the silence. I cast a glance at it while trying to swallow down that urge to create an emotion from nothing. It has been a while now since Nysara left. Grey is opening portals every five minutes to check if we’re ready to go back. Part of me wants to just wait in the Unseelie Court instead. But that somehow feels even worse. At least here, I will be able to see from the windows if two huge silver dragons take flight from the Ice Palace before we can figure out where they’re going.

I shift my gaze back to the window again. Morning sunlight falls in through it, illuminating the dark wooden dining room table that Nysara and I sat at the night when she shattered my whole worldview and told me the truth about this world. Even the same crystal decanter of wine is still waiting there on a silver tray on the table. I draw in another long breath, trying to force my heart to stop beating so fast.

My gaze lingers on the house next to Nysara’s. Maybe I could create an emotion, just a small one, and put it inside one of her neighbors. Just for a few moments. Just to help me get my head back on straight. It wouldn’t even⁠—

Loud knocking comes from the back door.

“Nysara!” a male voice yells.

I whip around and suck in a sharp breath.

Oh shit.
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CHAPTER FIVE



More hard knocks come from the door. They’re so loud that they echo from the back door, all the way through the corridor, and into the dining room we’re still hiding inside.

“Nysara!” that male voice calls again. “Are you there?”

Alarm shoots up my spine when I realize that I recognize the voice. It belongs to the dragon shifter who interrupted me and Nysara the first time I was here. Karleus. Her neighbor, who is very much in love with her, who was about to break the door down last time she didn’t reply, and who will definitely not just give up and go home.

Oh Goddess, I need to make him leave before he draws too much attention to this house. To us.

Isera opens her mouth to say something. But right before she can, Orion lurches forward and slaps a hand over her mouth. Lightning flashes in her eyes, but Orion just snaps commanding eyes to me and shoots me a pointed look.

I leap into motion.

And a sickening sense of relief washes through me, because now I have a legitimate excuse to use my magic.

My eyes start glowing as I shove my magic towards the yellow-green spark of suspicion in his chest. Just as I suspected, I find it burning in there after he didn’t get a response from Nysara. I start by lowering that into the tiniest of flickers.

The knocks grow less insistent, but he still calls, “Nysara?”

Releasing the grip on his suspicion, I instead envision creating a large gray flame of boredom. After making sure that Draven still can’t feel any of my emotions through our mate bond, I shove my magic across the house and slam it into Karleus’s chest.

Pleasure immediately floods my body, and I have to bite my lip to stifle a moan. Warmth and comfort fill me as I continue to increase that flame of boredom in his chest. Suddenly, I feel like I can breathe properly again. All of the regret and grief and pain just melt away until they’re a distant memory. I’m okay. Everything will be okay.

“Good job,” Draven says.

My heart jerks.

Scrambling to pull my focus back to the present, I realize that the knocks have stopped and Karleus is no longer calling out to Nysara. It worked. He left. So now, I can release the magic.

I get ready to cut off the flow of it. Pleasure is still flowing into me, embracing me like a warm hug. I flex my hand, bracing myself for when it disappears. Just one more second. One more.

To my right, Isera slaps Orion’s hand away from her mouth and summons a shard of ice.

Gritting my teeth, I drink in another second of pleasure. Just one more.

With great effort, I force myself to cut off the flow of my magic.

Crushing regret and searing grief crash over me like a cold black wave. It’s so intense that I actually suck in a small gasp.

Thankfully, Isera chooses that exact moment to shove Orion up against the wall. The thud his body produces when his back hits the wall masks the sound of my faint gasp, and the sudden confrontation between them draws Draven’s attention as well. I drag in a deep breath, frantically trying to compose myself again.

While Isera grabs Orion by the collar and slams the shard of ice up against his throat, I at last manage to push all those awful emotions far enough away to function again. With a neutral mask back on my face, I turn towards the two arguing fae as well.

“If you ever gag me like that again, I will fucking kill you,” Isera growls in Orion’s face.

His eyes glint, and a devilish smile spreads across his lips. He seems entirely unbothered by the fact that she has a shard of ice against his throat. In fact, he slides his own hand up her neck and along her jaw in a teasingly loving gesture.

“And here I was, thinking you enjoyed that particular activity.” He smirks at her. “Why else would you threaten me with it so often?”

“Because the sound of your voice is making me want to stab you.”

“Ah, so you enjoy knife play, then? Excellent. I do too.”

Heat flushes Isera’s cheeks. “That’s not⁠—”

“Then what, little viper?” With his hand still on her neck, he draws his thumb over her bottom lip. “Tell me all your wicked little fantasies, and I will make them all come true.”

Isera looks like her brain has momentarily stopped working. She just stares back at him, her eyes wide and her mouth slightly open, while that flush still stains her cheeks red.

He slides his thumb back over her lip while his smirk grows. “You really are perfect.”

Something that looks a lot like panic flashes across her face, and she jerks back. However, before she can say anything, or stab the smirking Unseelie King, the front door is yanked open and Nysara comes sprinting into the living room.

Isera practically leaps backwards, and the ice shard in her hand vanishes. Giving her head a quick shake, she works her jaw and looks to be desperately trying to school her features into a cold scowl instead of the deep blush they now hold. Orion just brushes his hands down his fancy dark blue shirt, smoothing out the creases that she created when she grabbed him by the collar like that.

“My king,” Nysara says, completely oblivious to what was happening in her living room before she arrived. “I have news.”

A ripple goes through the room, and we’re all suddenly on high alert.

Nysara drags in a deep breath to refill her lungs, as if she has been running across half the city. “The Icehearts are⁠—”

A portal opens right in the middle of the room.

“Your Majesty,” Grey says from the other side. “Do you⁠—”

“Yes,” Orion interrupts before snapping his gaze back to Nysara. “The news?”

“The Icehearts are about to leave any moment now for their ruined homeland,” Nysara presses out between deep breaths. “Because according to the Green Clan’s archives, the Gold Clan is hiding there in a pocket reality.”

I jerk back in shock. A pocket reality? The Gold Clan is in a pocket reality?

But it makes sense. Why else would no one have been able to find them during all these millennia?

“We need to get there first,” Draven declares, his voice pulsing with authority.

“Agreed,” Orion says. He slides his gaze to Nysara. “Well done. You might be able to come home soon after all.”

Hope bursts like sparkles in her eyes. But Orion is already moving. Whirling around, he strides straight towards the portal. The rest of us scramble to catch up with him.

“Hana!” he yells as he stalks back into his throne room. “Get Hana here right now!”

The guards who were stationed in the throne room leap to attention and rush out to obey his orders while Draven, Isera, and I walk back into the throne room as well. Orion, however, doesn’t stop. He continues straight towards a door at the back of the room, forcing all four of us to hurry after him.

“Orion,” Draven says. “Who’s Hana?”

“She’s the girl who opened the pocket reality that you were in during that last competition in the Great Games,” he says, not looking back.

Yanking open the door he was heading for, he stalks into what appears to be a small meeting room. Bookshelves filled with leather tomes and old scrolls line the walls, and a round table takes up most of the floor space in the middle. There are no windows in here, so when Orion enters, he turns on the faelights that have been set into steel light holders around the room. Soft white light bathes the space as we all pile into the room as well.

“If the Gold Clan is in a pocket reality, she should be able to open it,” he finishes.

Paper rustles as he yanks out a map and then spreads it out across the round table. I sweep my gaze over it while we all gather around it. My heart leaps when I find what looks to be a map of our entire continent.

“That’s good,” Draven replies to Orion’s statement. I can practically see the plans and schemes churning in his golden eyes as he meet’s the Unseelie King’s gaze. “If we can get to the Gold Clan first, we will have a real chance of killing Bane and Jessina.”

Isera’s interest sharpens like a knife. “How?”

“They will be alone and isolated out there, and they will need to shift into their human forms to get into the pocket reality.”

I blink at him in confusion. “How do you know that?”

“They don’t have magic to open the pocket reality by force, so they will need to convince the Gold Clan to let them in.” A small smile plays over Draven’s lips as he holds my gaze. “And to do that, they need to be able to actually talk.”

A faint blush spreads across my cheeks. Oh. Right. Of course. Goddess above, that was a stupid question. I really need to get my head back on straight.

“So how does that make it easier to kill them?” Isera demands, pushing the conversation back on track. “They still have their powers.”

“Yes,” Draven agrees. “And they’re lethal with their ice magic. But it’s still just ice magic.”

“As opposed to what?”

“Their dragon fire. Their ice flames cause that ice sickness that…” He trails off, and his eyes soften as he casts a glance at me. “That Selena almost died from.”

“And their ice magic doesn’t?” Isera demands, plans now swirling in her own eyes too.

“No. Our dragon fire is ancient. It’s a core part of our beings. Our bodies. Our souls. It’s sacred and imbued with all the ancient power of dragons. But our clan magic is just… magic. Their ice magic is exactly the same as yours.”

Realization dawns on Isera’s face. “So if we can ambush them in their human forms while they’re in an isolated place where they don’t have an army of silver dragons to back them up…”

“We might be able to kill them,” Draven finishes for her.

Orion lets out a huff that is half amusement, half approval while sliding his sly gaze to Draven. “Huh. That was actually clever, beast.”

Draven gives him a distinctly threatening smile back.

“So how do we get there first?” I ask, looking between them. “Where even is the Silver Clan’s original homeland?”

“Here.” Draven points to a section of the map close to the top, which is the far north. “This is where the Silver Clan used to live before their lands were destroyed in the war against the Seelie Court.” He looks up at Grey. “Can you open a portal somewhere there?”

Grey, who everyone has been ignoring up until now, starts slightly at suddenly being addressed directly. His turquoise and yellow eyes dart to Orion, who gives him a nod to indicate that he can answer.

“No,” he says with an apologetic grimace. “I need to either have seen a place myself or have it described in detail in order to be able to open a portal there.”

“Aren’t there any illustrations of what the land looks like in your history books?” I ask, flicking my gaze between him and Orion.

Orion gives me an incredulous look. “Illustrations? Who has illustrations in their history books? And if there were illustrations, why would there be one of a destroyed landscape?”

“The sass really isn’t helping,” I huff.

“And besides,” Orion continues, locking eyes with Isera instead. “If we had illustrations in our history books, don’t you think I would have immediately recognized Lavendera as the Seelie Queen’s second daughter?”

“Her name wasn’t a dead giveaway?” Isera snipes back while arching her eyebrows at him.

“Do you have any idea how many female Seelie fae have been named Lavendera over the course of history? It used to be one of your most popular names.”

“And Dawnwalker?”

“You never told me that her last name was Dawnwalker.” Crossing his arms, he glowers at us all. “Could have saved myself a lot of trouble if you had.”

Good thing we didn’t. Because if Orion had figured out that Isera was lying to him before all of this business with the Gold Clan which endangers his court, he might not have been here right now. And regardless of how arrogant and frustrating Orion can be, I know without a doubt that we will lose this war if we don’t have the Unseelie Court on our side.

My gaze shifts to Isera.

Though, I have a feeling that the danger to his court is not the only reason that Orion is still here.

“Azaroth’s flame,” Draven growls while rubbing his forehead. “It’s like being surrounded by children.” He shoots the two of them a sharp look. “Can we get back to the problem at hand? We need to get to the Silver Clan’s homeland before Bane and Jessina, but Grey can’t open a portal there.”

“So we fly there,” Orion counters with an equally pointed glare back at him.

“You want me to carry all of you?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not a horse.”

“Are you saying that you’re not strong enough to carry five people?”

Draven narrows his eyes, and I swear I can see storm clouds gathering around his muscular body, as he stares Orion down. “One of these days, I will give you that beating you’re always asking for.”

Before Orion can retort, a female fae with shoulder-length black hair and eyes that are a vibrant mix of blue and green practically skids across the threshold. She’s moving so fast that she almost crashes right into the table with the map. Spinning her arms backwards, she tries to regain her balance before tossing her hair out of her face and looking up at Orion.

I recognize her from the Great Games. This is Hana, the girl with the magical ability to open pocket realities.

“Your Majesty,” she says, her voice soft but breathless, as if she has been running all the way here. “You sent for me?”

“Yes,” Orion simply says. Then he turns to Grey. “Where is the closest location you can open a portal?”

Grey absentmindedly draws a hand over his head and fixes the ponytail that his brown hair is pulled up in while squinting down at the map on the table. Then he moves his hand down and points. “Here.”

“Then open a portal there.” Orion looks between him and the bewildered Hana. “Both of you are coming with us. And we’re leaving right now.”

They nod, and Grey immediately begins to summon a portal.

My heart pounds as I watch that glittering blue rectangle rise from the floor.

We need to hurry. Because Draven is right.

The war has already started.
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CHAPTER SIX



Ijerk awake as someone touches my shoulder. Panic surges through me when I can’t remember where I am for a second. Winds rush around me, and for some reason, all I can see in front of me are gray clouds. I blink furiously to clear my vision while also trying to shake off the lingering nightmares. Cold hands still grip my heart as memories of ice shards and cut throats and resentful eyes that quickly die whirl inside my mind.

“We’re here,” Isera says from behind me.

I blink hard again. Here? Where is here?

Then my brain at last catches up and I understand what it is that I’m looking at. The sky visible from Draven’s back.

After Grey portaled us as close to the Silver Clan’s homeland as he could, Draven shifted into his dragon form and then launched into the air with all five of us on his back. He said that it would take a while to get there, and I must have passed out at some point, because I can’t remember much of the journey.

Though, I suppose it’s not surprising. While everyone else was sleeping last night, Orion was torturing me with those awful memories for twelve hours straight. And before that, we broke into the Ice Palace and kidnapped Lavendera and then had to fight our way out. I haven’t slept since the day before yesterday, so my body must have just given out.

I glance over my shoulder. Isera is sitting right behind me, and Orion is behind her. Based on the way he blinks and shakes his head, he must have passed out from exhaustion as well. Using his magic for so many hours on end must have taken most of his energy.

Shifting my gaze back, I look down at the landscape far below.

My eyes widen at what I find down there.

Utter desolation. Nothing but scorched earth and stone and melted buildings. Clouds of ash sweep across the barren ground. There is not a tree, not one single blade of grass, as far as the eye can see. Gray light falls down from the overcast sky, making the already bleak landscape look truly forlorn.

According to the others, this is where almost all the battles took place during the war six thousand years ago. And by Mabona, the sheer scope of the destruction is staggering. I have no idea what war is like among other races, but apparently, when fae and dragon shifters fight, the world trembles.

My stomach lurches as Draven suddenly starts diving towards the ground. Gripping the spike before me hard, I hold on tightly to stop myself from tilting forwards. Isera’s arms around my waist get firmer as well.

“Careful where you place those hands, pretty boy,” she warns as Orion no doubt holds on to her as well. “Or I might cut them off.”

“What, this?” Orion replies, and lets out a short chuckle full of sly challenge. “This is nothing. When we’re alone, I can show you what these hands of mine can really do.”

“Besides stroke your own ego, you mean?”

“Oh, I happen to be deviously skilled at… stroking things.”

Draven lets out a warning growl and turns his massive head to look at us while he still continues descending. Even in his dragon form, I can read the exasperated incredulity in his eyes as he glares back at Orion.

I flick a glance at the Unseelie King as well and catch him flashing Draven an unapologetic smirk back. Shaking my head, I return my attention to the rapidly approaching ground. My pulse thrums as the melted ruins of buildings and stone draw closer.

Draven at last swings his head back and looks at the ground too. His massive black wings flare out wide. Then he lands on the scorched ground with a thud that echoes across the desolate landscape.

Grey and Hana, who were seated at the back of our little procession, quickly climb down to the ground. Orion, Isera, and I follow.

Once we’re all standing on solid ground again, Draven shifts back into his human form. Black smoke swirls around us from the transformation until the winds at last sweep it aside.

“This is the last time I’m carrying the two of you,” Draven declares as he strides back to us. Keeping his eyes locked on Orion and Isera, he shakes his head. “Discussing your shared sex life while you’re sitting on my back is disgusting as fuck.”

“That’s not—” Isera blurts out, sounding more flustered than I’ve ever heard. “We do not have a shared sex life.”

Orion smirks. “Yet.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Draven says before she can retort. Then he turns to Hana. “You, can you find the pocket reality or what?”

Hana, who was gazing out at the landscape around her, jumps at being address directly. But she doesn’t immediately reply. Instead, she looks to Orion.

I can’t help but be impressed. Her and Grey’s loyalty to Orion is absolute. It doesn’t matter how powerful and dangerous Draven is. Unless Orion gives them permission, they won’t even answer his questions. It’s subtle, yet obvious at the same time. They truly do respect him. I haven’t really thought much about it before, but the more time I spend with Orion, the more I’m starting to realize that he is actually an excellent Unseelie King.

Only after Orion has given her a nod does she turn back to Draven and answer his question. “Yes, I think so. Normally when I search for pocket realities, I kind of just… shoot my magic around and see if I find anything.” She blushes. “Kind of like throwing food at the wall to see what sticks.”

Draven gives her a look of frustrated disbelief that seems to be a very sarcastic oh great.

She either doesn’t notice or isn’t bothered by it, because she just continues speaking. “But now that we’re here, it’s easier for me to narrow my search to just this location. So if there is a pocket reality somewhere here, I should be able to find it.”

“How long?”

“Probably before the end of the day, at least.”

He stares at her. “Before the end of the day? Bane and Jessina might already be here by then!”

“Then let’s stop wasting her time with pointless questions,” Orion interjects. Then he turns to Hana. “Find the pocket reality.”

She jerks her chin down in several quick nods. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Her black hair flutters behind her as she spins around and then walks a short distance away. Closing her eyes, she stretches out both hands before her. I can’t see her magic, but I’m assuming that she is throwing it in that direction to search the area there.

“Azaroth’s fucking flame,” Draven mutters, and drags a hand through his messy black hair.

Ash swirls around our legs as another wind rushes across the barren landscape. I look up at the sky, searching for any signs of silver dragons, even though I know that we have a good head start on the Icehearts. Only thick gray clouds stare back at me.

“How did the Gold Clan even get into a pocket reality?” Isera asks. “They only have shield and ward magic. And none of the other dragon clans have magic that can open pocket realities.”

She’s right. Before we came to the Unseelie Court, I had never met anyone who possessed that ability, so it must be pretty rare. It’s a very advanced type of magic too. Hana explained how it works before she sent us into one of her pocket realities during the finale of the Great Games. Apparently, she can reach into another realm and pull a section of that realm into our realm. That section is still technically part of its original realm, but no one can enter or leave it while it’s held in the new realm.

It would definitely be the perfect place for the Gold Clan to hide. But Isera is right. How in Mabona’s name did they manage to get inside one?

“It must have been a fae who did it,” I say, thinking out loud.

Draven nods, a considering look on his face. Then he locks eyes with Orion. “What did you pay for the wards around your court all those millennia ago? You said that it was the single most expensive bargain your court has ever made.”

“It was,” Orion replies.

“So what did you pay for it?”

For a few seconds, the Unseelie King only looks back at us in silence. There is an unreadable expression on his beautiful face. Then he lets out a small sigh and admits, “I have no idea.”

Draven draws his dark eyebrows down in a scowl. “What?”

“That’s what makes it so expensive. The single most expensive bargain we have ever made. Because none of us have any idea what we gave them in return for it.”

My eyebrows shoot up, and I stare at him in surprise. So do the others. Everyone except Grey. And Hana, of course, who is wandering over to a different section of the ground.

Orion clicks his tongue and glances away for a second, almost looking a little embarrassed. “We keep meticulous records of all the bargains we make.” His gaze sharpens as he slides it back to Isera and pointedly adds, “Because we always uphold our end of the deal.” Then he looks over at me and Draven again and shrugs. “But the price section of the bargain for the wards is blank. It always has been. So I have no idea what we paid for it.”

“Do you think…?” I begin.

He nods. “Yes. Now I’m starting to think that the cost was a fae who opened a pocket reality and then for the Green Clan to wipe that knowledge from the memories of everyone involved. Otherwise, how would the Green Clan know about this pocket reality while we don’t?”

“It makes sense,” Draven agrees. “The Green Clan is honorable. Always has been. Unless their archives are threatened, they would never use their powers on someone without that person’s permission. But if the Unseelie King back then agreed to have that specific knowledge wiped from his memory, they would do it.”

“And now their archives are threatened,” Isera points out.

“Yes.” Draven casts an impatient look back at Hana. “Which means that we need to find the Gold Clan first.”

That, however, turns out to be easier said than done.

Time slips by while Hana moves from place to place, searching for the pocket reality without finding it.

My pulse thrums as I pace across the ash-covered ground. It feels like there is a flock of erratic birds trapped inside my ribcage. Every second that passes is another second that brings the Icehearts closer to this location. And we need to find the pocket reality first. Otherwise, our plan will never work. We need to already control the Gold Clan and be lying in wait to ambush Bane and Jessina when they shift into their human forms.

After once again raking my fingers through my hair, I re-tie the rolled braids that keep part of my hair out of my face. My boots thud against the hard ground as I walk along a different section of what looks to be the burnt-out remains of an old city.

Stone and metal that must have been houses once have melted into haunting shapes on both sides of me. I look up at the hulking, misshapen forms as I pass. This used to be the Silver Clan’s homeland, and since Draven flew us to the very middle of it, these ruins that I’m now pacing among might even have been their capital city. I wonder what it looked like back in its full glory.

A booming sound suddenly comes from my right.

I whip my head towards it. But because the melted lumps of metal and stone around me are so tall, I can’t see the horizon properly.

My heart, however, is already pounding in my chest. Because I recognize that sound. There is no way in hell I will ever be able to mistake that sound.

With alarm streaking through my body like lightning, I take off at a sprint.

All six of us spread out earlier to search for any signs of a pocket reality so that we could hopefully help Hana narrow down the area.

I need to get back to the others.

Fast.

“Draven!” I bellow as I hurtle down the ruined street. “Draven, they’re⁠—”

A silver dragon shoots out from between the buildings on my right.

I scream as it snaps its massive jaws shut.
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CHAPTER SEVEN



Sharp teeth split the air right in front of me as I throw myself backwards. But because I was sprinting forwards mere seconds ago, the move is just barely enough to get out of reach of the first attack. The second, however…

Panic screams inside me as I hit the ground hard on my ass while the silver dragon swings its head towards me and opens its jaws again.

Calling up my magic, I summon a violet flame of pain and slam it right into the dragon before me.

A screech rips from its throat as my magic connects, and the shimmering ice flames at the back of its throat fade.

Warm pleasure explodes inside my tense and exhausted body as the side effects of my magic hit me with full force. I gasp in a deep breath.

In front of me, the dragon rears back and throws its head from side to side as I continue to increase the flame of pain in its chest.

My soul thrums and I can barely concentrate through the ecstatic emotion that fills me, but I manage to stagger up from the ground. Shaking my head to clear it, I dart to the right and disappear in between the two houses that the dragon came from. While still continuing to increase the pain in the dragon’s chest, I sprint down the next ruined street and towards where my friends should be.

More, more, more, my mind urges.

Animalistic cries of pain come from the silver dragon as I continue pouring my magic into that violet flame. I should release it. I will. Soon. I just need a little more.

Throwing myself around the final heap of melted stone and metal, I at last reach the open stretch of ground where we landed. Isera comes sprinting out of the ruined city from the other direction at the same time as me, and the others are already gathered.

My heart drops as I finally get a clear view of the horizon. Two massive silver dragons are flying straight towards us. There are only two of that size in this world. Bane and Jessina.

One more silver dragon is flying towards us from the left. Probably the other scout who was paired with the one I’m still torturing.

And finally, a big green dragon flies behind the Icehearts.

My mouth dries out.

Kander von Graf.

Oh fuck.

Picking up the pace, I hurtle towards my friends. Grey is moving his hands in the air rapidly, no doubt already summoning a portal.

Behind me, the silver dragon continues screeching in agony.

I need to release it.

This is draining too much magic. I’ve barely slept in the past two days and I spent twelve hours being tortured by Orion.

That’s exactly why you need this little boost, my treacherous mind replies.

While still sprinting towards my friends, I clench my jaw and brace myself to cut off the magic.

Terror crashes through me at the thought.

If I release it now, I will be hit twice as hard by the awful emotions that rush in afterwards. And I need to function. I can’t do that if I’m drowning in a black ocean of grief and regret.

I just need a little more. Just a little more so that I will be able to get through the aftereffects. I will cut it off soon. Just⁠—

The dragon’s heart gives out.

Grief and regret crash over me like an avalanche as my magic abruptly disconnects. The force of it is so strong that I stumble and almost fall. Sucking in a panicked breath, I straighten as I continue sprinting across the ground while also trying to piece myself back together. Exhaustion clings to my every bone.

Goddess damn it, I shouldn’t have done that. I should have cut off my magic sooner. Using that much, on a target as massive as a dragon, drained almost all that remained of my already dwindled energy. I won’t be able to create an emotion from nothing again. Not until I’ve rested a little. For now, I need to limit myself to emotions that are already there.

“Are you insane?” Orion is screaming at Draven when I skid to a halt next to him. “Malachi’s balls, we all need to get out of here.”

“No,” Draven snaps back. “I need to stay and try to kill Kander.”

My heart jerks, and I whip my head towards him. “What?”

“His memory magic is too fucking dangerous. If it hits either one of us, it’s over. But if I can kill him, it will at least buy us time to win this war before Azaroth can choose a new person to inherit that magic.”

While Isera reaches us and slams to a halt as well, Orion stabs a hand towards the two massive silver dragons who are quickly closing the distance to us and protests, “The Icehearts are here!”

“I know,” Draven growls back. “But it’s just them and one more scout. Kander is practically undefended, and he’s not a warrior to begin with. He’s a fucking scholar. If I can get him alone, I will be able to kill him.” His gaze is insistent as he looks from face to face. “This might be our only shot. I have to take it.”

I hate it. I absolutely despise this plan. But he’s right. So I jerk my chin down in a nod.

“We’ll keep the other dragons focused on us,” I declare. “Go kill him.”

Gratitude flits across his face, and he nods back. “If it gets too dangerous, open a portal and leave without me.”

“I’m not leaving you,” I snarl back at him.

He shifts his gaze to Orion.

“Understood,” the Unseelie King replies.

Draven dips his chin in thanks. “I also need your help to get past.”

“I know.”

“No, we’re not leaving—” I begin protesting, but Draven is already sprinting away. “Don’t you fucking dare⁠—”

Smoke explodes across the ground as he shifts into a dragon. A moment later, he launches into the sky, his massive black wings beating the air hard and making booms echo across the ash-covered landscape.

I grind my teeth. “We’re not leaving him behind.”

“We move together and stay in formation,” Orion commands, ignoring me. “Grey and Hana at the back. Grey, be ready to open a portal at a moment’s notice. Hana, keep searching for the pocket reality. Isera, you’re the only one of us who has defensive magic.”

“I’ll handle it,” she replies, even though her furious eyes are staring daggers at Emperor Bane.

“Selena, you and I will keep the Icehearts distracted,” Orion continues.

Guilt and shame explode in my chest, and I have to force the words out as I admit, “I don’t have a lot of magical energy left.”

He cuts me a sharp look. But then understanding flickers in his eyes. It makes dread strangle my chest, because I don’t want him to understand. Thankfully, though, he doesn’t say anything about it.

“Then focus on that smaller dragon on the left.” He shifts his gaze back to the two massive ones ahead. “I’ll handle the Icehearts.”

In the sky, Draven is speeding straight towards Kander and the Icehearts. My heart hammers in my chest as I watch him get closer.

“Get ready,” Orion says.

Grey and Hana scramble back so that they’re standing behind us while Orion, Isera, and I form a tight line at the front.

Bane and Jessina open their jaws and bellow a challenge at Draven. They pick up speed, closing the distance both to Draven and to us with powerful beats of their wings. I barely dare to breathe.

The moment Draven is within reach, they open their jaws to breathe ice flames at him.

But before they can, the Unseelie King slams them with his full power.

Shocked screeches rip from their throats as the world around them disappears and is instead replaced by whatever horrible memory Orion is showing them. As soon as they can no longer see him, Draven ascends sharply and soars past above them before diving straight at Kander.

The big green dragon roars in panic and breathes a torrent of fire at Draven at the same time as that third silver dragon changes direction and shoots towards them.

Summoning my magic, I shove it at that silver dragon in rapid bursts, searching for emotions to use.

Anticipation pulses through me when I find a spark of tiredness. They must have been flying nonstop from Frostfell to get here this quickly. My own soul practically trembles with exhaustion as I drag up the final drops of energy and pour it straight into that spark of tiredness, increasing it into a wildfire.

“Incoming!” Orion snaps.

I barely have time to shift my gaze back to the Icehearts before both of them blindly open their jaws.

Ice flames shoot through the air.

It takes all of my willpower to simply keep pouring my own magic into the third silver dragon while those flames rush towards us.

Before they can hit, Isera yanks up a thick wall of ice.

Their attacks slam into it with a crack that echoes across the deserted landscape. Shards of ice explode outwards. Isera immediately dismisses her magic and then raises another wall of ice in front of the shards right before they reach us.

Ice shatters against ice and rains down on the ground.

On the other side, the third silver dragon is losing altitude. Its wings are drooping and it can barely keep its head up. I keep pouring my magic into it, trying to stop it from reaching Draven.

Lightning splits the air and storm clouds churn as Draven attacks Kander with everything he has. The leader of the Green Clan has abandoned his attempt to hit Draven with dragon fire and is instead shooting memory magic at him. My heart clenches in panic as streaks of green flash across the heavens, forcing Draven to swerve and duck furiously to escape them.

Jessina opens her jaws again and turns her head from side to side, breathing ice flames across the ruined city around us. Booming wings and crackling ice fill the air around me as the attack barrels towards us.

Isera yanks up another ice wall.

Loud cracks split the air, almost drowned out by Draven’s thunder.

Gritting his teeth, Orion keeps pouring magic into his nightmare visions while I continue trying to force the third dragon to pass out.

I feel like I’m drawing from an empty well, but I keep forcing my magic into the now massive flame of tiredness. The dragon wobbles in the air but continues stubbornly towards Draven.

Ice flames smack into the ice wall right in front of us, forcing all five of us to take a step back. Isera flexes her hands and yanks up another one right before a second torrent can hit.

The silver dragon has almost reached Draven now.

Next to me, a groan rips from Orion’s chest. His eyes continue glowing as he forces his magic into the Icehearts. But his step is unsteady when he staggers backwards.

Isera’s gaze darts towards him.

Bane opens his jaw.

Orion growls.

And Bane… hesitates.

Jessina, however, does not.

Ice flames shoot towards us like a massive spear as she blindly estimates where we are.

“Back!” Isera screams while throwing a thick shield towards it.

A boom splits the air as the flames smack right into it, and ice explodes. Leaping backwards, we barely manage to get out of the way while Isera yanks up another wall to stop the new projectiles.

In the sky, Kander swoops and dives, shooting flashes of green at Draven. The third silver dragon slams its wings down, shoving itself forward. I almost sob as I try to draw up more magical energy.

Draven dives and rolls through the air, barely evading a streak of green memory magic. But it puts him almost right in the path of the silver dragon.

I scream as the silver dragon lunges for Draven’s left wing.

With a cry of utter desperation, I slam one final burst of magic into that flame of tiredness.

The dragon wobbles, its attack stalling.

It gives Draven enough time to whip his head around. His teeth sink into the silver dragon’s flesh, and with a yank, Draven rips its throat out.

I almost collapse to the ground and weep.

But there is no time to feel relief, and no time to recover, because Jessina breathes another massive attack at us.

“You made him hesitate!” I yell over the booming wings and crackling lightning and roaring ice flames. “You made Bane hesitate. How? Do the same to Jessina!”

“I’m showing them memories of what the fae did to them, along with your memories of what they have done to you,” Orion answers. “Bane is affected. Jessina is not.”

Panic pulses through me. Not at his words, but at the sheer exhaustion in his voice.

Isera seems to hear it too, because she snaps her gaze to him, and there is worry in her voice when she says, “Orion.”

“I’m fine,” he grinds out, but he sways heavily as he staggers a half step back.

Alarm explodes in my chest at the sight of it, and dread crashes over me as I remember that Orion has barely slept these past two days either. And he also spent twelve hours constantly using his magic on me last night. I know that he is powerful, even for an Unseelie fae who has not been subjected to the Icehearts’ magical bloodline breeding, but he must be running on pure willpower at this point.

He drags in a strained breath. “We just need to⁠—”

His eyes stop glowing.

Panic crackles across his beautiful face.

In the air, Bane and Jessina stop blindly whipping their heads back and forth and immediately zero in on us.

“Shit,” Orion blurts out, that sheer panic lacing his voice as well. “I’m sorry, I⁠—”

Ice flames stream towards us.

We leap backwards as Isera shoves a massive shield of ice towards them to block it.

“Back!” she screams. “Or we’ll be hit by the shards!”

Running backwards, we scramble to get out of the way as the two attacks crash into each other. Chunks of ice fly through the air and smack into the melted ruins around us. Isera immediately dismisses her ice to stop the shards of it from hitting us, but the remains of the ice flames still rain down around us.

Up in the air, winds howl and lightning crackles as Draven attacks Kander furiously while at the same time trying to evade the barrage of memory magic that the panicked leader of the Green Clan is throwing at him.

The Icehearts shoot towards us.

My heart leaps into my throat as they fly straight for us while opening their jaws again. The backs of their throats shimmer as they get ready to breathe more ice flames at us.

Next to me, Orion’s leg buckles. I whip my arm out and grab him around the waist before he can collapse, but his weight is almost too much for my own exhausted body.

“Your Majesty!” Grey calls from behind us. “We need to get you out of here!”

Ice flames rush towards us.

“I’m not leaving Draven!” I scream back at them all.

Isera yanks up wall after wall as Bane and Jessina continue pushing us backwards through the ruined city. My vision swims and I can barely keep myself and Orion upright.

“Isera?” Orion asks, his voice laced with exhaustion.

“I can keep going for a few more minutes,” she replies while throwing another shield up to block more ice flames.

Booms echo between the melted buildings as the attacks smack into her defenses. But we’re losing ground. Fast. Ash swirls around our legs as the Icehearts’ wings slam down towards the ground while they keep pressing forwards.

“Then we give him all the time we can,” Orion says as we keep backing across the city. “Draven will⁠—”

From one second to the next, Bane and Jessina go completely feral.

Ice flames shoot towards us in such rapid succession that Isera barely has time to yank up her walls to protect us. Bane breathes bursts of ice fire at us while dread descends on Isera’s features when she can barely keep up.

Then Jessina attacks.

Suddenly swooping downwards, she shoots towards us with claws and teeth flashing.

“Get down!” Isera screams.

We throw ourselves down on the ground right as Jessina sweeps past above our heads.

Winds from her wings boom down over us, clearing all the ash from the ground.

And my connection to my magic… breaks.
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CHAPTER EIGHT



Cold iron burns against my palms. I gasp as it blocks the connection to my magic and drains the strength right out of my body in a matter of moments. Panic clangs inside my skull when I try to push myself up but my body simply refuses to obey me.

The unexpectedness of it all stuns me so much that my mind can’t process what just happened. For a few seconds, all I can do is to lie there on my stomach, with my cheek resting against my upper arm, while iron burns against my bare palms like cold fire. I don’t even have enough strength to lift them off that awful iron.

My head is ringing and panic screams inside me.

What the hell just happened?

The ground underneath me shakes as two huge silver dragons land right in front of us. I can’t even muster enough strength to lift my head, so I desperately flick my gaze back and forth.

Around me, all of my friends are suffering a similar fate. All five of us are lying on the ground, completely limp.

In the distance, Draven roars.

I flick my gaze in his direction, but black smoke is covering the ground before us.

And out of it stride the Wings of Freedom and the Forger of Worlds.

My mouth dries out as Jessina and Bane stalk towards us in their half-shift forms, their silver wings rustling as they spread them out wide. Every nerve inside my body is screaming at me to get up and fight. But because of the iron, I can’t move a single muscle. Whatever this iron is that we’re lying on, it must be huge if it can drain our energy this thoroughly and this quickly.

“It worked,” Bane says, sounding faintly surprised.

Jessina’s lips curl in a smug smile. “Told you it would.”

“And you’re always right, my love. Now, let’s finish this before Draven⁠—”

A raw screech of utter agony splits the air. Bane and Jessina whirl around. I snap my gaze from the Icehearts and towards the sound as well, my heart beating out of control.

The smoke from their transformation at last blows clear, once again letting us see the sky beyond.

Hope surges inside me at the sight I find.

Draven has his jaws clamped around Kander’s neck. The green dragon throws his head back and screams in agony while trying to fend Draven off with his claws, but Draven’s own claws are buried deep in Kander’s body as they spin around and around while falling through the sky. Blood rains down and splatters the ground in huge red drops.

Then Draven jerks his head back.

And rips Kander’s throat out.

If I had any strength left, I would’ve screamed in relief.

On the ground before us, Jessina gasps.

It’s the first time I’ve heard such an emotion from her.

“Bane,” she blurts out, sounding utterly stunned.

“Hurry!” he snaps back.

A jolt goes through Jessina, and she spins back towards us at the same time as Bane. From my place on the ground, I try to flash them a victorious smirk. Kander is dead. They can no longer wipe our memories with magic. We finally have a chance to win this war.

If I can survive the next twenty seconds or so, that is.

Draven releases Kander. The green dragon’s body falls down towards the ground, his wings fluttering uselessly above him. But Draven is already moving.

With a roar of pure rage, he shoots through the sky and straight towards us.

Jessina rushes up to me while Bane sprints over to Isera. I suck in a sharp breath as she yanks me up, which finally makes the iron disappear from underneath my palms. But my relief is short-lived as she immediately snaps an iron collar shut around my neck.

Across the metal ground, Bane does the same thing to Isera.

Draven speeds towards us.

Jessina whips her head around and looks to her mate. “We’re not going to⁠—”

A furious roar echoes through the melted buildings as Draven dives towards us. Jessina’s hand tightens around my arm, and she yanks out an elegant knife that she presses against my throat right as Draven reaches us. His massive wings slam down, and storm winds howl in his wake.

It’s forceful enough to make Jessina and Bane stagger backwards, but they manage to keep their grip on me and Isera. Orion, Grey, and Hana, however, slide away like limp dolls.

They gasp in relief as they end up on stone ground instead of the metal they were lying on previously, but the sound is drowned out a moment later when Draven slams down into the ground. Black smoke explodes across the desolate street as he shifts out of his dragon form.

Jessina’s hand around my upper arm tightens until I wince from the pain, and she keeps me on my knees. But because my naked skin is no longer touching the massive iron underneath us, strength slowly starts returning to me. My magic is still blocked by the iron collar, however.

“Get your fucking hands off her!” Draven bellows as he strides out of the smoke like a shadow of death.

Lightning flashes in his eyes and crackles down along his arms, and his massive black wings are spread wide in challenge. Dark storm clouds trail him like a billowing cloak.

“Take one more step and I’ll slit her throat,” Jessina snarls back at him.

Fury to rival the demons in hell flashes across his face. But when his gaze settles on the knife at my throat, he immediately stops walking. He keeps his wings wide and the lightning crackling down his arms, though.

“You killed Kander!” Jessina screams at him, sounding more unhinged than I have ever heard. Then she flicks a glance at her mate. “Bane, he killed Kander!”

“I know,” Bane replies, sounding a lot more composed.

He doesn’t have a knife to Isera’s throat the way Jessina does to me. Instead, he looks to have shoved her back down on the iron ground after he collared her. Lying on her side, she has the naked skin of her right cheek pressed to the ground. Her chest rises and falls with short, panicked breaths, and her gaze darts between me, Draven, and where Orion and the others disappeared to.

The smoke from Draven’s transformation finally blows clear, revealing Orion, Grey, and Hana lying on the stone ground to my left and halfway between me and where Draven is standing. All three of them are gasping in deep breaths, but since they’re no longer touching the iron, their strength should start building back up again.

“This wasn’t part of the plan!” Jessina yells, still sounding hysterical. “Kander was just supposed to distract Draven while we forced the fae to the melted iron building.”

And that’s when it finally clicks.

Of course. There are melted heaps of stone and metal all over this city. Most of them are shaped like tall mounds, as if the building has simply collapsed in on itself. But some of that iron must have run out onto the street as well. And this is the Icehearts’ old homeland. Probably their old capital city. Of course they would know exactly where a huge pool of iron has melted. They were deliberately pushing us back towards it and then made us dive down so that we would have to catch ourselves on the ground while they used the winds from their wings to blow away the ash that was hiding the metal.

“Calm down, my love,” Bane says, his voice steady and reassuring. “We have already gotten everything we need from Kander anyway. The location of the Gold Clan.” His black eyes glint, and a vicious smile spreads across his lips as he shifts his gaze to Orion. “The real location. Which is not here, in case you still haven’t figured that out.”

Cold dread sinks into my stomach like a block of ice.

“You really must get some better spies, Nightbane,” he continues, his eyes still locked on Orion. “You’re making this way too easy for us.”

Hana and Grey are still trying to drag air back into their lungs, but Orion, who is no doubt the strongest magic user in the entire Unseelie Court, manages to push himself up to his knees. His long dark blue hair hangs around his beautiful face like curtains, and exhaustion clings to every inch of his body.

But he still raises his head and demands, “What?”

“Oh come now, Nightbane, this shouldn’t be a surprise,” Emperor Bane replies, a taunting smirk on his lips. “We’ve known that you have a spy in Frostfell for some time now. We might not know who, but we know you have one. So all we had to do was to let slip to the right people that the Gold Clan was hiding here in a pocket reality, and then you rushed here and brought exactly the people we needed.” He nods towards Grey and Hana before shifting his gaze back to Orion and shaking his head as if scolding a child. “Your spy really needs to get better at verifying information.”

Nausea rolls through my stomach. It was a set-up. Goddess damn it, this was all an elaborate trap. Getting us to race here, pushing us to the melted iron, collaring us. Everything was part of their plan. Again.

A sudden hopelessness crashes over me. It’s so strong that I almost sob. How are we supposed to win this war when our enemies are two six-thousand-year-old strategic geniuses who always think five steps ahead?

“Now, we will get the Gold Clan,” Bane continues. “One way or another. Draven can’t move, because if he does, my mate will slit Selena’s throat. And you will never be able to recover enough magical energy to attack us before we can kill you and the little ice lady here.” He places his boot down on the side of Isera’s head, shoving her cheek down harder against the iron.

Lightning flashes in Orion’s eyes, but he says nothing. Just remains there on his knees, drawing in steadying breaths in order to get back enough strength to stand.

“And once we have the Gold Clan,” Jessina picks up, a cruel smile on her face. “Your court is the first that we will burn to the ground, Nightbane.”

Dread flits across Orion’s gorgeous face for a second before he manages to hide it.

“But we’re not entirely unreasonable,” Bane continues. “Instead of simply killing you and taking your people to do our bidding, we will offer you a choice. Surrender to us and order your people to obey our commands, and we will spare the Unseelie Court. After all, we bear you no ill will. You are not the ones who enslaved us.”

“Don’t listen to them,” Draven grinds out. Black clouds still billow behind him. “They will never honor that deal.”

“Says the traitor,” Bane replies, a cold smile full of threats on his face as he locks those black eyes of his on Draven.

Orion staggers to his feet.

“No,” I breathe.

Draven snaps his gaze to him. “Orion.”

But the Unseelie King does not look at him. Clenching his jaw, he drags his leg forward and takes a step towards the Icehearts. Draven starts to lurch forward.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Jessina warns, her knife pressing harder against my throat.

I wince as it splits the skin and a few drops of warm blood trickle down my neck. Fury and terror flood Draven’s features at the sight of it, and he immediately stops moving again.

Orion takes another step forward.

Draven snaps his gaze back to him. “Orion, don’t.”

“Please,” I add, since I know that Draven will never beg. “Please, Orion. Don’t do this.”

“I have to,” the Unseelie King presses out in a stoic voice. And he is still not making eye contact with us. “I told you back in my castle that I was only with you as long as you could help me achieve my goal. You are no longer in a position to do that.”

“Orion—” I begin.

“I told you that I could walk away at any time. This is me walking away.”

On the ground, Isera stares at him with eyes I can’t read. Bane has finally taken his boot off the side of her head, but she still can’t move due to the iron pressing into her skin.

“I’m telling you that you can’t trust them!” Draven yells.

“And I’m telling you that you cannot protect my court anymore,” Orion simply replies.

He still sways with exhaustion every time he takes a step forward, but he is making slow but steady progress across the ground.

My heart is beating so hard that it feels like my ribs are going to crack. I flick my gaze desperately from side to side, trying to come up with some kind of plan. Something that will save us. But Draven can’t attack because Jessina has a knife to my throat. And Isera and I can’t attack because we’re wearing iron collars. Grey and Hana still haven’t even recovered enough strength to sit up, let alone use magic.

A panicked whine threatens to spill from my lips when I don’t see anything that will help us.

Bane remains standing close to Isera while Orion staggers the final distance to me and Jessina. Drawing in desperate breaths, I try to meet his eyes, but he still refuses to look at me. Holding his head high, he at last comes to a halt in front of Jessina. Her hand tightens even more around my arm, but she keeps me kneeling there beside her. And the knife remains across my throat. Another few drops of blood trickle down my skin.

I once more search Orion’s face, trying to force him to look at me.

“Please, don’t do this,” I whisper.

He just draws in a bracing breath.

And then gets down on one knee in front of Jessina Iceheart and lowers his gaze to the ground in surrender.
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CHAPTER NINE



Jessina snickers. “Good choice.”

“Orion,” Draven growls from where he is standing on the ash-covered ground, just outside the melted iron. “Is this how easily you betray your allies?”

“My allies?” Orion scoffs, his gaze still on the ground where he kneels before Jessina’s feet. “You mean the allies that were deceiving me for weeks? The allies that blackmailed me into a bargain that risked my court and then trapped me in that deal even though it was all based on a lie?”

Nausea rolls through me, because Goddess damn it, he’s right. We have been deceiving Orion and we have been forcing him to risk his court against his will. And if there is one thing I have come to realize about Orion Nightbane, it’s that he takes the title of Unseelie King very seriously. He genuinely cares about his court, and he does everything in his power to protect it and to keep it strong and prosperous.

Across the ground, Draven opens his mouth to reply, but he must be thinking the same, because no words make it out.

“So yes,” Orion continues. “I would betray you in a heartbeat if it means saving my court, and there is⁠—”

A knife shoots towards Jessina’s heart.

She gasps, but there is no time for her to react.

Ice cracks as the knife slams into a small shield of it right in front of Jessina’s chest.

It all happened so fast that, for a moment, I have no idea what I’m looking at.

Then the ice spreads downwards in a flash, quickly encasing the knife and the hand that is holding it.

Reality snaps back into me as more ice shoots through the air, trapping the would-be assassin in place.

Orion lets out a humorless huff of both amusement and disappointment. “Damn. Almost worked.”

Fury flashes over Bane’s face as he stalks across the ground towards Orion. Jessina is still staring wide-eyed down at the knife that is frozen in ice just a hair’s breadth from her heart. Because of the ice that is now encasing his body, Orion remains frozen in place as well. As if time has stopped moving.

I shift my gaze from the knife that almost killed Jessina, down to Orion’s hand, which is holding the blade, along his arm, and then over his body.

One moment, he was down on one knee with his head bowed. Then, right in the middle of his own sentence, he yanked up his arm and rammed a knife straight at Jessina’s heart. And because he was so close, it almost worked.

Almost.

“You slippery little snake,” Emperor Bane growls as he reaches the three of us.

With rough movements, he shoves his hands out and snaps an iron collar shut around Orion’s neck. The Unseelie King sucks in a hiss between his teeth, but Bane’s ice is still keeping him immobile. And after the contact with all that iron earlier, he barely had any strength left to begin with.

Stunned, I shift my gaze up to Orion’s face. “You…”

“How easily you all doubted me,” he replies, an exhausted half-smile on his face. “If I had a heart, I would be wounded.”

A pang of guilt hits me straight through the chest, but before I can respond, Bane grabs Orion by the collar and makes the ice vanish. With a harsh yank, he throws the Unseelie King to the ground and shoves his boot down on Orion’s wrist, forcing him to press his naked palm flat against the massive pile of melted iron underneath us.

Another sharp hiss rips from Orion’s throat as the strength of the iron, due to its sheer massive size, sucks every drop of energy out of his body again.

“As untrustworthy as all fae,” Bane grinds out while removing his boot and straightening again. “We should⁠—”

“Hold her,” Jessina interrupts.

The utter coldness in her voice makes dread explode inside me and ice crawl down my spine.

To my left, Grey and Hana are stirring. They probably still won’t be able to use magic. At least not yet. But if we can just stall the Icehearts until then, maybe we have a chance.

At her words, Bane looks up at Jessina in surprise. But then he just moves to my other side, slides out a blade, and presses it against my throat while taking a firm grip on my upper arm.

Across the ash-covered ground, Draven flexes his hand and clenches his jaw. Murder shines in his eyes as he looks at Bane, and lightning still crackles along his arms and across his massive black wings as he begins to take a half step forward.

“I grow weary of watching your little lightning show, Shadow of Death. So you’re going to have to decide,” Bane taunts as he presses his blade harder against my throat. “Shoot that lightning at us, or extinguish it and stand down. If you attack, you will most likely succeed in killing at least one of us, and then you might have a shot at winning this war and freeing this world from our rule. However, the moment you shoot, I slit Selena’s throat. You can’t have both, Draven.” A vicious smile stretches his lips. “So, what’s it going to be?”

The lightning immediately disappears from Draven’s body, and he stops trying to move forward.

“Draven,” I breathe.

His eyes are grave as he holds my gaze. “If it’s a choice between you and the world, I choose you every single time.”

Emperor Bane snickers. “Exactly. So stay where you are. Because if I see so much as a single bolt of lightning dancing over your fingers, I will slit her throat without hesitation.”

Fury burns in Draven’s eyes as he drags his gaze to Bane, but with the threat to my life, he can’t do anything about it.

Once Bane has me entirely at his mercy, Jessina releases my other arm. Ruthless fury, cold like the space between the stars, burns in her pale gray eyes as she stalks over to where Orion is lying and grabs him by the collar of his shirt.

With a firm grip, she yanks him up from the ground and deposits him on his knees instead. Orion, still dazed from the contact with so much iron, can do nothing but let her move him around like a limp doll.

“You thought you could kill me?” Empress Jessina demands, her voice tinged with insanity. “You thought you could put your filthy fae hands on me?”

On the iron ground a short distance away, Isera is still lying on her side. Her cheek remains pressed against the melted metal, draining her energy and making her unable to move. But rage flares up like hellfire in her eyes at Jessina’s words.

Still gripping Orion’s collar, Jessina flexes her other hand around the hilt of her knife. “It’s time you learned a permanent lesson.”

Dread crashes through me at the vicious edge to her voice, but Orion just continues glaring up at her with mocking eyes.

“You seem very proud of this beautiful face of yours,” Jessina continues. A cruel smile curls her lips as she raises her blade. “It would be a shame if something were to happen to it.”

I suck in a panicked breath, but Orion just keeps holding her gaze with that arrogant expression on his face.

Jessina places the tip of the knife against his forehead, right above his left eye.

Then she drags it downwards.

A cry rips from my throat.

Across the ground, Draven bellows, “Jessina!”

Orion Nightbane, however, just grits his teeth and glares up at her with his right eye as Jessina cuts right through his left one.

Blood spills down from the long vertical cut that begins above his eyebrow and ends at the top of his cheek underneath.

“Oh, that’s right,” Jessina says with that vicious smile still on her lips. “You have a healer.” She lifts her knife again. “Better make sure.”

Yanking him forward by his collar, she moves her knife to the corner of his left eye.

And then she starts carving it out.

Now, Orion screams.

It’s a cry of such pure animalistic agony that it stops my heart and punches the air right out of my lungs.

“Jessina!” Draven bellows, and his body jerks as if he is about to lurch forward.

Bane immediately presses the knife harder against my throat. Blood slides down my skin, and Draven jerks to a halt again. Panic and dread shine on his face as he snaps his gaze between me and Orion.

With a wicked smile on her lips, Jessina just continues carving Orion’s eye out of its socket. And because of the prolonged contact with so much iron, he can’t fight back. Can’t do anything to protect himself. All he can do is scream.

And so does Isera.

Lying on the ground, she curls her fingers against the iron as if trying to claw her way towards Orion. Wordless screams of fury tear from her throat with such force that her voice breaks.

“So messy.” Jessina curls her lips in disgust while summoning her magic. Then she encases the ruined remains of Orion’s left eye in ice and simply plucks it out. “That’s better.”

Locking a merciless stare on Orion, she holds his ice-encased eye in front of his face for a second. Then she drops it on the ground and stomps her heel down on it. Ice shatters, and so does whatever remained of the eye, as she grinds it into the iron ground with her heel.

Orion just sits there on his knees, looking shellshocked. There is now only a jagged gaping hole where his left eye used to be, and blood runs down his face from that wound as well as from the long cut across his eyebrow. He stares up at Jessina with his one remaining eye, but his expression is blank. As if his mind is refusing to process what just happened. His mouth remains slightly open, but no sound is making it out anymore.

My head rings. It feels as if giant metal bells are clanging inside my skull. I suck in a deep breath, and my lungs expand in sudden relief since I’ve apparently forgotten to breathe. A short distance from us, Isera has stopped screaming as well, her voice now broken. Her eyes are wide as she stares at Orion.

Jessina takes her foot off his frozen eye. Only pale dust remains of it, ground like powder against the iron.

Above me, Emperor Bane stares at his mate with what looks like shock. His gaze flits down to the destroyed eye, and for a moment, he almost looks conflicted. But the expression disappears so quickly, and my mind is already so messed up, that I can’t tell for certain if I saw it or not.

With one hand still buried in Orion’s collar, Jessina looks up from the ground and raises her knife again. “And now, the other eye.”

For the first time ever, pure terror crashes over Orion’s features.

In all the months that I have known the Unseelie King, I have never seen him scared like this. And this awful fear on his face is so heartbreaking that my lungs cease working again.

“Stop!” Hana suddenly screams.

We all snap our gazes to her.

She and Grey have staggered to their feet. Exhaustion clings to their bodies, and they sway slightly where they stand, but their eyes are locked on Orion and Jessina.

“We’ll do whatever you want!” Hana keeps yelling, her usually so soft voice almost breaking with desperation. “I’ll open the Gold Clan’s pocket reality for you.”

“And I’ll open any portals you want,” Grey adds, dread and pain pulsing on his face as he glances down at Orion. “Just stop… hurting him.”

A victorious smile full of mockery spreads across Jessina’s face, and she twirls the knife in her hand before looking down at Orion. “What a surprise. I thought we would need to torture you to get you to order them to obey our commands. But it looks like your people actually care about you. How adorable.”

“Get over here,” Bane commands, jerking his chin at Hana and Grey. “And open a portal.”

“To where?” Grey asks while he and Hana start staggering towards us.

“I’ll tell you when you get closer.” Bane’s black eyes shift to Draven. “Wouldn’t want the Shadow of Death to overhear.”

Outside the patch of melted iron, Draven flexes his hand and clenches his jaw but still doesn’t dare to move while the threat to my life remains.

Jessina at last releases Orion’s collar, letting him drop back down. He still hasn’t recovered enough energy to even lift his arms, so he just slumps down on his knees again. While still holding her knife with one hand, Jessina walks over to where Isera is lying. Then she grabs her by the wrist and simply drags her across the ground. With a yank, she slides Isera the final distance until she is lying next to Orion.

Isera’s gaze searches his face, but the Unseelie King is just staring straight ahead with unseeing eyes. Eye. My heart twists in pain, but before I can say anything, Grey and Hana reach us.

Still keeping his blade to my neck, Bane tilts his head down and whispers a location to Grey.

It takes Grey three tries to open a portal. Exhaustion practically rolls off his body like waves, and sweat lines his brow. But a glittering blue rectangle at last rises from the ground.

Without warning, Jessina grabs Isera’s wrist and slides her through it. Then she plants her shoe against Orion’s back and shoves him through as well. Grey and Hana grit their teeth. But after a jerk of Jessina’s chin, they follow her through the portal.

My heart slams against my ribs as I stare at Draven.

Bleak light from the overcast sky falls down over him, and ash swirls around his calves as another wind sweeps across the landscape and whirls between the melted remains of the city.

“Draven,” I blurt out, my voice coming out panicked and full of dread, as Bane starts backing towards the portal as well. My knees scrape against the ground as he drags me with him.

That same panic and dread are mirrored in Draven’s eyes as he looks at me. His gaze darts around, searching for solutions, as Bane pulls me closer to the portal.

“Selena,” he presses out, that awful panic increasing when he apparently can’t figure out a way to stop Bane from taking me away. “I will come for you.”

There is such utter confidence in his voice that I almost believe him. But I have no idea where this portal leads, and neither does Draven. If the Icehearts take me to some remote hideout somewhere, he could spend the rest of his life searching every inch of this world and still not find me.

“Draven.” His name rips from my throat like a sob.

Emperor Bane reaches the portal.

“Selena!” Draven screams. “I will find you. I will⁠—”

Bane yanks me through.

And the portal closes behind us.
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CHAPTER TEN



Air escapes my lungs in a huff as I’m thrown through an iron door and into a prison cell, hitting the stone floor hard. Rolling over on my back, I drag in a deep breath while Grey and Hana are shoved inside as well. Both of them are now wearing iron collars too.

Beside me on the floor, Isera and Orion are just lying there, staring up into the dark stone ceiling. Neither of them has recovered enough strength to sit up yet. Grey drops to his knees next to Orion while Hana slides down the wall to my right and draws her knees up to her chest.

“My king,” Grey begins, his hand hovering uncertainly above Orion’s arm.

“Don’t,” Orion rasps. His voice is worryingly flat and completely devoid of emotion. “Haldia will be able to fix it. As long as we get back to the Unseelie Court before the wounds have fully healed, she will be able to fix it.” His right eye is still locked on the dark stone ceiling as he once again repeats, “She will be able to fix it.”

My heart clenches. Even if we are able to get back to the Unseelie Court while the wound is still fresh, I worry that Haldia still won’t be able to heal his eye. If Jessina had only cut through it, sure. That would definitely be fixable. But is it even possible to grow an eye back when it has been carved out fully and destroyed? I’m not sure if even Rin Tanaka with her powerful healing magic from the Orange Clan would be able to accomplish such a feat. But then again, I’m not an expert on healing magic, so there might still be hope.

Another stab of pain hits my heart as I glance at Orion’s face again.

There has to be hope.

There has to.

“It’s high time you experience what being held captive is really like,” Jessina declares as she strides into the room, her silver skirts swishing around her.

Anger crackles through me, and I snap my gaze to her. “What it’s really like? We already know. We’ve been captives all our lives!”

“And then, we treated you well. We showed you kindness and mercy that your race does not deserve.” Her pale gray eyes flash as she grabs me by the collar and yanks me up from the floor before shoving me down so that I’m sitting with my back against the cold stone wall instead. “But when you held my mate captive, you tortured him.”

Steel glints in the dim light of the cell as she raises her knife again.

“Like this,” she snarls.

And then she drives her knife right down into my thigh and twists.

A scream shatters from my throat as pain crackles through me.

“And this,” Jessina growls.

Agony spikes through my shoulder as she rams the blade through it. Black spots dance before my eyes, and my vision swims when she twists the knife before yanking it out again. She’s shockingly strong. I’m wearing my black fighting leathers, and she just shoved the blade straight through the thick fabric.

“Over and over again you stabbed him,” Jessina continues. “I know. Because I could feel it through our mate bond.”

On the floor, Isera snaps her gaze to us and opens her mouth. But only wheezing sounds make it out of her throat since it still hasn’t healed after her furious screaming. I meet her eyes for a second before simply shifting my gaze back up to Jessina.

Isera and I both know that she was the one who stabbed Bane like this when we held him captive. Not me. But she can’t tell Jessina that since her voice is still broken. And I don’t want to tell her that, so I keep my mouth shut as the vengeful empress raises her knife again.

Pain pulses from the wounds in my thigh and shoulder, but I just grit my teeth and glare back at Jessina while she positions the blade over my other leg.

“My love,” Bane suddenly says as he strides in through the door.

Jessina stops right before she can drive the knife into my thigh and instead turns towards him. It takes all of my willpower to suppress a breath of relief.

“We still need her to be able to walk, remember?” Emperor Bane continues, his voice casual.

Annoyance flits across Jessina’s face, and she clicks her tongue, but she does stand up straight away and leaves me sitting there by the wall without inflicting any new injuries.

Coming to a halt in the middle of the cell, Bane sweeps his gaze over all five of us broken and exhausted fae on the floor before he meets Jessina’s eyes again.

“I’m starting to get tired of always having fae around,” he says. “After we win this war and kill all of these insubordinate fae responsible for it, why don’t we just leave the rest of them trapped there in the Seelie Court to fend for themselves?”

Jessina frowns. “What?”

“We started all of this because we wanted to get away from the fae. And now, we have spent our entire lives surrounded by them. I’m sick of it.”

“I hate them too. But without life slaves, we will no longer be immortal.”

“If that’s the trade-off, perhaps it’s worth it.”

Hope flutters in my chest. First, Bane hesitated when they were attacking us with ice flames earlier. Then he looked conflicted after Jessina cut out Orion’s eye. And now…

I stare at Bane, trying to read the expression on his face.

Maybe those memories that Orion showed him earlier, Bane’s own memories mixed in with ours, had some kind of effect on him.

“What has gotten into you?” Jessina demands, staring at him as if she doesn’t even recognize him.

And that tiny flicker of hope in my chest is crushed into oblivion as Bane’s demeanor immediately changes. His shoulders straighten and that ruthless glint returns to his black eyes as he flicks a look full of disgust down at us before meeting his mate’s gaze again.

“Nothing. I just…” He shakes his head. “I’m just so sick of breathing the same air as these people. So let’s finish this.”

“Of course.” That annoyance has cleared from Jessina’s features now that Bane is back to normal. “Did you bring it?”

He nods.

My pulse thrums as Bane holds up a small piece of metal, shaped kind of like a bracelet with a small piece missing so that it can be wedged onto someone’s wrist.

Dragon steel.

Even though all of us are wearing iron collars, and therefore can’t channel our magic through it, he still holds it in a thick piece of leather so that it won’t touch his skin.

I stare at that crude dragon steel bracelet. I would recognize it anywhere. It’s the one that Draven was wearing when we did the prisoner exchange. The one that Jessina took back right before she killed my⁠—

Grief and regret crash over me without warning as that awful and excruciatingly vivid memory that I was forced to watch hundreds of times last night flashes before my eyes again. The ice blades. The blood that spurts from their necks. The thuds as their bodies hit the floor. The pools of red spreading out and soaking my mom’s silver hair. Those looks of shock and fear on their faces as the light died in their eyes. Eyes that used to only be filled with resentment. Except for those final few moments.

Does that mean that the hatred in their eyes was in fact only caused by my magic since it disappeared in those final moments right before they died? Or were their shock and fear just so strong when Jessina slit their throats that it only temporarily masked their hatred for me?

If I had gone to see my parents as soon as we left the Unseelie Court, I would know. I would know if they only hated me because I had accidentally created flames of hatred in their chests when I was young. I would know if my parents loved me.

But I didn’t go to check on them.

Because I was too busy.

Too busy doing everything except the one thing that really mattered to me.

And now, I will never know.

Regret strangles my chest like steel bands. It seeps through my body like ice, poisoning everything. I can’t breathe. I feel like someone is sitting on my chest and squeezing my throat with merciless force.

A vicious laugh suddenly cuts through the clanging in my head. “Oh, that’s right. The last time you saw this was right before I killed your parents.”

I suck in a panicked breath and try to blink my eyes back into focus, but everything is blurry. It’s only then that I realize that I’m crying. Dread joins the panic in my chest, and I desperately try to pull myself together.

My entire soul is screaming at me to use my magic to create an emotion so that I can feel that comforting pleasure again. But there is an iron collar around my neck, so I can’t even reach my magic right now.

Blinking furiously, I try to clear the tears from my eyes and force my mind back to the present.

At last, the dark stone cell becomes visible before me again. So do Bane and Jessina. And my friends.

But the aching in my chest doesn’t stop. And neither does the desperate need for that soothing pleasure that only my magic can bring. My soul is practically vibrating with the pent-up urge for it.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Bane begins.

In a feat of pure desperation, I finally manage to shove the pain and regret back behind the walls where they belong. That desperate need for the comforting feeling of my magic doesn’t go away, though. But I try to ignore it as best as I can.

My chest heaves, and tears still stain my cheeks, but I force myself to focus on Bane’s words. This is important. I need to know what they’re going to do to us. Otherwise, we will never be able to figure out how to escape.

“You,” Bane says, pointing at Hana. “What’s your name?”

Still sitting on the ground with her knees drawn up to her chest, she looks up at him with wide green and blue eyes. Her soft voice trembles slightly when she replies, “Hana.”

“After Hana has gotten the pocket reality open, you three,” Bane continues, and motions to me, Isera, and Orion, “are going to go inside and put this dragon steel bracelet on the leader of the Gold Clan.”

“Is that right?” I flash both him and Jessina a mocking smile full of challenge. “And who is going to control it for you now that Lavendera is on our side?”

Annoyance flits across Jessina’s face, and she narrows her eyes at me. “Yes, how did you manage that?”

Since I’m not about to blow Nysara’s cover and share how she glamoured us to look like the Icehearts so that we could get Lavendera out of the Ice Palace, I just continue smirking up at her in silence. Pain still pulses through my thigh and shoulder from the stab wounds, but I try not to let anything show on my face.

“That won’t be an issue,” Bane says. He sweeps his gaze over me, Isera, Orion, and Grey. “You four might be tough. But little Hana here…” He smirks as he shifts his black eyes to her cowering form. “We will have her broken and obedient in no time.”

By the wall, Hana tightens her arms around her knees and stares back at him with those wide eyes of hers. Short and skinny, and with that expression on her face, she looks like a child.

“So, you,” Bane locks eyes with Grey, “are going to open a portal to where the Gold Clan’s pocket reality really is. Then, she is going to open it. And then you three,” he looks to me, Orion, and Isera again, “are going to go in there, put the dragon steel bracelet on their clan leader, and then come back out with that person.”

“Or what?” I spit back at him.

“Oh, it’s very simple,” Jessina picks up. “If you don’t, we will kill all three of you and then have little Hana here destroy the pocket reality. Then we will kill the Gold Clan as well. If they don’t join us, they die.”

“They have shield magic.”

“Fine. If they don’t join us, you will die. That should be motivation enough for you.”

My mind churns as I turn their words over while also sorting through half formed plans and memories and snippets of information. Without access to our magic, putting up any sort of fight is going to be difficult. But they haven’t won yet.

We might still be able to use this to our advantage.

So for now, I lower my chin as if in defeat and speak the words they’re waiting for.

“Fine, we’ll do what you want.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN



It’s hard to tell how much time has passed. Both because we’re always kept in dungeons or cells or locked rooms with no windows. But also because they keep moving us from place to place frequently.

Every time Hana comes back from one of her sessions with them, they take off Grey’s collar and force him to open a portal to another location. Probably so that Hana, who is the only one of us who ever sees the outside of a cell, won’t be able to tell us where we are when she gets back.

And every time she gets back, she looks worse. I know that they are making her research how to open the Gold Clan’s pocket reality. Since the pocket reality was created by someone else, it’s apparently not as easy as just flicking her wrist and making it open. And I also know that they are torturing her. Extensively. They apparently meant it when they said that they plan to break Hana and make her become their new tool who can use the dragon steel. So far, she has managed to hold out. But she is looking worse and worse every time the Icehearts dump her back in our cell.

Though I suppose the rest of us aren’t doing all that well either.

Isera spends most of her time hyperventilating with her head between her knees. Since she is intensely claustrophobic, at least in tight spaces where she can’t see outside, every minute in these windowless cells is pure torture for her.

Orion isn’t much better. He just sits with his back to a wall, staring out at nothing with his one good eye and continuously tapping his fingers against his leg in an incredibly stressful rhythm. I don’t blame him. He’s probably trying to estimate how much time has passed and how much remains until his wounds are no longer fresh enough for Haldia to heal.

The only person who isn’t having a mental breakdown is Grey. Apart from the times when the Icehearts force him to portal us to a different location, he simply leans quietly against the wall close to where Orion is. In fact, his turquoise and yellow eyes barely leave his king. So he is the only stable person in this room.

Because I am also suffering from a never-ending mental breakdown. But for an entirely different reason.

I slide my hands underneath my thighs where I’m sitting on the cold stone floor, hoping that no one could see how much they were shaking. But it’s useless. Because my entire body is trembling.

Grey slides his gaze to me, a look of concern on his face. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I reply with as much conviction as I can muster. “I’m just cold because my body is using up all of my energy to heal the stab wounds.”

Understanding dawns on his face, and he gives me a nod before shifting his gaze back to Orion.

I stifle a breath of relief. He bought it.

It’s partly true, anyway. My body is using a lot of energy while trying to heal the wounds that Jessina inflicted on me yesterday. Or the day before. Or however long has passed since they took us captive.

But that is not the reason why I’m shaking. It’s not the reason why I feel like I want to crawl out of my skin and bang my head against the wall.

It’s because I still haven’t been able to use my magic.

Every time I pass out and fall asleep, or even just close my eyes, I see those awful memories of when Jessina killed my parents in vivid detail. And every time, I wake up gasping and in cold sweats. That deep need to feel the comforting pleasure of my magic was already strong before we even got here. Ever since Orion shattered Kander’s memory magic, I’ve been craving that comforting sensation more and more. And now, I haven’t been able to feel it for… an entire day? Two days? Three days? I don’t know how long. All I know is that it’s too long.

My body continues trembling. I squeeze my fingers into fists underneath my thighs and run my tongue through my parched mouth. The Icehearts are giving us water from time to time, but almost no food. Not that it matters. No amount of food would be enough to satisfy that awful hunger inside me. Because I’m not really hungry for food. I’m hungry for that wonderful comforting feeling of my magic.

I need it. Just a little boost. Then I will be okay. Then I will be able to function properly again. But with the iron collar on, I can’t give myself that one little boost of pleasure that I so desperately need.

So instead, I shake and suffer and lie to my friends.

Isera asked me earlier as well about the trembling. And I told her the same thing I told Grey. That it’s only because I’m cold. Thankfully, she is too preoccupied with her own panic attacks to see through my lies. And an awful, selfish part of me is glad for it. Because I don’t want her to know. I don’t want any of them to know.

I have spent so much time and effort on becoming someone that people can depend on. I have finally proven to my friends that I am someone who contributes. That I am strong and smart and that they can count on me. So if I were to admit to them that I’m struggling with the effects of my magic—my own magic, for Mabona’s sake!—it would ruin all of that. It would make them see me as a liability instead. And I don’t ever want to be a liability again. I don’t want to be seen as the weak link.

So I try to keep my shaking to a minimum as I sit there and force myself to ignore the way my mind is begging for relief that I can’t get right now.

My heart leaps into my throat as the door is yanked open.

We all scramble to our feet as Hana is shoved across the threshold right before both Jessina and Bane stride inside as well.

“At last,” Jessina declares while impatiently flicking her long white hair back over her shoulder. Her pale eyes shift to Grey. “Time to go.”

Orion and Isera move so that they are standing closer to me while Jessina explains in detail the place where she wants Grey to open the portal.

Hana remains on the other side of the room. Her black hair hangs down the sides of her face like dark curtains as she just stands there. I try to meet her eyes, but her chin is lowered and her shoulders are bowed. She is practically cowering there next to Bane.

I stare at her. Has she…?

“Let’s go,” Jessina says, her voice cracking through the air like a whip.

Blinking, I shift my gaze to her and realize that Grey has already opened the portal. Jessina jerks her chin at us. I shoot her a glare but follow Orion and Isera through the portal.

Surprise hits me when I step out onto a sunlit stretch of grass right in front of the sea. After so long in dim cells and darkened rooms, the sudden sunlight stabs at my eyes, and I have to squint and raise a hand to give them shade until my vision has adjusted.

Next to me, both Isera and Orion seem to come alive again for the first time since we were taken captive. Isera because she is finally in a place with no walls. And Orion no doubt because now that we’re here outside the pocket reality, we finally have our first real chance to escape and make our way back to the Unseelie Court. Both of them scan the area around us with sharp gazes, assessing our position and what we have to work with.

After Jessina, Bane, and Hana have stepped through the portal as well, Jessina once more collars Grey with iron. Then she and Bane turn to us.

Bane draws a hand over his long black hair to smoothen down nonexistent stray strands. Then his dark gaze slides to Hana, who is still cowering beside him and staring at the ground.

“Open it,” he demands.

“Yes, sir,” Hana breathes.

Orion snaps his gaze to her. “Sir?”

She doesn’t reply. Or even look at him.

“Hana,” Orion demands, his voice suddenly brimming with command. The voice of the Unseelie King. “Look at me.”

She doesn’t.

“Get on with it,” Bane orders.

“Yes, sir,” Hana whispers, and dips her chin even lower.

We all watch her with scrutinizing eyes as she walks up to the edge of the grass. There is no beach between it and the water. Instead, the grass ends abruptly in a small bluff. It’s so low that I could jump down from it without hurting myself. Below, waves lap gently against the side of it. Hana stops with her feet right at the edge and then raises her arms.

There is no visible magic in the air as she moves her hands. In fact, nothing appears to be happening at all. I squint at the space in front of her. But only glittering water is visible there on the other side of the small cliffside.

I jerk back as the air suddenly… splits.

A crack forms in the air in front of Hana. It widens and spreads towards the ground as she slowly draws her hands to the sides, as if she is parting a pair of heavy curtains.

My pulse thrums in my ears as a stone bridge becomes visible where only air used to be. It’s not a bridge that has been constructed by people. Instead, it looks as if the ground that we are standing on just stretches straight out into the water, forming a natural walkway. I stare in amazement as an island appears at the end of that bridge.

“Excellent work,” Bane says, sounding genuinely pleased.

Hana backs away from the hole in the air and returns to him and Jessina. “Thank you, sir.”

“Hana,” Orion growls. “You do not address anyone outside the Unseelie Court as sir.”

She flinches but says nothing. Only cowers down even more.

Next to her, Bane lets out a smug chuckle and flashes the Unseelie King a knowing smirk. However, before Orion can retort, Jessina stalks up to where Isera, Orion, and I are standing and shoves the crude dragon steel bracelet into my hands.

“Go in there, put this on their clan leader, and then come back out with that person,” she commands while putting the piece of leather she used to touch the bracelet back inside her dress.

My fingers curl hard around the metal as I try to block out another torrent of memories that I really don’t want to be thinking about now. Because now, I need to focus. My soul vibrates with the need for my magic, both to feel that pleasure and so that I could channel it through this metal and shove it against Jessina’s naked skin and then use it to control her. But with my iron collar, it’s impossible. So instead, I stuff it into one of my belt pouches and then clench my fist to hide the way my hands are still shaking slightly.

“Why don’t you just go in yourselves?” I bait.

“So that you can trap us in there?” Bane scoffs from behind Jessina. “Nice try.”

“What’s to stop us from just staying in there? Safe and protected from you inside a pocket reality.”

“You could,” Jessina replies, a cold and utterly vicious smile on her lips. “You could stay in there, safe and sound, while we slaughter all of your friends and loved ones out here. Is that what you want, fae?”

Grinding my teeth, I glare back at her but say nothing.

“Thought so.” She flicks her wrist dismissively but then narrows her eyes at us again. “Let me make this perfectly clear. If you come back out here without the leader of the Gold Clan in dragon steel, I will carve out all of your remaining eyes and then leave you crawling around on all fours, blind for the rest of your miserable lives.”

Orion flinches, which just makes her vicious smile widen.

“Still holding out hope that someone will be able to heal your eye?” Jessina mocks, her cruel gaze on Orion’s face. Then she jerks her chin towards the opening in the air. “Better hurry then.”

He bares his teeth at her but then simply spins around so that he is facing the hole in the pocket reality. Isera and I turn around as well. Waves lap gently against the stone walkway that leads out to the island hidden out there in the water.

“Go get us the Gold Clan,” Bane says.

With a deep breath, we step inside the pocket reality.
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CHAPTER TWELVE



Pain spears through my leg with every step. Since the iron collar is constantly draining my energy, and we’ve barely been given any food, the deep wounds in my thigh and shoulder haven’t been able to heal enough to be fully back to normal. So a jolt of pain hits me every time my boot connects with the ground. The fact that we’re running at breakneck speed isn’t exactly helping either.

My gaze drifts back to Orion, who is running at the head of our little group. He is the one who is setting this grueling pace. Stress radiates from every inch of his lean muscular body as he hurtles through the woods.

We don’t know exactly how much time has passed, but all of us have estimated that it has been at least two entire days. Which means that we don’t have long before Orion’s wounds become too old for Haldia to heal.

I watch the way he clenches his hand and whips his head from side the side while running, as he tries to guess where we should go to find the Gold Clan. Guilt flickers inside me. I was so quick to believe that he had turned on us back there. We all were. But in reality, he alone almost managed to win this entire war for us.

He knew that the only reason Draven couldn’t attack was because Jessina kept that knife to my throat. So he risked his own life and pretended to surrender so that he could get close to Jessina and kill her. If he had succeeded, Draven would have been free to take out Emperor Bane with all of us to back him up. And then, this war would be over.

But instead, Orion lost his eye.

So I don’t ask him to slow his pace. I just grit my teeth against the pain that shoots through my leg with every step and continue running.

“Logically, they should be living in the middle of the island,” Isera says from where she is sprinting along next to me.

Sensing a but coming, I ask, “But?”

“But people also need fresh water close by. And the only river we have seen so far is the one we just passed.”

At that, Orion finally twists his head to glance at us over his shoulder. However, as if by pure habit, he turns his head to the left when he does it. A jolt goes through him when he realizes that he can’t actually see anything through that eye, and he quickly snaps his head back. Instead of twisting his head in the other direction to try looking at us over his right shoulder, he just keeps his gaze on the trees ahead.

“Suggestion?” he asks.

My chest tightens at how carefully neutral his voice is.

Isera, however, simply answers him in her normal voice, as if she didn’t notice his embarrassment. “We follow the river.”

He stops so quickly that I almost slam right into him. Throwing myself sideways, I just barely manage to swerve around him. A tree rustles in annoyance as I yank my hands up and brace myself against its thin trunk in order to halt my forward momentum.

It’s a surprisingly bland forest. In the last pocket reality we visited, the forest was so colorful that it felt like I was walking through a rainbow. But this one is just filled with normal trees. Pale green leaves rustle in the canopy above us, and soft grass covers the ground. Though I think that’s because this pocket reality has been created in the opposite way.

In the previous one, we entered a world that had been pulled into our reality. This time, I think we’ve entered a pocket reality that originally belongs to this world, but has been pulled into someone else’s world in order to hide it from everyone else on our continent.

Though I don’t know that for certain, of course, so I just push that thought out of my head as I step over a thick brown root and turn back to Isera and Orion.

“We still need to figure out how to actually get the leader of the Gold Clan to put on the dragon steel and come with us,” I say as we start jogging back the way we came. “Without access to our magic, it’s going to be difficult.”

A flash of terrible need burns through me just at the mention of magic. Goddess above, I just need a quick little boost. Just one. Then I could get my head back on straight again and be able to focus on our mission.

Flexing my hands, I try to dispel that insistent urge. It works poorly.

“We won’t be able to make an actual plan until we know what we’re dealing with,” Isera replies. “Everyone thought the Gold Clan was a myth until just recently, remember?”

“Not everyone,” Orion points out.

Isera shifts her gaze to him and arches a dark eyebrow. “Any insight on what they’re like, then?”

He grimaces before slowly admitting, “No, I’m afraid not.”

“They have shield magic, though.” I look from face to face and shrug. “So I’d guess that they’re some kind of warrior society.”

Orion runs a hand over his jaw, a considering look blowing across his features. “Like those big and stocky humans in infantry units who carry huge shields to protect the archers behind them. Yes, that would make sense.”

I have no idea what he is talking about since I have next to no knowledge of human battle tactics, but I nod anyway since I’m pretty sure that it’s similar to what I was imagining.

“Forcing someone like that to do our bidding is going to be difficult when we have no weapons at all,” Isera points out.

Before either of us can come up with some kind of answer or plan, we reach the river that we passed earlier. It runs diagonally through the fresh green woods. One end is heading back the way we came, but more towards the right, while the other one continues deeper into the island but slanting towards the left.

We start following it towards the left.

Water gurgles merrily next to us as we run along the riverbank. We’re still keeping a good pace, but Orion has thankfully slowed down slightly so that we’re not just blindly dashing across the ground. Pain still pulses through my leg with every step, but it’s drowned out by that terrible need inside me that is begging me to use my magic. I try to block out both sensations, but it’s getting increasingly difficult. I need to use my magic soon. Just to get a little reset. Then I’ll be fine again.

Sunlight falls in through the clear barrier of the pocket reality. Just like the last one we were in, the walls that separate it from the outside world are transparent but they also blur and distort the view on the other side. Like looking through a thick but clear liquid that moves and ripples slightly. So the sun is visible, but it looks a little warped.

While we continue running along the river, I cast a glance up at that distorted sun, trying to estimate how much time has passed since we entered the pocket reality. The island was bigger than I thought it would be. Though I suppose it makes sense. If an entire clan has been living here for millennia, it has to be sizeable enough to fit them all.

Isera sucks in a sharp breath between her teeth. “Stop.”

We immediately slam to a halt.

I’m just about to ask her what’s wrong when I spot it too.

Buildings.

Through the trees up ahead, tall buildings made of beige stone are visible.

Anticipation pulses through me as we sneak forward on silent feet until we reach the edge of what looks like a massive clearing.

My jaw drops at what I find.

The river continues right through the clearing, it’s sparkling water casting glittering light over the beautiful city. Though, city is probably not the right word. Buildings rise up from the grass in no discernable pattern, interspersed with trees and other smaller creeks that branch off from the main river. And the buildings themselves are works of art. Tall and round, with a peaked dome at the top and several layers, they look kind of like beige versions of those fancy cakes that Trevor talked about during that final meal before the end of the Atonement Trials.

Trevor, who with his stone magic made it all the way to the final competition in the Atonement Trials, actually dreamed of opening up a bakery. Since I was a fish cutter, I knew nothing of cakes, but he had apparently been trading for information about all kinds of pastries. His eyes practically glittered when he told us about the different cakes he was going to bake and eat if he won the Atonement Trials. And these buildings kind of remind me of those.

Each layer of the buildings is decorated with stone carvings in swirling patterns and round stones that look like buttons. With the sunlight bathing the beige stones in a warm glow and the river casting glittering sparkles on the surface, and the rustling trees adding shade, it all looks incredibly beautiful and peaceful and refined.

It also looks very fragile.

For a clan that has shield magic, I was kind of expecting more of a fortress.

Tearing my gaze from the beautiful buildings, I instead quickly sweep it over the people who are strolling across the grass.

Surprise flits through me when I realize that they are all wearing the exact same type of clothes, which are decidedly not dragon scale armor. These garments are soft and flowing. Like long swatches of fabric that have been swept around the person in different layers. The inner layer looks to be white, while the part that covers their legs in a skirt-like fashion is more beige in color. Then finally, they all wear a broad golden sash across their chests.

All of them also have the exact same hair style. Long hair that has been braided around their head like a crown and then ending in a bun at the top of their head. Small gold decorations are set into that swirling braid, and a golden tassel flutters down from the bun at the top.

For a few seconds, all I can do is stare at them.

This is the Gold Clan? The mythical clan with the powerful shield and ward magic that will determine the outcome of this war? I was expecting a tough warrior society. Not… this.

“So…” I begin, still staring in complete bafflement at the members of the Gold Clan who are strolling along the glittering creeks. “Not a warrior clan, then.”

“No,” both Isera and Orion agree. They sound as surprised as I am.

“How do you want to handle this?”

Neither of them says anything straight away. Instead, they both just frown out at the strange society we’ve found. I consider in silence as well.

Just walking in there won’t work. They have been living here isolated for millennia, so if three fae suddenly just stroll into the middle of their city, it’s going to create chaos. What we really need to do is to locate the clan leader and kidnap that person without anyone else in this clan noticing. The only question is of course how we’re supposed to find that person.

In all other dragon clans, you can tell by their dragon scale armor. Draven’s black armor is much more imposing than the rest of his clan’s. Diana is the only one among her people who has carvings of animals on her purple armor. Rin’s orange armor is elegantly decorated, while the others in her clan keep theirs plain. And so on.

But here, if everyone is wearing the exact same clothes, how are we supposed to figure out who the leader is?

“I think we should try to circle around,” I begin. “If we can⁠—”

A gasp and a crash split the air behind us.

We whirl around to find a dragon shifter in flowing beige and gold robes staring at us with wide eyes. His mouth is open, and there is a broken clay jug on the ground before his feet, as if he dropped it in shock.

“You’re… fae,” he blurts out.

Goddess fucking damn it.

“We—” I begin.

He opens his mouth to scream.
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Orion launches himself at him. Right before the guy can get the first cry of alarm across his lips, Orion slams his hand around the dragon shifter’s throat. With expert precision, he squeezes his fingers around the man’s neck, cutting off his air and making him unable to scream.

And the dragon shifter does… nothing.

Stunned surprise hits me as I stare at that guy in beige and gold robes. He just stands there, gazing up at Orion with wide eyes. He doesn’t try to shove Orion back or break his grip or defend himself in any way. He hasn’t even raised his arms.

“If you scream, I will crush your windpipe,” Orion warns, his voice so cold and deadly that my skin prickles even though the threat was not directed at me.

The dragon shifter just continues staring back at him.

“Nod if you understand,” Orion orders.

The guy nods.

While still keeping his hand around the man’s neck, Orion eases his grip slightly so that he will at least be able to breathe. And speak.

He sucks in a deep breath as soon as the pressure on his throat is gone.

“Where is your clan leader?” Orion demands.

“The—” He coughs and clears his throat before trying again. “The main temple.”

“You’re going to take us there. Now.”

“Okay.”

The lack of resistance shocks me, but I’m glad to finally have something go our way, so I don’t dare to comment on it. Otherwise, Mabona might decide to hit me with a whole string of bad luck just for the hell of it.

Orion keeps a commanding hand around the guy’s throat as he starts leading us into their city. The moment we leave the cover of the trees, apprehension pulses through me. Even though we have a hostage, I feel incredibly exposed just walking through the open like this.

But I know that Orion doesn’t want to waste time. He’s calculating and in control, so he doesn’t make any stupid mistakes, but I can still feel that awful sense of stress radiating from him. It’s so palpable that it almost makes the air vibrate.

So I say nothing as Orion lets the dragon shifter lead us right through the city instead of sneaking around it.

A gasp rips through the air.

Followed by another.

Then the reaction is spreading across the soft grass like a plague. Everywhere I look, dragon shifters in golden robes whirl around and gasp at us as we stride through their city. They yank up their hands to their mouths in shock, gaping at us.

But they do… nothing.

Just like when Orion took our captive in a chokehold, the normal response that our actions should be met with is entirely missing.

Uneasiness slithers down my spine as I flick my gaze from side to side, waiting for some kind of giant trap to be sprung or for them to suddenly launch a massive attack on us. They far outnumber us. So if they do attack, we’re screwed.

But they don’t.

They all just watch as we walk through their city with one of their own as a hostage.

My mind spins. What the hell kind of clan is this?

All the shifters watch us in stunned shock as we walk up to a massive building in the middle of the clearing. The round, layered building is almost twice the size of the others, and the peaked dome at the top has beautiful gold inlays that gleam in the sunlight.

I flex my hand, trying to dispel the nervous worry, as we reach the large open doors. Through them, one massive room becomes visible.

“Selena, watch the left,” Orion says. “Isera, the right. I’ll keep my eyes open for… My eye open for…” Agony flits across his beautiful features for a second before he clears his throat and simply finishes with, “I’ll watch him.”

Our captive, who is oblivious to Orion’s recent loss, just looks up at him and says in a gentle voice, “There is no trap, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Sounds exactly like something someone who has set a trap would say,” Isera mutters under her breath.

To my surprise, it makes Orion let out a short breath of amusement. Some of that awful tension bleeds from his shoulders, and his more normal sense of power and authority settles back over him.

“Where is your clan leader?” he demands, now sounding like his usual self again.

“He should be right…” our captive begins, looking around for a second, “there.”

Following his gaze, I find a male dragon shifter sitting cross-legged in front of a small pond in the middle of the temple. He is wearing the same flowing robes as the rest of his clan, and his long red hair has also been braided around his head like a crown before ending in a bun at the top. Small gold decorations, like beads and tiny leaves, have been woven into his braid, just like the people outside had done with their hair as well. However, his golden tassel is much longer than all the ones I’ve seen so far. While everyone else’s don’t even reach down to their ears, his tassel falls down his head to brush the back of his neck.

It’s such a ridiculous thought to have with everything else that’s going on, but all I can think about is how much that tassel must be tickling his neck all the time. It must be incredibly uncomfortable.

“Severin,” our captive calls.

I tense up, immediately snapping my focus back to our present situation. While walking close to Orion and Isera, I sweep my gaze over the temple we have entered.

Inside, those layers manifest as stone balconies that run in circles around the entire room. They get smaller and smaller as the building narrows towards the top before ending in that peaked dome. Torches have been set along every balcony railing, and their flames reflect in the gold inlays across the room.

I quickly scan the space for other dragon shifters, but all the balconies are deserted. And so is the floor. Stone benches have been positioned throughout the room, all facing that pond in the middle. But none of them are occupied. The only person in here except for us is this Severin guy.

Shifting my gaze back to him, I watch as he slowly climbs to his feet. His back is still to us, and he bows to the pond before he begins turning around. Small golden bowls are floating on the water. Fire burns in all of them, casting flickering light over the beige stone floor around the pond. I have no idea what it means, but since water can extinguish fire, which is the dragons’ core element, this display in the pond somehow feels very symbolic.

“Yes, Morvin?” Severin says as he turns towards us. “Is there⁠—”

He abruptly stops speaking in the middle of his sentence when his gaze finds us. His eyes, which are the color of gold as well, widen as he just stares at us in open-mouthed shock for a few seconds.

“Oh, Azaroth,” he says, still gaping at us. “Yours is the will.”

“Are you the clan leader?” Isera asks, her hard voice echoing through the cavernous building.

“Yes,” he replies. Seeming to at last compose himself, he straightens a little and clasps his hands in front of him before shifting his gaze back to Orion and our captive. “I am Severin Godblessed, leader of the Gold Dragon Clan. Please, would you kindly release Morvin?”

“No,” Orion simply says.

Severin doesn’t look angry at the refusal. He just gives us a patient smile. “If you release him, I will talk to you. If you don’t, I fear we will all just waste our time standing here staring at each other.”

Orion glances to me and Isera. We give him a nod.

Taking his hand off Morvin’s neck, he finally releases our hostage. The guy runs a hand over his throat and straightens his robes but doesn’t attack or run away screaming. Instead, he simply looks to his clan leader.

“Thank you, Morvin,” Severin Godblessed says. “You may rejoin the others outside.”

After bowing his head, Morvin calmly walks out the door. I clench my hand, waiting to hear him sound the alarm and scream out orders to gather weapons and attack. He doesn’t. He simply walks out the open door in silence and disappears from view.

With a confused frown on my face, I turn back to the leader of the Gold Clan.

“So, what can I do for you?” he asks.

I just gape back at him. I feel like my head is ringing. Nothing about this is going the way I thought it would.

“You have lived isolated in here for six thousand years,” I begin, not being able to mask the bafflement in my tone. “Three fae have just broken in. And that is your first question?”

He shrugs, making that golden tassel sway and brush against his neck. “If you are here, it is because Azaroth wills it so. And our job is not to question the will of God. It is to obey.”

“Excellent,” Orion says with a sharp smile on his lips. “Then you need to come with us and do exactly as we say.”

Severin chuckles. “Oh, you misunderstand. God’s will is absolute. Yours is not.”

“But if your god brought us here, then what’s the difference?” I question.

“The difference is that it has already happened. You are already here. Which means that Azaroth wanted it that way.”

My confusion deepens, and so does my frown. “I… What?”

“Why don’t you just tell me what it is that you came here for, and then I can decide if that aligns with the will of Azaroth or not?”

“I thought Azaroth decided what his will was. Not you.”

He just gives me a patient smile, as if he is looking at a child who will never understand the true depths of his theological intricacies.

“We’re here because Bane and Jessina Iceheart sent us in here to get you,” Isera says in her no-nonsense tone.

At that, Severin’s gaze sharpens for a second before he smoothens his features into a pleasant smile again. “Bane and Jessina Iceheart? They are still alive?”

“You knew them?”

“Me personally, no. But our ancestors knew them, of course.”

“Of course?” Isera echoes. “Why of course?”

“They are the reason we are in here. Or rather, our own actions are the reason we are in here. But those actions directly involved Bane and Jessina.”

“In what way?”

He looks distinctly uncomfortable. His hands are still clasped in front of him, but he tightens his fingers before relaxing them again. And he says nothing.

“It doesn’t matter how or why,” Orion growls. “All that matters is that you’re going to leave this pocket reality and help us fight against them.”

A baffled laugh escapes his chest. “Fight? Oh, no. The Gold Clan does not fight.”

Orion, at last losing the final shred of his patience, lunges towards Severin and grabs him by the throat the same way he did with Morvin. And just like our previous captive, Severin doesn’t even try to defend himself. He just lets Orion lock a hand around his throat.

Lethal fury drips from the Unseelie King’s voice as he tightens his grip around Severins neck and declares, “You are going to help us win this war, or you are going to die. Right here.”

Severin just looks back at Orion with calm eyes. Behind him, the pond remains still, the water reflecting the burning flames and the gold inlays in the ceiling like a smooth mirror. Those small golden bowls float there in the calm water, as if nothing is wrong.

At last, Orion loosens his grip on Severin’s throat. The clan leader coughs once. Then smiles up at Orion.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Orion growls in his face, but there is a distinct edge of panic and stress in his voice. “I just told you that you will die.”

“If I die, it is Azaroth’s will,” Severin replies in that annoyingly calm voice.

For a moment, it looks like Orion might actually strangle him to death just out of frustration. But then he releases the guy’s throat with a snarl and steps back again. Severin straightens his robes and runs a hand over his braided hair before fixing the tassel as well.

“If you know the Icehearts, you know how dangerous they are,” I say. “But you still won’t help us fight?”

“No. Like I said, the Gold Clan does not fight.”

“Why not?”

“Because we have no dragon fire.”

That stuns me enough that I actually draw back. No dragon fire? Draven has made it sound like their dragon fire is a core part of their beings. Their souls. So how can they not have any?

As if reading the questions in my eyes, Severin explains, “Both the Silver Clan and the Gold Clan are blessed by Azaroth in a way that the ordinary clans are not. That is why we alone have scales like precious metals. The Silver Clan was given their ice flames, and we were given something better. Something more holy than dragon fire.”

“Which is?” Isera prompts impatiently.

“The ability to bestow clan magic on someone.”

I jerk back and stare at him. “What?”

“Azaroth trusted us to help him carry each clan’s magic to a new person, if something went wrong and no one inherited the magic after the previous leader died. In addition to our own clan magic, which is to create shields and wards in order to protect this most sacred duty of ours, the leader of the Gold Clan has always been able to give a member of another clan the gift of their own clan magic.”

Stunned silence falls over the temple. For a few seconds, only the faint crackling of fire disturbs the stillness. Then understanding crashes over Isera’s face.

“That’s why both Bane and Jessina have their clan’s ice magic,” she blurts out. It’s not really a question. More of an accusation. “No other clan has two clan leaders, since only one person can inherit their clan magic. But Bane and Jessina both have magic and both carry the title of clan leader. That’s your doing, isn’t it?”

Severin tightens his clasped hands, once again looking distinctly uncomfortable.

All three of us gape at him as understanding settles inside me as well. I’ve always just thought that the Silver Clan was special or something. That, since they have their ice flames, their clan simply plays by different rules than the other dragon shifters. But apparently, that’s not the case.

“What did you do?” I demand, my voice coming out dark and full of threats.

Severin squirms under our harsh gazes for another few seconds before finally breaking. “We just wanted to help! Our ancestor, Theodora, who was the leader of the Gold Clan back then, really thought she was doing the right thing. Bane and Jessina came to her, begging her for help. They had been enslaved by fae from the Seelie Court for decades and had finally gotten free. But they were so worried that they would be captured again that they begged Theodora to give them their clan’s ice magic so that they could protect themselves.”

“And she believed them?” Isera snarls.

“Why wouldn’t she? How could she have known that they were going to kill the current leader of the Silver Clan, take his position, and then… and then…”

“And then launch a war that desolated part of the continent, forced the dryads into hiding, and destroyed our court, before they also slaughtered almost our entire species and then conquered all of the other dragon clans too,” I finish for him, my voice hard.

“She was just trying to help!” Severin desperately insists while wringing his hands. “But after we saw what they started doing, we realized that we had wronged Azaroth. He gave us this power to help him. Not someone else. So we knew that we had to make amends.”

“Make amends?”

“Yes. Earlier, we had made a bargain with the Unseelie Court to open this pocket reality for us so that we would have a private and peaceful place to pray. But once Bane and Jessina set their destructive plans in motion, we knew that we had to make amends and change our ways.”

“But you didn’t make amends! You hid. For six thousand years!”

“Not amends to you. To Azaroth.” He shakes his head at me as if that should have been obvious. “We knew we had to repent by going into self-imposed exile and only focusing on our core duty.”

“Which is what?”

“A life of prayer in peace and solitude.”

“So you created a pair of monsters and then just left the world to fend for itself?” I snarl, fury streaking through me like lightning.

“We should never have gotten involved in the first place.” He raises his chin, determination blazing in his eyes. “It is not our place to intervene. The people who suffer, suffer because Azaroth wills it. The people who die, die because Azaroth wants them to. It is not our place to save anyone. They die because it is Azaroth’s will.”

The memories of Jessina slitting my parents’ throats flash before my eyes. The fear, the shock, the pools of blood. The awful thuds as they hit the floor.

Rage, so all-consuming that it could have burned the world down, sears through my soul. My parents didn’t die because Azaroth wanted them to. I haven’t suffered all my life because Azaroth willed it so. I have suffered because Bane and Jessina wanted me to. My parents died because Jessina killed them. They are responsible for their own actions. And I am responsible for mine. I decided not to go and see my parents when I could, and therefore, I will never know if they loved me. The regret of that is destroying me from the inside. But the regret is still mine. Because I made that choice.

It isn’t until I slam into Orion’s outstretched arm that I realize that I was about to strangle Severin to death. On Orion’s other side, Isera has smacked into his other arm as well. She, who is also mourning the loss of a parent and who is also plagued by regret, must have been thinking the exact same thing as me.

“What if we can give you a chance to fix it?” Orion says, and there is a sharp glint in his eye and a cunning edge to his smooth voice. Like a predator, luring his prey in before the strike. “You said that you wronged Azaroth by giving both Bane and Jessina the Silver Clan’s signature ice magic. What if we can give you, Severin Godblessed, a chance to finally undo your ancestor’s mistake and restore the Gold Clan’s honor in the eyes of your god?”

My skin prickles at both his words and the way he says them. His words are like honey and his voice like the smooth caress of dark silk. Sometimes, I forget that Orion is a master manipulator. That he is an expert at tempting people into bargains and convincing them to do what he wants. As I’ve gotten to know him, I’ve started to see him like just another person. But it is at times like this that I am reminded that he is the Unseelie King and one of the most dangerous people I have ever met.

Severin licks his lips, looking uncertain for the first time since we stepped into this temple.

“What if we can give you a chance to strip one of the Icehearts of their magic and restore the natural order?” Orion pushes.

The leader of the Gold Clan draws in an unsteady breath. His tassel sways and brushes his neck as he wrings his hands. Then he licks his lips again. “How?”

It’s a short word spoken in a small voice. But a sharp smile spreads across Orion’s lips, because he already knows that he has won.

“You’re going to have to trust us.”
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My heart pounds like a battle drum as we run back along the river and towards the stone bridge that will take us out of the pocket reality. Just like when we were searching for the Gold Clan’s city, Orion is at the front of our little procession while Isera and I bring up the rear. However, this time, there is a fourth person here as well.

That long golden tassel swings back and forth across the back of Severin Godblessed’s neck as he runs through the woods in his flowing robes. Gold and beige fabric flutter in the air, while the white parts of his garments remain more firmly fixed to his body. For someone who is supposed to be solely a man of faith and prayer, he is surprisingly fit.

I shift my gaze from him to the Unseelie King, and my heart clenches. There is almost a spring in Orion’s step now. As if, now that we have convinced Severin, he is certain that we will be able to pull this whole thing off and make it back to the Unseelie Court in time to save his eye.

But I can’t help but feel worried. Half of this plan that I’ve come up with is based on something that Jocasta told me when she was teaching me how to use emotion magic. And the other half is based solely on faith and a sudden hope that blossomed when I realized why the Icehearts kept moving us from place to place.

It’s an absolutely insane plan. But it has to work. Because it’s our only chance.

The thing that worries me, though, is that the Icehearts have outsmarted us time and again. Every time I think we’re one step ahead, we walk right into a trap that they planned five steps ago. They’re so cunning, and they have so much life experience. If they have managed to anticipate my plan, we’re not going to survive this.

As if she could feel my worry, Isera slides her gaze to me and asks in a low voice, “How sure are you of this plan?”

“The first part? Very. The second…” Trailing off, I give her a long look.

She lets out a forceful breath but doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t need to. We’re all thinking the same thing. It has to work. By Mabona, it has to work.

For a while, we just run in silence. The river flows steadily next to us, creating a soft rippling sound that is almost drowned out by the thudding of our feet and the sound of my increasingly labored breathing. The island was bigger than we thought it would be, so getting in, finding the Gold Clan, convincing Severin, and then running back out again has taken longer than I thought it would.

I glance up at the distorted sky visible through the thick and clear barrier of the pocket reality. The sun has slipped dangerously low on the horizon, which is both good and bad. It’s good for my plan, but bad for Orion.

The Unseelie King, however, just keeps his spine straight and his chin raised as we continue running.

“I am going to kill him,” Isera suddenly says.

It takes me a second to realize that she is talking about Emperor Bane. Not Orion.

Cold fury burns in Isera’s blue and silver eyes as she slides me a glance from the corner of her eye. “I don’t care what it takes. I don’t care what it costs me. I am going to kill Bane Iceheart. No matter what. I will get my revenge. It’s the only thing I truly care about. You do understand that, right?”

Emotions twist like thorny vines in my chest. Because I do. From the bottom of my furious heart, I understand the depth of her terrible need for revenge. Probably better than any of our other friends. But it also terrifies me. Because if our plan doesn’t go the way we hope, she might go rogue. And if that happens, our chances of winning this war might worsen even more.

But I know that I can’t stop her. Truth be told, I don’t actually want to stop her. We had Bane at our mercy once, and we let him go just so that we could get Draven back. To me, it was worth it. But I know that it was a huge sacrifice for Isera. She deserves her vengeance. And this time, I will not be the one who stops her.

So I just incline my head in acknowledgement and reply, “I understand.”

Relief and a flicker of gratitude blow across her face. Then she gives me a nod back.

Silence settles over us again as we run the final distance to that natural stone walkway we used when we got here. Once we reach it, we slow to a walk.

“Ah, so that’s how you got in,” Severin says as he spots the tear in the barrier. “Someone else with this type of magic opened a hole. I have to say, I’m quite impressed. I didn’t think it was possible to open a pocket reality that someone else has created without the original creator’s permission. Your magic user must be quite skilled.”

Another flicker of worry pulses through me. I know that Hana is a talented magic-wielder. That has never been a concern. What worries me is whether she will be able to handle everything else.

The way she acted with Bane before we went into the pocket reality drifts through my mind as we start across the stone bridge.

With a deep breath, I try to push all of my worries aside and just focus on the next step. I really wish that I could use my magic right now. Then I could just give myself a little boost, and then I would feel much better.

“What’s…” Severin begins. He suddenly sounds very apprehensive. “What’s the outside world like?”

All sorts of memories crash through me. Heartbreaking memories. Delightful memories. Grief. Joy. Regret. Love. Hatred. Laughter. How do I even describe this strange world we live in? It’s both wonderful and challenging, full of both endless opportunities and devastating hardships, all at once.

“Harsh,” Isera replies in her no-nonsense tone before I can get so much as one word out. “Brace yourself.”

“Azaroth give me strength,” he says.

Rolling my eyes, I shoot Isera an exasperated look. We need Severin to actually do his part, and that will be a lot easier if he truly believes that we can actually pull this off.

Isera just shrugs and gives me an unapologetic look in reply.

We reach the end of the bridge. Orion doesn’t bother stopping to ask if we’re ready. We have to be ready regardless of how we really feel. So with his shoulders straight, he strides out of the hole in the barrier and back onto the grass outside without hesitation.

“Brave of you to step out first,” Jessina is saying from the other side. “The leader of the Gold Clan had better be right behind you. Or you’re about to lose your other eye in the next thirty seconds.”

To his credit, Orion doesn’t even bother to respond. He simply takes two more steps away from the hole and then moves to the side.

I swear I can hear the Icehearts suck in a short breath as Severin becomes visible. Isera gives him a gentle shove forward. Or fairly gentle, at least. Isera isn’t exactly known for her soft touch.

She and I quickly follow Severin as he steps out onto the grass.

The moment that all of us are through, Hana closes the tear in the pocket reality behind us.

My pulse thrums in my ears. This is the moment of truth. We’re about to find out if my insane plan might actually work.

Isera and I take up position next to Orion and Severin. Across the grass, Jessina and Bane are smiling like satisfied cats as they watch the dragon shifter who is standing between us.

“This is Severin Godblessed,” I announce. “The leader of the Gold Clan.”

“And he is wearing the dragon steel,” Jessina says, her normally pale gray eyes gleaming like rubies in the red light from the slowly setting sun. “Excellent.”

I glance down at the crude dragon steel bracelet that Severin is indeed wearing on his left wrist. Then I look back up at Hana, trying to catch her eye. She, however, keeps her eyes on the ground. My heart thuds in my chest.

“Prove it,” Bane says, his voice ringing out over the now red-painted landscape. “Create a shield in front of me. If you are truly the clan leader, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

Severin raises his chin, his earlier composure now back again. “No. Our magic is a gift from Azaroth. It is not meant to be used for frivolous reasons.”

“Oh, God,” Jessina drawls while rolling her eyes. “Theodora’s descendants are just as stuck-up as she was.”

“Please, do not invoke Azaroth unnecessarily,” Severin says. “It will⁠—”

“Order him to create a shield in front of me,” Bane suddenly snaps, cutting him off.

My heart jerks as Hana at last lifts her gaze.

I don’t think I’m breathing.

For a moment, it’s as if the entire world is holding its breath.

And then her eyes begin to glow as she locks them on Severin. “Create a shield in front of him.”

“No!” I scream. “Hana, what are you doing? We had a plan!”

Severin, forced to obey her orders because of the dragon steel, draws his hand through the air. A thick and mostly transparent shield appears in front of Bane. The Icehearts chuckle.

“Excellent,” Bane says. “He can drop it.”

“Drop the shield,” Hana immediately relays.

“No!” I yell again. “Hana, what⁠—”

“I’m sorry,” she calls back, her voice desperate and broken. “They’re torturing me. You have no idea what it’s like.”

The shield in front of Bane fades out again as Severin is once more forced to obey.

“Tell him to come over here,” Jessina orders.

“Come over here,” Hana repeats.

A snarl rips from Isera’s throat as Severin immediately walks over to them. “We have no idea? You think we don’t know what it’s like to be tortured?”

Hana winces and then just drops her gaze to the ground again.

Next to her, Jessina lets out a smug laugh. “Did you really think that we wouldn’t figure out your plan? That we wouldn’t realize that you were planning to use Hana to force little Severin here to protect you with his magic while you escaped?” She scoffs. “Of course we did. We are over six thousand years old. There is no plan, no scheme, we haven’t already thought of. To us, you are like children.”

Narrowing my eyes, I glare back at her. “I am going to kill you one day. Mark my words.”

“Oh really?” A cruel smile stretches her lips. “That’s going to be very difficult without eyes.”

Bane’s gaze darts to her in what almost looks like surprise, and he opens his mouth to say something.

A massive black dragon shoots down from the sky.
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My heart soars as Draven lets out a furious roar before dragon fire streams from his mouth. It barrels towards the Icehearts, who yank up thick shields of ice to protect themselves. But the moment their focus is elsewhere, Grey darts away from them and towards our side. Hana does not.

She remains standing close to Bane while dragon fire slams into the protective ice walls that Bane and Jessina summon. While continuing to dive steeply towards the ground, Draven breathes that thick torrent of fire right into their ice shields. The heat of it is so intense that the rest of us have to yank our arms up to protect our faces. But it buys Draven enough time to reach the ground.

Black smoke explodes across the grass as Draven hits the ground with a boom and immediately shifts. The smoke drifts out over the red-glittering sea to block out the setting sun for a moment before storm winds suddenly howl around us. They wash away the smoke, revealing the most perfect sight to ever exist. My mate.

Draven Ryat appears out of the billowing smoke like a true shadow of death. Lightning crackles around him as he flares his massive black wings and flies at full speed towards us. Isera, who was standing closest to where he landed before he shifted, jerks back in shock as he almost slams right into her when he reaches her. Yanking his hand up, he grabs her iron collar and rips it off.

Then his eyes meet mine while he continues his flight towards the rest of us. Relief and rage fight like wolves in his beautiful golden eyes when his gaze lands on me.

It makes my heart flutter, but I yell, “Grey!”

While I would do anything to get my collar off right now so that I can use my magic, the most important person to free is Grey. As soon as his collar is off, he can open a portal for us all to escape.

Draven jerks his chin down in a nod and swerves in the air, heading straight for Grey.

Spears of ice shoot towards his wings.

I scream.

A crack echoes across the red-stained landscape as the spears smack into a thick ice wall right before they can hit Draven. Gasping in a breath of relief, I snap my gaze to Isera, who managed to protect him. Draven continues towards Grey, but more ice attacks are already barreling for him.

Forced to abandon his efforts to reach Grey, Draven twists around in the air and sweeps a rush of storm winds at the ice spikes heading for him. It manages to shove them off course enough to miss him, but Jessina is already attacking him again.

“Draven,” she grinds out while shooting spears of ice at him.

Next to her, Bane is yanking up ice wall after ice wall to protect himself from Isera’s furious attacks. Her blue and silver eyes burn with revenge as she hammers him with everything she has.

“Haven’t you learned by now?” Jessina says to Draven, her voice full of smug mocking. “You will never be skilled enough, never be powerful enough, to beat us.”

Their massive silver wings flare out wide as both Jessina and Bane increase the intensity of their attacks. Suddenly, Isera is being pushed back. Her fury might be stronger, but she has still been wearing an iron collar for the past few days. Her strength is not at full power. Gritting her teeth, she desperately tries to get her momentum back as she blocks Bane’s attacks with shields of ice before throwing shards and spears back at him.

A short distance from her, Draven is alternating between barely blowing Jessina’s ice away with his storm winds and shooting white bolts of lightning at her.

Isera sucks in a sharp breath as one of Bane’s ice shards slices through her arm at the same time as another one takes her in the shoulder. Next to me, Orion lets out a low snarl.

And all I can do is stand there uselessly on the grass and watch. My mind is screaming at me to help. To do something. But with the iron collar still on, there is nothing I can do. I’m not some badass warrior who can plow through enemy ranks with a sword. I rely heavily on my magic to be dangerous. And I’ve made peace with that. I can’t be good at everything. I know that. But Mabona’s tits, it’s still fucking sucks to just stand here like a useless spectator.

“We need to distract them,” I hiss to Orion, who is also severely limited without his magic. “All we need is to buy Draven enough time to reach Grey.”

The Unseelie King jerks his chin down in a nod. “Agreed.”

Sweeping his gaze back and forth, he looks for an opening. I do the same but quickly realize that we don’t have a lot to work with. A kind of steady understanding settles within me as my mind comes to a conclusion.

“How quick are you to dodge?” I ask.

Orion, who seems to have come to the same conclusion, just lets out a humorless breath and says, “I guess we’re about to find out.”

We sprint forward.

My heart slams against my ribs as Orion and I barrel straight towards Jessina. Her gaze darts to us for a second, and genuine surprise pulses across her face. But to my shock, she doesn’t stop her attacks on Draven.

It takes me another second to realize why.

And by then, it’s already too late.

Bane has seen what we’re doing, and he is protecting his mate instead.

Sharp ice spikes shoot straight towards me and Orion from the left. I didn’t see the attack because I was so focused on Jessina. So sure that our charge would cause her to turn her attention to us. And Orion didn’t see them because he has no peripheral vision on that side of his face anymore.

Time seems to slow to a crawl as I watch those ice spikes shoot through the air. Jessina is hammering Draven with attacks that he barely has time to shove away with his storm winds. Isera is staring at Bane with a sudden burst of victory on her face, because his attention is now fixed on me and Orion, leaving him entirely open to attack.

Grabbing Orion by the arm, I yank him with me as I dive to escape the ice spikes that he still hasn’t even seen.

But I already know that it’s going to be too late. They’re too close and too wide for us to evade them. And when they hit, we will not survive it.

I keep my gaze on Bane, hoping to at least see Isera kill him in that final moment before I’m speared through by a hail of ice spikes.

A pale wall shoots through the air right in front of us.

Ice cracks as those sharp spikes smack into the thick ice wall instead of our bodies.

Orion and I hit the grass, our bodies rolling across the ground with the force of our momentum. I jerk my head up and stare wide-eyed at Isera.

Emperor Bane’s attention is now back on her, and shields shoot up in front of him as he blocks her attacks.

My heart pounds.

She had a clear shot at Bane. A chance to finally kill him. But she gave that up. She gave up that perfect chance at revenge in order to save us.

“I’m done playing with our food,” Empress Jessina snarls while she keeps attacking Draven with unending fury. “Hana, order Severin to raise a shield around us. We’re⁠—”

Trees and vines shoot up from the ground.

Panic flashes across Jessina’s face as they almost manage to ensnare them. Leaping backwards, she pulls Hana with them as she and Bane barely manage to evade the twisting branches. Grey sprints towards Draven.

The moment Jessina’s attacks stop, Draven whips around and yanks off Grey’s iron collar.

“Now!” Jessina screams at Hana.

For a moment, Hana just looks out at all of us with wide eyes. Then she turns her gaze to Severin. I can’t hear her soft voice from over the sound of howling storm winds and creaking branches, but her eyes begin to glow and Severin Godblessed forms a shield that surrounds them like a massive bubble.

“Open a portal to the Unseelie Court,” Orion yells at Grey while leaping back to his feet.

Scrambling upright, I sprint after him as we run back towards the others.

Trees and vines crash into the shield around the Icehearts while Draven at last unclasps the iron collar that only a dragon shifter can remove and yanks it from my neck. A sob of relief rips from my lungs as my connection to my magic is restored.

While Draven does the same to Orion, I whirl towards the Icehearts.

There are so many branches in the air that I can barely see them through the furious onslaught, but I still create a massive violet flame of pain and slam it straight towards Jessina.

My soul practically vibrates with anticipation. After so many days without it, I will finally feel that comforting pleasure again. In just one second, I will finally feel it. Just one second.

My magic smacks into the shield around them with such force that I could almost feel it physically. Staggering back a step, I blink against the sudden abrupt end. And for a moment, my mind can’t seem to catch up. I was so certain that I was about to feel that wonderful pleasure. But then it just… didn’t come.

“Oh, you little traitor,” Empress Jessina says as the branches, which can’t get through the shield either, sink back into the ground again. “You will regret working against us.”

When the tangle of vines and trees disappears, two figures become visible on the grass between us and the Icehearts.

Lavendera.

And the Dryad Queen.

“You were never going to give me the Soul of Trees,” Lavendera declares, her voice stronger and more confident than I have ever heard.

Jessina flashes her a cruel smile. “No, we weren’t.” Her pale gray eyes slide to the Dryad Queen. “But you, you have made a mistake today. Picking a side…” She shakes her head. “We were content leaving you alone, as long as you stayed out of sight. But now, you have made yourselves our enemies. Which means that you will die just the same as them.”

“The portal is open,” Grey says from a little to my right.

Casting a glance in that direction, I find Orion sprinting through it.

“You were content leaving us alone?” the Dryad Queen echoes with a terrifyingly sharp edge to her voice. Her dress and hair, made entirely of vines and leaves and branches, stream out around her. “You did not leave us alone. You tried to take our homeland for yourselves!”

“We didn’t try to take it. We just had nowhere else to go,” Jessina snaps back. “Our homeland was being destroyed in the war, and the fae were still fighting us. We needed a safe place to stay, and you turned us out!”

“First of all, we are not responsible for your war. Just because you and the fae cannot get along does not mean that we need to clean up your mess. And yet you just barged into our home and brought your problems to us.” The Dryad Queen’s brown eyes flash with fury. “And secondly, we did not turn you out. We did give you sanctuary at first.”

“But then you kicked us out.”

“Yes. Because you did not respect our homeland.”

“We were just trying to settle!”

“To your life!” The vines in her hair whip in the air like vicious snakes and her voice drops to a low growl, full of age-old fury. “You chopped down trees to make houses.”

“We needed houses to live in,” Jessina snaps.

“The trees are our houses! They are the very foundation of our homeland. They are our siblings. Our people. And you cut them down.”

For a few seconds, they just stare each other down across the grass. The sun has almost disappeared into the sea by now, painting the heavens with streaks of deep violet.

“And then when we asked you to leave after giving you shelter for weeks, you repaid our kindness by stealing from us.” The Dryad Queen’s expression darkens until it feels as if the very bones of this world are trembling with rage. “You stole the Soul of Trees and used it to trap the Mother Dryad inside Lavendera Dawnwalker’s head, just to raise the thorn forest around the Seelie Court. You knew what the Soul of Trees means to us. You knew that there can be no new dryads without the Mother Dryad. And still, you did it.”

“We needed the thorn forest to isolate the Seelie Court so that we could win the war.”

A snarl rips from the Dryad Queen’s throat. “Always only thinking of your own needs and wants. Like entitled children.”

“We need to go,” Draven suddenly says, interrupting their argument. “A host of dragons from their clan was hunting me. I managed to outpace them, but they’ll be here soon.”

Isera starts moving towards the portal. And so do Draven and I. In front of us, Lavendera and the Dryad Queen are still standing rooted in place.

“Your crimes will not be forgiven,” the Dryad Queen says, her eyes still locked on the Icehearts. “You will die. And when you do, there will be no afterlife to welcome you. Not even the demons in hell will open their gates for you.”

Bane draws his dark brows down in a scowl, and Jessina scoffs. The Dryad Queen keeps her gaze on them as she and Lavendera finally start backing towards the portal.

“Scoff all you like,” she says, the vines of her dress and hair rippling around her as she moves. “But we dryads are a part of this world in a way that the rest of you never will be. You only live on this world. We are this world. And we have ties to all the gods and goddesses who now call this world their home.”

Ice skitters down my spine at the deadly promises in her voice. Even though I’m not on the receiving end of these threats, my whole soul is still screaming at me to run and hide from the terrible power before me.

A truly vicious smile curves the Dryad Queen’s lips. “We will speak with Azaroth. And Mabona and Malachi and Father Almighty too, just to be sure. We will even deal with the demons in hell. And trust me when I tell you, no one will open the gates of their afterlife to you. When you die, all you will experience is endless, cold, dark nothingness for all eternity.”

For the first time ever, true terror flashes across Jessina’s and Bane’s faces. And this time, there is no retort waiting on their tongues.

I shift my gaze to Hana. “Last chance to change your mind. Are you sure you’re making the right decision staying with them?”

A small jolt goes through her at my question, and she flicks her gaze over all of us before casting a worried glance at the Icehearts. For a moment, I think she’s going to cut and run for the portal.

But in the end, she straightens slightly and replies, “Yes.”

That at last makes Bane and Jessina recover. Giving their heads a quick shake, they draw themselves up to their full height while those customary expressions of arrogant power return to their features.

“Let’s go,” Draven says in a low voice as we reach the portal.

Then one by one, we walk through it.

Relief crashes over me when we appear in Orion’s throne room in the Unseelie Court.

The moment we’re all through, Grey lets the portal collapse.

I watch it sink into the ground, leaving the Icehearts, Hana, and Severin Godblessed behind on the shores of a red-streaked sea.
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For a moment, the six of us just stand there in the middle of Orion’s throne room. My heart is still pounding in my ears and my mind is still in survival mode, so for a while, I can barely even process that we’re safe now. That we’re free.

Then Draven wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a tight hug.

“Are you okay?” he whispers into my hair.

And everything just comes crashing back over me. Because, no, I’m really not okay. My thigh and shoulder still ache from where Jessina stabbed me, my brain has barely processed that I didn’t die a few minutes ago from Bane’s ice spikes, and my entire soul is screaming at me to use my magic now that the iron collar is off.

But I don’t want to tell Draven that. Especially not when there are other people here. So I just nod against his chest and reply, “I am now.”

His arms tighten around me, and he kisses the top of my head. Then he raises his gaze and looks towards the left. There is a light hint of teasing in his voice when he says, “Took you long enough.”

“Easy for you to say, dragon shifter,” the Dryad Queen replies. “As opposed to you, we can’t fly. We might be able to take certain shortcuts underground, but we still need to actually move across the ground.”

“Stop,” Lavendera hisses.

Pulling back from Draven’s embrace, I find her shaking her head hard and blinking.

“It’s too crowded,” she growls, still whipping her head back and forth. “Stop it, stop it, stop it.”

That makes Grey leap into motion. Since he is the only member of the Unseelie Court currently present, he takes it upon himself to offer them rooms to stay in if they need privacy, which they accept.

While Draven slides a comforting hand down my arm, I turn to Isera, who is still staring at the space where the portal used to be.

“You chose to save us instead of killing Bane,” I say.

A jolt goes through her, and she snaps her gaze to me, looking as if I have just caught her doing something she shouldn’t.

Cocking my head, I study her. “I thought you hated them more than you cared about us.”

“I do,” she replies, but red flushes her cheeks and she glances away awkwardly.

I smile. “Thank you.”

She clears her throat self-consciously.

Since I’m pretty sure that she will combust if I keep this up, I give her an easy way out and tell her, “You should probably head down to Haldia too and get those cuts healed.”

Her gaze darts in the direction of the healer’s house, even though she can’t see it from all the way in here, and an expression that I can’t read settles on her face. Orion is no doubt down there right now. Hopefully, his eye can still be saved.

“Yeah,” Isera replies.

After one more glance at me and Draven, she starts towards the door.

I turn back to my mate, and a soft smile spreads across my lips. “I knew you would find me.”

His golden eyes gleam in the glittering faelights as he slides a gentle hand along my jaw and cups my cheek. “I told you. I will always find you, little rebel.”

“Good thing we were able to restore our mate bond.”

He smiles and draws his thumb over my bottom lip. “Good thing, indeed.”

It wasn’t until the Icehearts moved us to a new location for the third time that I finally realized how Draven was planning to find me. Through our mate bond. There is always a slight tug pulling us towards each other, which means that we can feel which direction the other person is in. It’s how he found me and saved me when people were trying to kill me in the past. So if he were to just keep following that sensation this time as well, it would eventually lead him to me.

I don’t actually know if the Icehearts are aware that Draven and I are fated mates or not. They might have just been moving us frequently to stop Hana from telling us where we are. Regardless, it prevented Draven from locating me and getting there in time while we were in captivity. But he was finally able to catch up to us outside the pocket reality, since we were in there for so long.

“What happened?” Draven asks, his intense eyes scrutinizing me as if looking for signs of injury. When he sees the holes in my fighting leathers, his gaze darkens like an oncoming thunderstorm. “They hurt you?”

And suddenly, all the pain I’ve been trying to block out hits me all at once. The stab wounds. The way Jessina taunted me about killing my parents. The days I’ve endured without even a drop of that comforting feeling from my magic.

My body, which has been running on pure survival instincts for the past hour or so, threatens to start shaking again as my soul screams for that wonderful relief I’ve been denied for so long now.

Squeezing my hands into fists, I try to prevent them from trembling and force myself to keep my voice steady as I reply, “I’ll tell you everything later. First, I should go and see Haldia too.”

Draven nods, immediately going into problem-solving mode. “Of course, I’ll go with you.”

“No!” It comes out too forcefully and too quickly. Clearing my throat, I try to compose myself again. “I’ll meet you back in our room afterwards.”

There is a confused frown on his handsome face as he looks down at me. My heart pounds while panic crackles through my nerves. I shouldn’t have refused in such a hurry. I should have said it more normally. Now, he might get suspicious.

“Are you sure?” he asks, his brow still furrowed.

“Yes.” I nod. “I just… I just need a minute to myself. To process.”

Understanding washes over his features, and he strokes my cheek before leaning down to kiss my forehead. “Of course. Take all the time you need.”

My heart twists painfully. Oh Goddess, I really don’t deserve this man. And I hate lying to him. But there is just one thing I need to do. Alone.

Biting my lip, I try to stop myself from breaking down right then and there. Instead, I just nod before quickly pulling back and turning towards the door so that Draven can’t read the lies on my face.

With shame coiling in my chest, I hurry away from the throne room and my wonderful mate. But instead of heading down to the city to Haldia’s house, I run through the beautiful palace and towards the stairs to the dungeons underneath it.

When I reach the door to the stairs, I find two guards standing on either side of it.

A whimper of desperation almost escapes my lips. Goddess damn it, I need to get down there.

Walking up to the guards, I blurt out, “Look, I know this is going to sound strange, but I really need to get down into the dungeons. And I know that you⁠—”

The guard on the left grabs the handle and opens the door.

I blink in stunned shock.

Beyond the door, the stairs lead downwards to the dim light of the dungeons below.

Giving my head a quick shake to clear it, I look between the guards’ faces. “You’re just… going to let me in?”

“You have clearance,” replies the guard who is holding the door open.

“I do?” Frowning in utter confusion, I just stare back at him for a second. “Since when?”

“His Majesty granted you clearance a few days ago. After that night when you were locked down here as well. He said that you could enter and do as you wish, if you ever came to ask about it.”

My heart squeezes hard. Orion. He knew. He anticipated this. And he gave me a way to handle it without hurting innocents.

Then panic shoots up my spine. Oh Goddess, he knows far too much.

Thankfully, he still hasn’t told anyone else.

Since I don’t trust myself to speak right now, I just give the guards a nod and then hurry down the stone steps while double-checking that I’m still keeping all of my emotions on my side of the mate bond so that Draven can’t feel what I feel.

The temperature drops as I run the final distance down into the dim stone dungeon.

Three male Unseelie fae are locked in the cells down here.

I just pick the closest one, summon a black flame of despair, and slam it right into his chest.

Pleasure floods my entire body.

After the long absence, the feeling is so intense that a moan actually slips from my lips. My knees buckle and I crash down on the ground as that incredible feeling of comfort and warmth washes over me like a perfect summer wave.

Kneeling there on the stone floor of the dungeon, I keep increasing and decreasing that black flame of despair in the prisoner’s chest until all I can feel is that perfect pleasure. It thrums inside my soul like golden sparkles. And suddenly everything feels okay again.

With that comfort wrapping around me like a warm hug, I can finally breathe properly again. There is no grief. No regret. No pain. I’m okay. Everything is going to be okay.

When the prisoner starts sobbing in despair, I at last force myself to sever the connection.

Cold harsh reality crashes back into me.

Panicked, I summon another black flame of despair and slam it into the next prisoner.

Those steel bands that had started to form around my chest immediately disappear as pleasure once again fills me. I drag in a deep breath. Just one more time. I just needed to do it one more time in order to make the transition smoother. Now, I’ll be fine.

But the moment I break the connection once more, my mind immediately begs me to do it again. Just one more time.

So I do.

And then I do it again. And again.

The prisoners in the cells cry and shake and squirm on the ground as I force emotion after emotion into their bodies just to feel that comforting warmth one more time. And every time I do it, it gets harder and harder to release it. Harder and harder not to do it again.

All of them beg for mercy, saying that they only raped someone or killed someone. That they don’t deserve this hell. But they do.

And regardless, I can’t stop.

Because every time I do, all the grief and regret that I’m drowning in after Orion’s twelve-hour torture session just feel heavier and heavier compared to the wonderful sense of comfort that my magic is giving me.

Eventually, their hearts give out.

Cold grief and searing regret crash over me like a landslide. And this time, there is no one left to use my magic on. So I just curl up on my side on the stone floor and wrap my arms around myself.

My entire body shakes. My heart feels like it’s getting crushed and my lungs feel like they’re being strangled. I can’t breathe. I can’t function. All I can feel are those awful emotions that hit me like a vicious beating.

Tears stream down my cheeks as I just lie there on the floor, feeling like something is punching and kicking the life out of me. I feel like I’m going to die. Without that comforting pleasure from my magic, I’m going to die.

But I don’t.

After a while, the intensity of my emotions starts to fade slightly. Gradually, my mind is able to sort through the panic and recognize that I’m not dying. The grief and regret still pulse inside me, but I manage to force them back to the corners of my mind again. And that acute need for my magic decreases into just a steady hunger. It’s there. But it’s not taking over all my other thoughts.

Dragging in a deep breath, I push myself up to my knees and then run my fingers through my messy hair. My gaze drifts to the three criminals in the cells. Their lifeless eyes stare out at me, still wide with panic.

My stomach turns.

Oh Goddess, I’m going to be sick.

Never again, I promise myself. I will never overindulge like this again. I will never lose control of myself like this again. I will never let it get this bad again.

Shame and self-disgust twist like cold snakes in my chest as I stare at the three dead people before me while I stagger to my feet.

I went too far today. I know that. But this is the last time.

I will never do something like this again.
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By the time I actually make my way down to Haldia’s house, I have managed to pull myself together enough that I no longer feel that acute sense of self-loathing. It was a moment of weakness brought on by several days of forced abstinence right after I had suffered through an entire night of torture where I had to watch my parents die and Draven hate me over and over again. I’m better now, and what happened in the dungeon will not happen again.

Night has fallen over the Unseelie Court as I walk down the street at a brisk pace. I know that Draven is waiting for me back in our room in the castle, but I really do need to see Haldia and have her heal the wounds in my thigh and shoulder. I also need to check on Orion.

Since he rushed through the portal the moment it opened, and my little breakdown in the dungeon took a while as well, he might already have left Haldia’s house. But maybe Isera is still there. She might know how it went.

The faelight gems that have been set atop swirling poles cast soft white light across the cobblestone street and make the water in the city’s many canals glitter. In the distance, the huge waterfalls that surround the city rumble steadily as the water rushes down into the lakes at the bottom. I cast discreet glances into the windows of the buildings I pass. People have returned home for the night, gathering around dining room tables with smiles on their faces.

My soul yearns for that. For Draven. For the life I want us to have. For a future where we don’t have to constantly fight for our survival. A future where we can just explore everything that this world has to offer. See everything. Do everything. Together.

But seeing what Jessina did to Orion has made me terrified. I want everything. I want fucking everything. But now I’m terrified that not all of us are going to make it through this.

I study Haldia’s house as I approach it from the other end of the street.

Indecision flickers through me. She might still be working hard on trying to heal Orion’s eye, and if she is, I don’t want to disturb her.

Biting my lip, I consider while I close the final distance to the house. But caution wins out, and instead of knocking on the front door, I sneak around the building to instead approach it from the back. If I can just look inside the back window, I will be able to see into the room that Haldia uses when she treats people. Then I will know if she is in the middle of concentrating on healing or if I can actually knock on the door without ruining something.

Gleaming light from the moon and the faelight gems on the street paint silver highlights on the deep green leaves as I sneak through the bushes and into Haldia’s garden from behind. If I can just⁠—

I stop dead in my tracks.

My heart starts pounding in my chest as I stare at the person standing right outside the back door.

Orion Nightbane.

I can barely hear anything over my suddenly thrumming pulse as I drag my gaze over him.

He is just standing there, still as a statue, and staring unseeing at the thick foliage just a little to the right of me. As if he is here physically. But his mind is somewhere else. His soul is somewhere else.

My gaze settles on his eyes.

Eye.

Pain explodes in my chest as I take in the state of his normally so flawlessly beautiful face. There is still only an empty hole where his left eye used to be. And that brutal scar still cuts through his eyebrow and down to the top of his cheek.

For another minute, all I can do is to just stand there while pain and sorrow strangle my chest.

Then Orion’s knees buckle.

He crashes down on the ground right there, two steps from the back door. Drawing his knees up to his chest, he presses both hands over his face and sucks in panicked breaths.

I’m just about to rush forward and comfort him when I realize that I know Orion far too well for that. After all the months I’ve spent with him, in all kinds of situations, I know exactly what kind of person he is. And I know that he would hate it if someone saw him right now. If someone saw him like this.

So instead of trying to comfort him, I just stand there as still as I can, barely daring to breathe for fear that he will hear it and realize that I’ve seen him break down in this way. Once he leaves, I will sneak back out of the garden and then pretend that this has never happened. Because that’s what⁠—

The back door is shoved open.

Isera rushes out of it while whipping her head from side to side. As if she is trying to catch up to someone. As if she is trying to catch up to him.

And because of that, she doesn’t see him sitting right outside the door, so in her haste, she trips right over him.

He snaps his head up from his hands, his legs dropping fully to the ground as Isera crashes down on the grass right in front of him. Scrambling frantically, she pushes herself up from the ground and twists around while whipping her gaze from side to side, no doubt trying to figure out what just happened. But because of the way she fell, and the direction she turned when she tried to straighten again, she is now sitting on the grass with her back to him.

She looks down at his legs, which are stretched out on either side of her, and begins to turn around.

Right before she can, Orion wraps his arms around her chest from where he is sitting behind her and pulls her tight against his own chest. It stops her from turning to face him and also keeps her sitting there between his legs.

“Don’t,” he says in a broken whisper.

My heart clenches at just the sound of it. I desperately want to leave, because I’m not meant to see this, but if I try to move now, they will hear me. And that will be even worse.

Isera stops struggling, her mind at last catching up with the situation.

“Orion?” she says, her voice softer than I have ever heard.

Anguish floods his face, and he tugs her body tighter against his. “Don’t leave. Please.”

Pain flashes across her face, which he can’t see since he’s sitting behind her, but she keeps her voice steady as she replies, “I won’t.” Reaching up, she starts stroking her hand gently over his arm, which he still has wrapped around her chest. “She wasn’t able to heal your eye?”

A broken sob escapes Orion’s lips, and he tilts his head down and presses his forehead against her shoulder. “No.”

Sorrow and devastation crash over Isera’s face, and she squeezes her eyes shut and bites her lip hard. But she keeps her body exactly the way it is, and she doesn’t stop stroking his arm. So only I can see the depths of her emotions from here.

Tears line her eyes when she pries them open again, but she is careful not to let them fall. And her voice remains as steady as ever when she says, “I’m so sorry.”

Another sob rips from Orion’s lungs, and his arms tighten even more desperately around her. “What am I supposed to do now?” He gasps out the words between broken sobs. “I will never be beautiful again. My face is… was my greatest asset.”

Tears slide down Isera’s cheeks. Reaching up carefully with her free hand, she wipes them off before they can fall down to land on Orion’s arms and give away the fact that she is crying. And she makes sure to keep her voice as confident and certain as ever when she says, “No, it was not. Your greatest asset is you. Everything about you. Your intellect, your cunning, your strength, the way you move through the world and bend it to your will. And you’re still beautiful.”

More broken sobs tear from his chest, so violently that they make his shoulders shake.

“This wound will just make you more breathtaking,” Isera continues with that utter certainty in her voice. “People will look at your face, see your extraordinary beauty, and then see the badass scar across your eye and realize that you are more dangerous than they could ever imagine. It won’t make you less beautiful. It will make you look even more powerful and lethal.”

He drags in a shuddering breath. “The scar… If it was just the scar, I could live with it. I could even learn to like it. Because you’re right. It would make me look badass.” He lets out a broken laugh which quickly turns into devastating sobs. “But my eye. I want my eye back.” Hugging her tightly, he gasps out heartbreaking whimpers. “Oh God, please, I just want my eye back.”

Isera bites her lip hard, silent tears streaming down her face. Orion’s entire body shakes behind her. But she never stops stroking his arm with those gentle, reassuring movements.

Silver light from the moon shines down over them as they sit there in each other’s arms, Isera keeping them both together while Orion Nightbane cries into her shoulder. Cries for shattered hope and broken confidence. For sacrifices that he shouldn’t have had to make.

And in that moment, he is not the Unseelie King.

He is just a boy who lost his eye.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



The water in the bath has gone cold but I can barely feel it. After Haldia healed what remained of my wounds, I went back to the bedroom that Draven and I share.

It was not possible to grow a new eye for Orion, though she was able to heal the remains of that brutal wound in his eye socket. That first cut across his eyebrow, however, was so comparatively shallow that it had already healed on its own by the time he got back more than three days later, which meant that she couldn’t remove the scar.

As with the wound to his eye socket, my stab wounds were much deeper, so they were just barely still considered fresh enough for Haldia to be able to heal fully. So physically, I’m fine now. My mind, however, is not.

When I returned, Draven asked me if I was okay, but I just told him that I needed to take a bath first and wash off all the blood and dust. Since he had done the same before I got back, he just nodded in understanding and even took my fighting leathers to go and find someone who can mend the holes in them.

But he has been back for a while now, and I finished washing off long ago, but I still can’t make myself get out of the bath.

Watching that heartbreaking interaction between Orion and Isera rattled me to my core. I feel empty and broken and full of emotions all at the same time.

A soft knock comes from the door.

“Selena?” Draven asks in a gentle voice.

My throat closes up just at the sound of his worried voice.

When I don’t respond, he pushes the handle down and cracks the door open. But I can’t look in his direction. Because if I do, I know that I will start crying. So I just keep my eyes on the pale stone wall ahead. Soft white light from the faelight gems in the ceiling makes the walls shimmer and casts glittering sparkles over the still water in the bath. It’s beautiful and serene, but it does nothing to soothe the ache in my chest.

I can hear Draven walking across the smooth stone floor. Then he becomes visible in the corner of my eye as he stops right next to the bathtub and crouches down. I bite my lip hard to stop myself from crying.

With gentle movements, he reaches out and grabs my chin. Then he turns my face towards his. He is kneeling there on the floor, right by the side of the bathtub. His black hair is slightly mussed, as if he has just raked a hand through it, but it’s dry now since it has been a long while since his own bath. He’s still only wearing a pair of black underwear, though.

The moment my eyes lock on his golden ones, that sob I’ve been trying to keep at bay immediately rips from my chest, and tears start streaming down my cheeks.

Sadness washes over his handsome features. “Oh, little rebel.”

Cupping my cheeks, he leans over the side of the bathtub and kisses my forehead. Then he stands up and bends down over me instead. Sliding one arm underneath my knees and the other under my back, he lifts me out of the bath.

Water splashes down on the smooth stone floor as he turns away from the bathtub and then gently sets me down on the floor. My soaked hair falls down my back, and water runs down from my entire body.

Draven immediately wraps a fluffy dark blue towel around me. Warmth fills my body at the comforting sensation. Once the large towel envelops me fully, Draven carefully moves my wet hair so that it is draped over the soft fabric instead of lying plastered to my skin. Grabbing another towel, he begins squeezing the water out of my hair.

The care in each of his gentle movements just breaks my heart all over again. Sobs rack my body and tears stream down my cheeks. I bury my face in the fluffy towel as Draven finishes drying my hair.

Once he’s done, he wraps his arms around me and holds me tightly to his warm body. For a while, we just stay like that. With my head bowed and my face still buried in the towel, I remain there in his strong embrace until my body has stopped shaking so badly.

Then he picks me up again and carries me back into the bedroom.

Glowing light bathes the room, making it feel even more warm and inviting after the cold water I have been submerged in for so long.

Draven sets me down on the dark blue sheets of the double bed and then walks over to the wooden dresser by the wall and picks up a silver hairbrush. I just sit there on the edge of the soft mattress, trying to force myself to stop crying, while Draven walks back and climbs onto the bed.

Settling behind me on the mattress, he begins combing out my hair. His strong body is a steady warmth behind me, holding me together while he works. Tears slide down my cheeks as he gently combs through the tangles. The feeling of his muscular body behind me combined with his comforting brush strokes through my hair is so soothing that every time he draws that hairbrush softly through my hair, I manage to piece myself back together a little more.

When he’s done, and I can feel him brushing my already smooth hair just so that he can continue giving me that calming sensation, the tears on my cheeks have finally stopped falling and I have at last managed to compose myself again.

Still wrapped in that soft warm towel, I turn around and pull myself up fully onto the bed so that I can face Draven instead. His eyes are filled with so much worry and love when he meets my gaze that my chest tightens again.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice coming out small and strained.

Pain flickers in his eyes at the sound of it, and he sets the hairbrush down on the dark wooden nightstand before scooting closer to me again. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulls me close to his chest and holds me.

Suddenly desperate to feel his warmth, I pull back slightly from him so that I can throw off the towel. The damp fabric flutters in the air as I toss it down on the floor next to the bed. Then I bury myself in Draven’s chest again and move us both so that we’re lying on the soft dark blue sheets instead. He wraps his arms around me again, holding me close.

The extraordinary warmth from his body seeps into mine, thawing that terrible coldness that had begun to spread through me. I hold him tightly, pressing my cheek against his firm chest and breathing in his intoxicating scent of night mist and embers.

He starts gently stroking my back. “Do you want to talk about it?”

My heart swells with love. Love for this perfect man who knows exactly what I need. The towels, the hairbrush, the gentle care, and this perfect question. Not: What happened? Not assuming that I will tell him everything that happened. Instead, he is asking if I even want to talk about it.

Oh Goddess, what did I ever do to deserve this man?

I drag in a deep breath to compose myself. “Haldia couldn’t heal Orion’s eye. She can’t grow a new eye from nothing.”

Draven continues stroking my back. “I heard. When I went to ask about mending your fighting leathers, I heard some of his staff talking about it. He must be devastated.”

“He is.” My chest tightens painfully again. “I’ve always just thought that we will all make it through this. That we will all somehow be okay in the end. But now… Now, I’m terrified that we won’t.”

He pulls me even closer, his arm tightening around me while he still continues to stroke my back in that comforting way.

“We have to make it through this,” I declare, my voice filled with desperation. “All of us. Because I want everything. I want you. I want my freedom. I want my friends. All of them. Orion included. I want love and happiness and safety and laughter and adventure and opens skies and endless horizons. I want my happily ever after. I want everything, Draven. I want fucking everything!”

Those final words tear out of my throat like a defiant cry to this cruel world that has denied me that all my life.

“I know. You deserve everything, Selena.” Sliding his strong hands up my body, he cups my cheeks and locks eyes with me. “And together, we will get it. I swear to you, we will get fucking everything.”

I slip my hand behind the back of his neck and yank his perfect mouth to mine, suddenly needing to feel him. To feel us.

Our mate bond thrums inside me, sending ripples of love and glittering pleasure through my soul as Draven’s emotions mix with mine.

“I want you,” I gasp out between desperate kisses. “I want you.”

He kisses me back with such possessive passion that I can barely breathe. “You have me. You’ve always had me, little rebel. Ever since you threw that drink in my face, I have been completely and irrevocably yours.”

A laugh escapes my lips. It’s less broken than before, and real mirth sparkles in my chest as Draven smiles against my lips. I suddenly don’t want to think about the horrors of yesterday or the uncertainty of tomorrow anymore. I just want to be here with him. I want to feel his body against mine and reassure myself that he is here. That we are here.

I push at his body, trying to get him to roll over on top of me. He immediately understands what I want and shifts his position until he is straddling my hips instead. His strong hands remain cupping my cheeks while he continues stealing the breath from my lungs with desperate kisses. I slide my hands through his soft hair before raking my fingers down his muscular back.

He moans into my mouth.

“Do you have any idea how fucking hot that sound is?” I pant into his mouth between furious kisses.

Sliding a hand down my body, he slips it down between my legs and rubs my clit with expert precision.

Breaking the kiss, I throw my head back as a desperate moan rips from my own lips as well.

A dark and very smug chuckle rumbles from Draven’s chest, and his eyes glint as he gives me a knowing look. “Yeah, I think I have a pretty good idea.”

He captures my lips again while his fingers continue teasing my clit until I’m squirming on the soft blue sheets underneath him. Suddenly desperate to feel him inside me, I draw my fingers down his muscular body and then wrap my hand around his thick cock.

Another one of those perfect moans tears from his chest, and a ripple goes through his entire body as I slide my hand up and down his cock. He knows exactly what I want, so he takes his fingers from my clit and instead begins adjusting his position. After drawing my hand up and down his hard cock again, just to watch him shudder in pleasure, I release him as he shifts his hips until his cock is pressing against my entrance.

With a firm thrust, he sheaths himself inside me. Gasping, I break the kiss again as I throw my head back once more while pleasure thrums inside me. Draven remains like that for another few seconds before drawing out halfway and then thrusting back inside. I moan at the feeling of him filling me completely like that.

His strong fingers appear on my chin, and he tilts my head back down so that I meet his eyes. When I do, they burn like steady flames as he holds my gaze.

“We will get everything.” He slides out before thrusting his hips again. “We.” His serious eyes never leave mine as he once more pulls out and then slams back in again. “Will.” Another commanding thrust. “Get.” Thrust. “Fucking.” His cock hits a spot deep inside me. “Everything.”

That terrible tension in my chest at last eases. Hope and confidence spread through my soul instead as I gaze up into those glittering golden eyes, so full of certainty. I suddenly feel ten times lighter.

Sliding my hands up his muscular body, I cup his cheeks and pull his lips down to mine in a gentle kiss. “I love you, Draven. I love your strength. I love your vulnerability. And I can’t wait to spend eternity with you.”

He lets out an unsteady breath. Keeping his eyes closed, he rests his forehead against mine while our bodies remain joined as one. Love so strong it could hold an entire world together thrums through our mate bond.

“I love you too, Selena. I can’t wait to see this beautiful, messy, and absolutely astounding world with you.”

I smile against his mouth.

His fingers trail down the side of my ribs, making lightning skitter across my skin, as he continues steadily thrusting his hips. I slide my hands down from his cheeks. Resting my palm over his thundering heart, I draw my other hand down over the arm he has braced next to me on the mattress. His firm muscles shift underneath my hands.

Pleasure builds inside me like a sparkling wave.

With every possessive thrust of his hips, I tumble closer and closer towards the edge of an orgasm.

He draws his fingers teasingly across my skin, tracing the curve of my breast. A shiver of pleasure rolls through me and another moan spills from my lips. He steals that sound from me with a kiss so passionate that it makes my spine tingle.

That thrumming tension inside me vibrates, amplified by the pleasure I can feel from him through our mate bond, as he thrusts his hips while kissing his way over my jaw.

His lips brush that sensitive spot below my ear right as his cock hits deep inside me.

Pleasure explodes through my soul.

Moans drip from my lips and my inner walls tighten around Draven’s cock as he continues slamming into me, his cock hitting that perfect spot over and over again.

“Draven,” I gasp out.

Pleasure pulses across his handsome face, and his thick cock throbs inside me as he comes as well. Shuddering groans rip from deep within his chest.

I pull his face back to mine and steal those incredible moans from his lips. He kisses me back softly but insistently. Then he just rests his forehead against mine while the thrumming pleasure slowly fades from our joined bodies.

My heart thuds in my chest. I don’t want this moment to end. I want to stay here with him forever. In this perfect little bubble. A hidden moment in time where it’s just me and him. Where it’s just us and nothing else matters.

This is how it should be. This is what I want my future to be.

Steel seeps through my body as I hold my mate closer.

I want everything.

I want fucking everything.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN



When morning comes, my broken heart has pieced itself back together enough that I feel able to tackle another day. Or rather, Draven has pieced it back together. He held me close the entire night, and just feeling his warmth and his comforting strength made me believe once more that everything will be okay. That we will be able to get through this. That we can do this.

I glance over at him where he is getting dressed. He is only wearing his pants and that tight black shirt that he wears underneath his armor, so every time he moves, I can see the muscles flex in his perfectly sculpted chest and back and arms.

Thanks to Orion’s very talented staff, my fighting leathers have just been delivered to our room, looking as good as new. I bite my lip, still watching Draven, as I reach for the hem of my short dark blue nightgown.

“Keep looking at me like that, and you’ll undo all of my efforts,” Draven says, sliding me a look from the corner of his eye.

I almost jump in surprise, not having realized that he could see me watching him. Quickly pulling myself together, I raise my eyebrows. “What efforts?”

“If you keep looking at me like that, all of these clothes I’ve just gone through the trouble of putting on are coming right back off again.”

A pleased laugh escapes my lips, and I wiggle my eyebrows at him.

He strides over to me and slides both hands into my hair. Tilting my head back with commanding moves, he kisses me so deeply that my heart flutters.

“Oh, you really are a menace, aren’t you?” he murmurs.

I smile against his mouth.

However, before I can reply, there is a knock on the door.

“Commander Ryat,” a male voice calls.

After one more kiss, this one much softer, both of us pull back.

Draven lets out a soft huff of amusement while turning towards the door, and he comments in a low voice to me, “Commander. I’m not a commander anymore.”

“You will always be a commander.” I wink and flash him a grin. “Just ask your bossy and domineering personality.”

He gives me a smile that promises delicious revenge before raising his voice to answer the messenger outside the door. “Yes?”

“I was sent to tell you that your friends Galen and Lyra have returned,” he replies. “And so has Diana Artemesia. Everyone is gathering in the war council room.”

“War council room?” I say softly to Draven, my eyebrows raised in surprise. “Orion has a war council room?”

“I’m honestly not surprised at all,” Draven says to me before calling to the messenger, “Where is that?”

“I can take you there right now, if you’re ready?” he replies.

Draven glances down at my body in the short silk nightgown before giving me a pointed look. “We’ll be right out.”

After quickly getting dressed, we follow the messenger to Orion’s war council room.

My heart patters nervously as we walk the final distance to the open doorway. I haven’t seen Orion since I accidentally witnessed his and Isera’s moment out there in Haldia’s garden, and I have no idea what state he will be in today.

The messenger sweeps his arm out, indicating the open door, and then returns the way we came.

I draw in a steadying breath as Draven and I cross the threshold and walk into the large meeting room.

A massive table takes up most of the floor space in the middle of the room. The wall right across from the door sports large windows that look out over the imposing stone cliffs and gigantic waterfalls that frame the back portion of this city. Rows of bookcases line the wall on our right, all filled with scrolls and leather tomes, while a huge map spans the entire wall on our left.

My stomach grumbles as the scent of food fills my lungs when I draw in a deep breath. I quickly scan the table, noticing that an entire breakfast feast has been placed there. Fried eggs and sausages, grilled fish, and herb-roasted potatoes are waiting on gleaming dishes on one side while fruit, cheese, and bread have been placed together on the other side.

“At last,” Orion declares. “I feared the food would get cold before you arrived.”

I snap my gaze to the Unseelie King, who is standing in front of the giant map on the wall, with his back to us. But when we walk inside, he at last turns around to face us.

As always, he is dressed in beautiful formal wear in dark blue, black, and silver, and he is also wearing his spiky black crown on his head. Now, he also has an elegant black eyepatch across his left eye. It has been decorated with gleaming silver thread in an intricate pattern, which somehow perfectly suits both his clothes and his entire personality. The edges of the scar that now runs through his eyebrow peak up above and below the dark fabric.

My heart patters, and I barely dare to breathe.

But Orion just smirks at us the way he always does, and his remaining eye glints like normal when he says, “If you two are late because you decided to have a quick morning fuck, I will be very cross.”

“No fuck with me is ever quick.” Draven shoots him a smirk back and arches an eyebrow at him. “Just because you’re a quickshot doesn’t mean everyone is, princeling.”

Intense relief and gratitude flash across Orion’s face before he manages to hide it behind a villainous smile again. “Careful now, beast. Or I might spend this entire breakfast recounting my sexual prowess in excruciating detail.”

And that’s when I realize it. That’s when I realize that I am currently making the exact same mistake that a lot of the others made with me after I had been forced to make Draven hate me. I loathed the way they looked at me then. The way they acted around me.

And Orion is the same.

He doesn’t want our pity and our sad, sympathetic looks. He doesn’t want us to walk on eggshells around him. He wants us to treat him exactly the way we usually do. As if nothing has changed. So that is precisely what I will do.

“Please don’t,” Lyra chimes in from where she is practically bouncing on her feet next to the table. “I’m starving, and I really don’t want to hear about your sex life while I’m eating sausages.” Her orange eyes gleam with mischief as she shifts her gaze from Orion to Alistair. “Because I really like sausages.”

Alistair stumbles, his face going bright red.

I burst out laughing. I can’t help it. After everything that has happened and all the tension and worry inside me, the sheer absurdity of this conversation is just so incredible that I can’t stop myself from laughing.

And it looks like I’m not the only one.

From the opposite wall, Galen shakes his head and chuckles while Diana looks like she is suppressing a smile. Next to them, Lavendera and the Dryad Queen are watching the exchange with light in their eyes. Even Isera, who is leaning against the windowsill with her arms crossed, has clear amusement tugging at her lips.

“Well, let’s eat then,” Orion announces.

Boots scuff and chairs scrape as we all walk over to the table and sit down. For the first few minutes, we all just pile food onto our plates and eat in contented silence. I didn’t even realize how hungry I was until that first bite of fried eggs melts in my mouth.

A faint moan, which makes Draven cast me a glance from the corner of his eye, escapes my mouth. Mabona’s tits, I feel like I haven’t eaten in ages. The food tastes heavenly. Better than anything I have ever had. Though I think it has less to do with the actual food and more to do with the company. There is something special about sharing a meal with all of your friends and loved ones.

Pain suddenly stabs through my chest when I remember that not all of my loved ones are here. My parents aren’t.

That intense urge to use my magic flares up inside me again. My mind is begging me to do it. Just once. Just for a little while. To make that pain go away.

Gripping my fork hard, I fight desperately against it while the memory of what I did down in the dungeon last night flashes through my mind again. I won’t lose control like that again. I can’t. So I force that insistent voice back to the corners of my mind and, through sheer willpower, focus on the food before me and the people around me instead.

“So, what’s the verdict?” Draven asks into the companionable silence.

“The Blue Clan is with us,” Galen replies before looking to Lyra.

“So is the Orange Clan,” she confirms. A smile spreads across her lips as she adds, “Tanaka was actually really excited about it. Said that this uprising was a long time coming.”

With a small smile, Draven gives both of them a nod. Then he turns to Diana. “And the Brown Clan?”

“I had them,” Diana begins. Setting down her knife and fork, she arches an eyebrow and gives Draven a pointed look. “Then they got word that you killed Kander von Graf.”

Draven grimaces, but his voice is unapologetic as he says. “I had to. His memory magic is too dangerous.”

“I agree. But the Brown Clan was not happy. They liked Kander. And they said that if you can kill him just like that, you might wake up one day and just decide to kill them too.”

An annoyed groan slips from Draven’s lips, and he rubs a hand over his face. “So they won’t join?”

“No.”

“So stubborn. Always so fucking stubborn. They’re worse than their damned mountains.”

“But,” Diana continues, “they said that they won’t back the Icehearts either. They have no love for the Iceheart Dynasty, and they want to regain complete freedom and full control over their own clan.”

“But they don’t trust me either.”

“No. But they won’t fight against us in this war. No matter what the Icehearts threaten them with.” She shrugs, making her wavy brown hair ripple over her purple dragon scale armor. “At least their stubbornness goes both ways.”

“Yeah, there is that, I suppose.”

“Speaking of partnerships,” I pick up, sliding my gaze from Diana to Lavendera, who has just been eating quietly at the edge of the table. “You know what the partnership between fae and dragon shifters is, right?”

For a few more seconds, she just continues eating while her pink and purple eyes remain out of focus. Then she blinks hard and forces her presence back to the front of the mind she shares with the Mother Dryad. Turning her head, she meets my gaze and simply replies, “Yes.”

Hope surges inside me. “So what is it?”

“It’s a bond formed between one fae and one dragon shifter.”

“Like a mate bond?”

“No. A mate bond is permanent and predestined. Very intimate. This kind of bond, we called it a union bond, can be formed between any fae and dragon shifter at any time. Either person can also end the bond at any time. And then reform it again, if they want to. The dragon shifter needs to be in dragon form, though.”

Anticipation crackles through me. “So you can teach us how to do it?”

“I can.” She slides her gaze over all of us. “But I won’t. Not until you get me the Soul of Trees.”

Isera narrows her eyes. “This partnership is supposed to make both us and the dragon shifters stronger. We might need it in order to get you the Soul of Trees.”

“You might. But I’m still not going to tell you.”

Several people at the table groan. Me included. It feels like we’re talking to a moody teenager. Not the six-thousand-year-old daughter of the last Seelie Queen.

“Lavendera,” I begin. “We’re going to need all the advantages we can get.”

“You don’t understand,” she snaps back. Anger and desperation flash across her beautiful face for a second. “This is my only leverage. Without it, I can’t be certain that you will prioritize finding the Soul of Trees.”

“We’ve already promised that we will help you.”

“Well, forgive me if I don’t trust you.” She shoots me a sharp look, but there is deep hurt in her eyes too. “I’ve already been betrayed once by people who were supposed to be my friends.”

I’m about to snap back that she has already betrayed me once too, but then I remember what she told us in that forest outside Frostfell. How her friends traded her to the Icehearts in exchange for their own lives.

Slowly closing my mouth again, I study Lavendera. Really look at her. Yes, she might be acting like a moody teenager. But in some ways, I suppose she still is. She was nineteen years old when the Icehearts captured her and forced an immortal dryad into her head. That must have affected her development a lot.

“Why did you never use the dragon steel on the Icehearts?” Orion suddenly asks into the now uncomfortable silence. He doesn’t look uncomfortable, though. He looks the way he always does. Like he’s scheming something. “You’ve been handling the dragon steel, putting it inside other dragon shifters. Why didn’t you just touch the Icehearts with it and force them to tell you where the Soul of Trees is that way?”

“Do you really think they ever let me anywhere near them while I was holding it?” She scoffs. “And besides, if I had tried to attack and force it on them, I would only have one shot. If I failed, that would ensure that they never, ever gave me the Soul of Trees.” She shoots him a pointed look. “Why can’t you just find where they hid it in their memories?”

He heaves a deep sigh, as if he is getting tired of answering questions like this. “I cannot read minds. I can only see bad memories.”

“So look through those to see if you can find it.”

“There are six thousand years’ worth of memories. It would take too long to go through them all. I would need to know exactly what it looks like so that I can rapidly flip through the memories to search only for that.”

The chair scrapes against the floor as she abruptly shoots to her feet. Striding over to one of the bookcases, she pulls out a scroll and a cluster of pens in different colors. Then she sits down and, without a word, starts sketching something.

We all exchange a glance. Well, everyone except the Dryad Queen, who is only watching Lavendera.

“Regardless,” I pick up, and look at the others while she continues drawing. “We’ll have to search for the Soul of Trees later. First, we need to finish what we started with the Gold Clan.”

“She’s right,” Orion says with a grim nod. “They could come here to destroy the wards around my court at any time. So we need to hurry.”

Bracing my forearms on the table, I lean forward and look from face to face. “We can’t take on both of them at the same time. What we need is to force them to split up.”

Galen arches an eyebrow at me. “And how do we do that? Also, can someone fill us in on what happened with the Gold Clan?”

Everyone who was not there raises their eyebrows as I explain what happened after the Icehearts took us and the situation with the Gold Clan.

“Wow,” Galen says when I finish. “That’s⁠—”

“Done,” Lavendera interrupts. Paper rustles as she yanks it up from the table and passes it to the left so that we can give it to Orion. “This is what the Soul of Trees looks like.”

I glance down at the incredibly detailed sketch, which shows an entire forest as well as the round object I assume is the Soul of Trees, as I take it before giving it to Draven, who hands it to Orion.

“This is…” I begin, genuinely stunned by the quality of her drawing, “incredible.”

A small smile touches her lips. “Thanks. I used to love drawing, before…” She trails off before finishing with a soft, “Everything.”

“So, back to the Gold Clan thing,” Galen prompts from the other side of the table.

“Right, yes.” I shift my gaze to him. “So now, we just need to⁠—”

Footsteps pound in the corridor outside.

All ten of us leap to our feet and whirl around before the person has even reached the door.

A second later, Grey skids into the war council room. His wide eyes immediately lock on Orion. “Your Majesty.”

Apprehension washes through me, and I somehow already know what he’s going to say.

“The Icehearts are flying towards our wards with a host of silver dragons. And Hana. And Severin Godblessed.”
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My pulse thrums in my ears as we rush through the portal and out onto the wide grasslands outside the wards of the Unseelie Court. Thick gray clouds blanket the heavens while strong winds sweep over the landscape, making the grass tremble. And there, on the horizon, is a squad of silver dragons with two massive ones at the front.

The Icehearts have come.

Oh Goddess, I wish the Dryad Queen and Lavendera had joined us for this. But as long as the Mother Dryad is still trapped in Lavendera’s head, the Dryad Queen won’t risk putting her in harm’s way.

“We need the other dragon clans for this!” Draven yells as he, Galen, Lyra, and Diana start sprinting farther out onto the grass. “The four of us can’t handle that many silver dragons on our own.” Turning his head, he casts a glance at Orion over his shoulder. “Tell Grey to start opening portals to get them here.”

Grey looks to his king, who jerks his chin down in a nod. After slamming his previous portal down into the ground, he immediately starts summoning another one.

“Selena, you’re with me,” Draven calls. “Alistair, go with Lyra. Isera and Orion, you know what to do. And Diana…”

She slides her green eyes to him. “As soon as more of my people are here.”

Then, before Draven can so much as reply, she shifts into a dragon. Draven, Lyra, and Galen quickly do the same. Black smoke spreads across the grass. Before it has even cleared, Alistair sprints right into it and towards Lyra.

In the sky, the cluster of silver dragons is closing in quickly.

Draven and the others flap their wings, clearing the black smoke from the ground. I dart towards him. He swishes his tail towards me, and I leap onto it. My heart pounds in my chest as I run up along his spine and then settle in that place where his neck meets his shoulders. The moment my hands are wrapped around the spikes before me, he launches into the air.

My stomach lurches as we shoot upwards.

I grip the spikes hard, but Draven quickly levels out so that he is hovering in the air in front of the wards that protect the Unseelie Court. Galen and Lyra fly up so that they are flanking him. I exchange a glance with Alistair from where he sits on Lyra’s back.

A little to our right, Diana also hovers in the air, her purple wings beating it with slow strokes. But she keeps glancing down to where Grey used to be. He must have disappeared through his portal already.

Ahead, the Icehearts and their silver dragons are drawing closer.

I draw in a steadying breath that does absolutely nothing to calm me down. I didn’t think they would come here this soon. We haven’t even gotten the other clan leaders here yet. And without them, we won’t survive this.

Oh Goddess, I wish Grey was able to just transport everyone here the moment one person walks through the portal, the way he did during the Great Games. That would save us so much time. But apparently, that only worked because we were inside a pocket reality that Hana was controlling. Now, we will need to wait for him to go through the portal, get them, and then for them to run back through on their own. But by then, it might already be too late.

Below me, Draven lets out a low rumbling noise, as if he can feel my tension.

The Icehearts draw closer. They’re almost here now. Less than one minute, then they’ll be right on top of us.

I swallow and then try again to suck in a bracing breath.

But deep in my treacherous mind, my brain whispers in excitement. Because a battle means that I will need to use my magic again. And then, I will at least feel that intoxicating sense of pleasure once more.

Wings boom through the air as the silver dragons speed towards us.

My heart pounds.

Draven lets out a low growl, to which Lyra and Galen respond with similar sounds.

The Icehearts open their jaws.

Ice flames shoot towards us.

I suck in a sharp breath as Draven suddenly lurches upwards while Lyra and Galen dart to the sides. Clenching the spikes with both hands, I hold on tight as the three of them speed through the air in a rapid attack. The Icehearts roar and the silver dragons behind them break formation for a moment as Draven plows right towards them while Galen and Lyra breathe dragon fire at them from the sides.

Atop Lyra’s back, Alistair summons his magic and starts shooting torrents of fire in other directions as well.

Panic ripples through their previously so neat lines as they scramble to reorient themselves and figure out how to deal with this new threat. Bane lets out another roar, trying to scare them back into formation, while storm clouds and lightning form around Draven like a churning black sea.

Calling up my magic, I shove it towards the bone white sparks of fear in their chests.

Not everyone is afraid, unfortunately. But three of the silver dragons at least have a small flame of fear in their chests when they’re faced with the Shadow of Death. Latching on to those flames, I pour my magic into them until they flare brighter.

Those three dragons jerk back slightly, causing the ones next to them to almost crash into them while they close the final distance to us.

Lightning cracks through the air. I slam more magic into my connections.

Animalistic cries of terror rip from their throats as those three dragons break rank completely and speed away. A villainous grin spreads across my mouth as I watch them flee.

But it’s short-lived when Bane and Jessina surge forward, aiming for Draven together.

Panic clangs inside me, and I create a massive violet flame of pain that I shove straight towards Jessina’s chest. My soul thrums in anticipation of the pleasure that I know will come when it connects.

But right before it can, it slams into some kind of invisible shield.

The abrupt halt is so jarring that I actually jerk back. But I don’t even have time to react, because Bane and Jessina reach Draven.

Draven roars and breathes a torrent of dragon fire at them while storm winds slam into them from the front, forcing them back right before they can hit him. They growl in anger and breathe ice flames back at him. But Galen and Lyra, aided by Alistair, manage to block the attack with fire before it can reach Draven.

I create another flame of pain and try slamming it into Bane instead.

But just like with Jessina, my magic smacks into some kind of invisible shield.

That’s when I see them. Hana and Severin Godblessed. Jessina is holding both of them in her claws. Understanding clicks into place. On the Icehearts orders, Hana must have commanded Severin through the dragon steel to create some kind of shields with his magic that will protect the Icehearts from attacks.

My stomach drops.

I don’t know if it blocks only magic or all physical attacks, but this isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.

Draven swerves as Bane shoots forward, aiming for his wings. His claws rake the air where Draven’s right wing used to be only seconds afterwards. Panic clenches my heart.

Dragon fire streams through the air as Lyra and Galen try to both help Draven and keep the rest of the silver dragons back. Alistair shoots fire in Lyra’s blind spots, keeping her from being swarmed as the silver dragons lurch forward.

Storm winds howl around us and lightning cracks through the sky as Draven tries to keep the Icehearts away from both us and the wards.

A silver dragon shoots up towards him.

Summoning a violet flame of pain, I slam it into the dragon’s chest. He doesn’t have a magical shield, so my magic smacks into him with enough force to make him scream and jerk back in the air.

Pleasure thrums through my entire body the moment that my magic makes contact. I start increasing it rapidly while relishing that incredible sensation.

The dragon screams in pain as my magic flares into a wildfire.

Bane and Jessina breathe ice flames straight at Draven.

He shoots downwards, barely managing to escape them. Ice crackles through the air above us, but I can’t even feel worried anymore. All I can feel is that addictive pleasure. I keep increasing the magic, making the silver dragon thrash in the air.

Release the magic and focus on someone else, the rational part of my brain is saying.

Just a little while longer, that terrible craving insists.

I try to force myself to release the magic, but my mind balks at the idea.

Draven dodges another stream of ice fire. Galen and Lyra breathe torrents of real fire at the Icehearts from the sides while Draven slams his wind magic into them. Lightning splits the air, illuminating the dark clouds that are churning around us like beasts.

Another silver dragon aims for Draven.

But I still haven’t released the first one.

I scream, and my overwhelming need to protect Draven is enough to at last force me to break the connection.

Cold harsh reality rushes back into my soul. It’s like sucking in a lungful of freezing water right before you drown. The sharp contrast between the warm pleasure and this hell is so shocking that I can barely concentrate.

Summoning a bone white flame of fear, I manage to slam it straight into the new silver dragon’s chest right before it can clamp its jaws into Draven’s leg.

The dragon screeches in fear as I force my magic into it. It buys Draven the extra seconds he needs to get out of the way at the same time as he is dodging more ice flames from Bane and Jessina. Dragon fire roars through the air as Galen attacks Jessina furiously while Lyra and Alistair try to keep the rest of the dragons at bay. But it’s a losing battle. In a minute, we’ll be surrounded.

Pleasure pulses through my whole soul as I keep increasing that silver dragon’s fear even though he is already speeding away.

“Release it,” I growl to myself.

Goddess damn it, I need to release my magic so that I can use it on someone else.

But my mind screams at the thought. Because then, those awful emotions will rush back in again.

Jessina shoots up towards Lyra.

The sudden change of direction is so abrupt that Lyra almost doesn’t manage to get out of the way in time. A torrent of ice flames streams past her only half a second later. Alistair throws a blast of fire magic at it, making steam explode through the air.

But the distraction is enough to give the other silver dragons a moment to reorganize their ranks.

I finally manage to break the connection to my magic right as the entire row of them surges towards us. Slamming another violet flame of pain into the closest chest, I try to force them back while Draven swerves around Bane’s attack. But it’s too late. Jessina accomplished her goal.

Lyra and Galen are about to get swarmed.

I scream in panic as the silver dragons reach them.
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Purple dragons slam into the silver ones. I let out a cry of pure relief as Diana, now flanked by ten of her own people, crash into the silver dragons before they can completely swarm Galen and Lyra. High-pitched screeches split the air as the purple dragons clamp teeth and claws into their enemies.

Pleasure flows through me as I keep increasing the pain in the silver dragon’s chest, but another one breaks away from the pack and speeds towards Draven instead.

My protectiveness over Draven overrides my addictive need for magic, and I immediately cut the connection to the other dragon and slam a flame of fear into the new attacker. Pleasure floods me again, chasing away the harsh coldness that I was hit with when it disconnected.

The dragon screeches in fear and flees, giving Draven time to dodge Bane’s next attack.

Again, again, again, my treacherous mind chants.

Releasing my magic, I shove it into another dragon. It drops halfway to the ground as I flare the violet flame of pain into a wildfire.

“The wards are down!” Hana suddenly screams from where Jessina is holding her and Severin in her claws. “The wards are down now!”

I snap my gaze towards the Unseelie Court.

My heart jerks when I can no longer see that slight shimmer in the air, like water moving over glass, that normally surrounds Orion’s court.

Jessina roars, and the silver dragons who were attacking Galen and Lyra and the Purple Clan start trying to disengage so that they can no doubt speed towards the Unseelie Court instead. My heart leaps into my throat as several of them manage to get past while Draven is still fighting Bane.

They speed towards the border.

“Orion!” I scream over the rushing winds and booming wings.

Orange dragons crash into the charging silver dragons.

A whoop rips from my lungs as Rin Tanaka and some of her soldiers, all in dragon form, hit the silver dragons before they can reach the border of the Unseelie Court.

Throwing his head back, Draven lets out a roar as well. Then he breaks away from Bane and shoots straight for Jessina.

She breathes ice flames at him and swoops upwards, still gripping Hana and Severin in her claws. Draven blocks the ice with real dragon fire and then slams storm winds and lightning straight at her. Behind him, Bane roars in fury and charges after him.

I grip the spikes before me hard, hair escaping my tight bun, as I desperately try to keep my seat. Disconnecting my magic, I try again to hit Bane and then Jessina. But it bounces straight off whatever shield Severin has created for them.

My stomach lurches as Draven rolls in the air to avoid Bane’s claws. While still shooting lightning at Jessina, he swerves his head around and breathes fire at Bane, barely managing to block the ice flames that streamed towards him.

Another white bolt of lightning splits the air. Jessina lets out a screech as it almost hits her left front leg. The one that is holding Hana and Severin.

Bane roars in rage again and then plows forward in blind fury.

With a twist, Draven manages to evade him and speed back towards the Unseelie Court. Whipping my head around, I desperately search for the Icehearts. Jessina remains with the bulk of their forces, who are locked in a furious battle with Galen, Lyra, Alistair, Rin, Diana, and parts of the Orange Clan and Purple Clan. But Bane chases Draven with blind rage in his black eyes.

My pulse pounds in my ears as Draven shoots through the air. But Bane is massive, and he is gaining on us fast. I snap my gaze towards Orion.

Down on the grass, Orion’s mouth is moving. But over the beating of wings and rushing winds, and the pounding of my own heart, I can’t hear a single word.

Draven shoots past above him with Bane right on his heels.

Black smoke explodes in the air.

And then my stomach lurches as I plummet straight down towards the ground.

The scream gets stuck in my lungs as I fall, those loose strands of hair streaming above me.

Then a pair of strong arms appear underneath me.

Through the smoke, a shadow of death becomes visible right beside me. His black wings beat the air, lowering me more slowly to the ground. And his golden eyes glint.

“Worried?” Draven asks, a slight smile grazing his lips.

I flash him a smile back. “Never.”

Storm winds whoosh around us as Draven blows the rest of the smoke away while he, now in his half-shift form, picks up speed again and shoots down towards the ground.

Emperor Bane looks to be frozen in shock as he plummets to the ground in his fully human form.

Outside above the plains, Jessina roars.

That seems to snap Bane out of his stupor, because he gives his head a quick shake.

But before he can try to shift, ice shoots up at him from the ground.

“It worked!” I gasp out, relief crashing over me, as Draven lands hard on the ground.

“It was supposed to be Jessina,” Draven replies with a glance towards the empress, who is now speeding towards us as well.

“I know.” My gaze darts to Isera, who is attacking Bane with blazing revenge burning in her eyes. And this time, I won’t ask her to stop. “But we’ll have to go with it now.”

“There will be hell to pay.”

I nod. Then I jerk my chin towards where Jessina is speeding through the air. “We’ve got this. Go get Hana and Severin.”

Grabbing the back of my neck, he yanks me in for a furious kiss. Then he flares his wings and flies back towards where Orion is standing. But Jessina gets there first.

Her massive dragon form glitters like liquid starlight in the fire that streams through the air all around her where silver dragons are fighting orange, purple, and black dragons in a furious battle. And rage burns in her cold gray eyes as she keeps them fixed firmly on where Isera is hammering Bane with ice while the emperor tries to both defend himself and land at the same time.

Draven shoots towards her.

Jessina reaches Orion.

And slams right into the now invisible wards around the Unseelie Court.
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Empress Jessina hits the still raised wards around the Unseelie Court with a boom that echoes over the beating winds and roars of battle behind her. Fire erupts across her chest as Orion speaks the phrase that will set someone aflame when they try to pass the wards, while the force of the collision throws her backwards in the air. She quickly breathes ice flames down at her body, putting out the fire.

On the ground inside the wards, Bane slams into the ground, his fall slowed only marginally by his ice magic.

“Jessina!” he screams.

But Isera is still hammering him with attacks from where she was waiting on the ground.

Draven reaches the edge of the wards. Below him, Orion speaks the correct words that will allow Draven to pass through the wards without issue. With a salute and a smirk of approval at the Unseelie King, Draven flies back out onto the grasslands and then shifts into a dragon again.

The moment he’s through the wards safely, Orion whirls around and starts sprinting back to us instead.

Jessina roars outside the wards, desperately trying to break through them and get to her mate. But even though they are now invisible, they are still firmly in place, just as they always have been.

And Jessina is about to have bigger problems. Because Draven in his massive black dragon forms shoots out of a cloud of smoke and starts attacking right at the same time as people in blue armor rush through a portal on the ground. More smoke washes over the grasslands as the leader of the Blue Clan and some of his soldiers shift into dragons and join the battle as well.

A short distance away from me, Emperor Bane looks like he is still trying to figure out how he ended up in fully human form. Little does he know that one of the rules imposed by the magical wards is that no dragon shifter can transform into a dragon in here.

Which is of course exactly why we lured Bane inside the wards.

In his fully human form, or even in his half-shift, which he still hasn’t had time to transform into, and isolated from both Jessina and the rest of his clan, Emperor Bane Iceheart is now the most vulnerable he has ever been.

Summoning my magic, I create a massive flame of fear and shove it towards Bane’s chest while he is busy blocking Isera’s attacks and throwing ice back at her as well. But just like last time, my magic slams into a shield and just bounces right back.

“He’s wearing some kind of shield!” I call to Orion as he runs up to me.

His black and silver eye begins to glow as he channels magic as well and no doubt tries to throw it at Bane. A low curse escapes his lips, and his eye stops glowing. “My magic can’t get through either.”

Ice shoots through the air as Isera and Bane battle each other with the same type of magic. Based on the way Bane is moving and blocking, Isera’s magic must be able to get through his shield. I frown in confusion.

Then realization hits me. Of course. The shield must only be for mental magic. Bane and Jessina have physical magic themselves, so if they had some kind of shield that stops physical magic, they wouldn’t be able to get their own attacks through it either. But after our battle in their ruined homeland, they now know firsthand just how dangerous Orion’s nightmare magic can be. They must have ordered Severin to create a shield specifically for that kind of mental magic, which would block mine as well but would leave their own ice magic unaffected.

Outside the wards of the Unseelie Court, Jessina roars in fury and panic that she can’t get through to her mate while Draven, now joined by Galen, Lyra, and Alistair, attack her relentlessly.

“We need to help her anyway,” Orion declares, his eye fixed on Isera. “The plan was for all three of us to attack him at the same time.”

“I know.” With a nod, I slide my dagger from its sheath at my thigh.

I lost this dagger in the battle out there in the Silver Clan’s ruined homeland, but Draven found it and brought it back to me. It feels so silly, but I was overjoyed when he gave it back to me this morning. This knife has been through a lot. I have been through a lot with this blade, so it feels very comforting to be holding it again.

Regardless of that, though, my actual skills haven’t magically improved. I might know how to wield a knife after all the fish cutting I’ve been doing all my life, but I’m still next to useless against trained warriors in close combat.

However, Bane doesn’t actually know that.

“Let’s try to create an opening for her,” I say, gripping my knife hard.

Orion nods while producing a wicked-looking dagger from somewhere inside his fancy garments.

We sprint forward.

Splitting up, we rush towards Bane from two different directions while Isera is shooting ice shards at him from a third one. He snaps his gaze towards us, and the look of surprise on his face is quickly replaced by anger and frustration. Twisting his body, he tries to move so that he can keep all three of us in view at the same time.

Ice shoots through the air. I dive to the side, barely able to get out of the way before a thick sheet whooshes through the space I used to occupy. Rolling across the ground, I leap back to my feet and charge forward once more. My soul is screaming at me to use my magic again. That it has been too long without that comfort now. But I know that it won’t work on Bane, so I block out that incessant urge and instead sprint forward with my knife.

On the other side of the grass, Isera throws shard after shard and spear after spear at Bane with fury and hatred burning in her eyes like hellfire. Her attacks are so relentless that Bane doesn’t even have time to perform a half-shift. If he pauses for just one second in order to bring his wings out, one of her attacks will get through.

A snarl curls his lips as he yanks up ice shields one after the other while still throwing blocks of them at me and Orion to keep us at bay. He whips his gaze back and forth between the three of us every second, and he twists and moves with expert precision. Even though there are three of us and one of him, we still haven’t been able to land a single attack on him.

But his six thousand years of experience and training pale before the sheer fury on Isera’s face. She looks the way she did after she snapped out of her dazed state back in the Ice Palace after finding out that Bane had tortured and humiliated her mother for a hundred and fifty years while draining her magic until she died from it.

Hell itself would tremble before the look on Isera Shaw’s dangerously beautiful features as she faces down the man who murdered her mother. She looks like a goddess made of unforgiving ice who has descended from the frozen spaces between the stars to take vengeance on this world.

Her black hair streams behind her in the winds that rush over the landscape, and her blue and silver eyes are crackling with cold fury as she screams and throws spears of ice at Bane with a speed that makes worry flit across his face.

Orion and I dart forward with our blades again, forcing Bane to take his attention off her for a second to force the two of us back with sheets of ice.

“You should have killed me when you had the chance,” Isera snarls at Bane, her eyes flashing with vengeance that borders on insanity. “Because not even Azaroth himself can protect you from me now.”

“Little slave,” Bane retorts, a vicious smile on his lips even though it is getting increasingly difficult for him to block her attacks. “So filled with hatred. Such single-minded focus on revenge. You look like…” Shock suddenly pulses across his face, and he trails off.

Isera doesn’t even seem to notice. And she doesn’t give him a second to compose himself again. Increasing the speed of her attacks, she shoots a hail of ice shards at him before throwing three more spears. Orion and I dart forward the moment he’s distracted as well.

But I know exactly why Bane suddenly looked so shocked and I know how that sentence he began was supposed to end.

You look like… us.

I know because I have seen that look on my own face as well.

The deep hatred and the desperate need for revenge. That was exactly what Bane and Jessina felt after they were abused by that group of entitled fae millennia ago. It was those emotions that started the last war. And this one as well. Because now, it’s Isera who harbors those emotions. And me.

After Orion hit Bane with both his own memories and ours during our last fight, Bane must have started to realize the similarities between us.

We all feel the same hatred and the same burning need for vengeance.

Bane and Jessina have been getting their revenge for the past six thousand years.

Now, Isera is going to get hers.

And after that, so am I.

“Orion!” I yell.

The Unseelie King seems to understand exactly what I’m planning, because he rushes forward without hesitation.

Bane jerks back, still trying to gather his composure again after realizing that Isera has the exact same look on her face as he and Jessina do. Ice walls shoot across the grass. Orion and I dive aside. Air escapes my lungs in a huff as I hit the ground with my shoulder first, but I roll with the motion and leap back up to my feat.

Isera screams in rage again as she hammers Bane with shards and spears of ice while prowling towards him like the queen of hell herself. Her furious attacks force Bane to back across the grass, his gaze darting between her and me.

Outside the wards, Jessina roars.

But I don’t have even a second to spare a glance at what is happening out there, because Orion and I sprint forward again.

Bane shoots desperate attacks at us to keep us all back, but we are all gaining ground on him. Leaping and twisting, I zigzag across the grass while walls of ice shoot towards me.

Isera gets closer.

Panic flashes across Bane’s features as he yanks up shields to protect himself.

A shard of ice shoots through the air.

And slices him across the cheek.

He gasps. Blood slides down his skin as a red cut opens up across his cheek.

“Now!” I scream, and make as if to lurch forward.

Bane snaps his gaze to me.

Isera rams a spear through his chest.

His black eyes widen in shock as the sharp ice pierces his body.

Somewhere outside, Jessina lets out a screech of raw panic.

Orion and I surge forward right as Isera lunges at Bane again. Leaping forward, she tackles him while driving the ice spear deeper into his chest. A choked breath rips from his throat.

Toppling backwards with Isera on top of him, he crashes back-first down on the ground with utter shock still flashing across his face. He tries to slam up an attack with his own ice magic, but Isera quickly dismisses the spear in his chest and instead blocks his attack with a shield of her own. Ice shatters as Bane’s shards slam into her solid defense.

Orion and I throw ourselves the final distance across the ground right as Isera summons an ice dagger and drives it straight towards Bane’s throat.

“Wait!” I scream, grabbing her wrist right before the dagger can find its mark.

She whips her head towards me, and the sheer fury on her face makes me flinch and jerk back. It looks like she’s going to kill me.

On her other side, Orion searches Bane’s body in a mad fury until he finds something that looks like an hourglass that hangs from his belt.

“You—” Isera growls in my face.

“Remember the plan!” I snap before she can finish threatening to kill me. “I swear to you, you will deal the final blow. But we need the location first.”

Some measure of sanity returns to her face, and she whirls back to Bane. I suck in a sharp hiss when she moves the ice dagger to his throat anyway. But thankfully, she just presses it against his skin in warning instead of stabbing him with it.

Bane, however, barely even seems to notice. And he doesn’t need the extra warning.

Because he is already dying.

That massive spear pierced his chest and left such a huge hole that it can’t be fixed without a healer.

His body convulses, and he coughs blood onto his fine silver garments.

“Orion!” I yell. “Hurry!”

If he dies before we can finish this, the rest of our plan will die with him.

The Unseelie King lets out a hiss as he grabs that hourglass, which is apparently made of iron. Gritting his teeth, he yanks it away from Bane and throws it across the ground.

Summoning my magic, I immediately try pushing it towards him. But I don’t create a new emotion. I just search for ones that are already there. Because if I create an emotion from nothing and shove it into his chest, I know that I won’t be able to stop. And that will risk our entire plan.

Relief hits me when my magic makes it through. That hourglass thing must have been what kept the shield in place around him.

I shove my magic towards Bane in rapid bursts to see what sticks, and jerk back in shock when I find a pale pink spark of sympathy burning in his chest. Following his gaze, I notice that he is looking up at Orion’s eyepatch.

Latching on to that spark of sympathy, I start increasing it steadily since that will keep Bane from trying to attack us. Not that he is in any state to do so regardless. But better to be sure.

Next to me, Orion straightens again and his eye begins to glow as he starts to rapidly flip through Bane’s memories. He’s not showing Bane any of them. Just looking for one specific memory. The location of the Soul of Trees.

Isera is still crouched above Bane’s chest, keeping her ice dagger firmly against his throat. Fury and vengeance burn in her eyes. He coughs and looks between the three of us. Deep sympathy now lines his features as I continue to increase that emotion in his chest.

“Perhaps,” he begins, then he coughs again. Blood sprays into the air and then runs down from the corner of his mouth. He drags in an unsteady breath and tries again. “Perhaps… our revenge… got a little out of hand.”

A low snarl rumbles from Isera’s chest, and she presses her ice blade harder against his throat. The signal is clear. She doesn’t want his explanations or apologies. All she wants is revenge.

Emperor Bane drags in another strained breath and tilts his head back, looking up at the open sky above instead of at us. “At first, we just wanted our freedom. But I was so angry about all the years that the fae took from us.” He coughs again, staining the collar of his silver shirt even more red. His chest shakes as he draws in another labored breath. “So it became less about freedom and more about revenge.”

“But that was generations ago,” I retort, my voice hard and merciless, while I still continue to increase that flame of sympathy in his chest. The sympathy that is no doubt the reason why he is admitting all of this now. “We didn’t do any of that. We weren’t guilty of any of those crimes against you.”

“I know.” He tilts his head back down to meet my gaze. But then his body convulses, and he coughs for a long time before he manages to drag in another shuddering breath. “But it was just so hard to stop. Once we finally had power, we just wanted more. Even over our own race. The other dragon clans. Because they hadn’t suffered the way we had. They hadn’t been slaves like we had. So we deserved to rule for once.”

His words echo my own thoughts from just a few weeks ago, before I had my little breakdown in the Osteria family’s house after I almost killed Ferver’s sister and mother just because they were members of the Silver Clan. My stomach turns and nausea crawls up my throat. I have no problem being a villain to my enemies. But it terrifies me how close I was to becoming exactly like the Icehearts.

“And the more power we got,” Bane continues, his voice hoarse and strained. “The more people obeyed us without question, the harder it was to stop.” Another wet cough racks his chest again, and his eyes slide in and out of focus a few times before settling on me. “You have no idea how intoxicating, how addictive, power can be.”

A cold hand grips my heart, squeezing so hard that I can barely breathe through the sudden panic. Because I know exactly how addictive power can be. I’m struggling with the magical effects of it as we speak.

I flick my gaze between Orion and Isera, desperately hoping that neither of them noticed. Thankfully, Isera is still only glaring down at Bane, and Orion is still frantically flipping through the emperor’s memories in search of any trace of the Soul of Trees.

“Orion,” Isera growls.

“Not yet,” he replies, his eye still glowing.

Stress courses through my veins like lightning as I look down at Bane again. His eyes are sliding in and out of focus, and half of his silver shirt is now red with blood that wells up from the wound in his chest. He looks half delirious, even without the huge flame of sympathy I’m manipulating in his chest.

“I think,” he begins. Then he coughs again. This time, it takes him even longer to catch his breath and focus once more. And when he does, there is a wet gurgling sound as he sucks in a strangled breath. “Perhaps the millennia…”

“Orion,” I push while alarm crackles through me. If Bane dies, we will never get a second shot at this. We will never find the Soul of Trees.

“…have messed with our minds a little bit,” Bane mumbles, blood bubbles popping at his lips. “Six thousand years is a long time. Too long. I can feel it… weighing on my⁠—”

“Found it!” Orion snaps.

Isera rams her ice blade straight into Bane’s throat.

He chokes, his eyes almost bulging out of his head.

I pull my magic back at the same time as Orion’s eye stops glowing. Then we just stand there, watching Isera twist her ice blade inside Bane’s throat with a snarl on her face until his body is spasming violently.

Then at last, the final light fades in his eyes.

And Emperor Bane Iceheart dies.

Isolated, vulnerable, and surrounded by enemies.

Isera gasps out a breath, as if she hasn’t been breathing for months, and scrambles off his body while a storm of emotions pulses like shockwaves on her face.

A world-shattering, animalistic scream from a dragon’s throat shatters through the air.

I whip my head towards the invisible wards around the Unseelie Court.

Jessina, still in her dragon form, shrieks with such raw agony that my skin prickles and the blood freezes in my veins.

She throws her head from side to side, that screech echoing across the plains.

Then she goes completely berserk.
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Ice flames crash against the wards of the Unseelie Court like a furious avalanche as Jessina tries to force her way inside. Behind her, the rest of the silver dragons hesitate and whip their heads back and forth between their clan leader and the dragons that are still attacking them.

Diana doesn’t hesitate. She and her people surge forward and press the advantage, convincing the blue dragons and the orange dragons to do the same. Dragon fire and ice flames clash in the sky, making steam explode through the air while dark clouds and storm winds howl around them.

My gaze immediately darts to the massive black dragon close to Jessina.

Draven.

He doesn’t hesitate either.

Shooting forward, he aims straight for Jessina’s neck while she is busy trying to break the wards around the Unseelie Court.

My heart lurches as he opens his jaws, trying to rip her throat out.

Jessina, blinded by rage and grief, doesn’t see him coming until he’s already right on top of her. Whipping her head towards him, she breathes a burst of ice fire straight at his face. A panicked scream rips from my throat. But Draven meets it with a blast of real dragon fire. The two forces crash into each other with a crackling and hissing sound that washes over the landscape while Jessina flaps her wings hard and shoots upwards, trying to get on top of Draven. He swerves in the air and speeds after her.

On her other side, Galen and Lyra breathe torrents of dragon fire at her while Alistair throws even more fire magic at her from another direction. She screams in fury, her head still snapping towards where Bane lies dead on the ground inside the wards.

The moment she’s distracted, Draven strikes.

A massive bolt of white lightning splits the air.

Jessina tries to yank her body out of the way, but her split-second of lost focus is all Draven needs.

The lightning bolt cracks into her front leg. Her muscles spasm, and even her wings stop beating for a second as the lightning courses through her body, making her drop downwards. But most importantly, it makes her open her claws.

Hana and Severin Godblessed plummet straight down as she drops them.

But Galen, who knew exactly what his best friend was doing, was already moving before Draven’s lightning had even struck, and he shoots through the air underneath Jessina while Draven once again aims for her throat.

Severin and Hana crash down on Galen’s back, barely managing to grip his spikes. Jessina roars, but she is forced to twist and snap her teeth at Draven to stop him from tearing her throat out. Lyra swoops down around Galen, circling him and putting herself between him and the rest of our enemies.

“Call everyone back!” I bellow into the churning storm clouds and booming wings before snapping my gaze to the Unseelie King. “Orion⁠—”

“I’m on it,” he replies, already sprinting towards the edge of the wards.

Galen and Lyra shoot straight towards the wards while Jessina is still trying to get past Draven. He claws at her body, forcing her to change direction. Then he lets out a roar that reverberates across the entire landscape.

Purple, orange, and blue dragons immediately disengage from their enemies and start speeding towards the wards. Grey, who brought them all here through his portals, is already back across the border of the Unseelie Court. Sweat lines his brow as he collapses down by a tree and breathes deeply.

“Draven! I yell, my heart almost beating out of my chest.

He needs to make it back through the wards. Jessina has completely snapped. There is no telling what she will do now, and I don’t want my mate to be caught in her insanity.

Galen and Lyra reach the wards around the Unseelie Court at the same time as Orion does. Not hesitating a second, they trust the Unseelie King completely and swoop down so that they’re flying right above the grass as they speed across the border.

It lets them through.

Black smoke explodes into the air as the wards force them to shift back into their human forms.

Five figures hit the ground. The smoke swirls around them as Galen, Lyra, Alistair, Hana, and Severin slam into the grass and roll over and over with the force of the movement.

Our allies in the other dragon clans race towards the wards as well. But silver dragons are chasing them from behind. And Jessina is roaring and snapping and clawing at Draven with all her fury. My pulse pounds in my ears as I watch him dive and swerve while breathing fire at her and shooting bolts of lightning.

The blue, purple, and orange dragons draw closer.

Even in their dragon forms, I can see the hesitation on their faces. All of them slow down as they close the final distance, making the silver dragons almost catch up.

Draven roars at them with all the fury of a commander while slamming massive storm winds into Jessina from the side and then blocking her ice flames with his own fire.

The other dragons, used to obeying the Commander of the Dread Legion without question, immediately pick up speed and shoot towards the border again. The grass trembles in fear as they swoop down closer to the ground.

All of them look down at Orion as they reach the wards.

Most of them brace themselves for impact.

The impact never comes.

All purple, orange, and blue dragons soar right through the wards.

The black smoke that their forced shifts creates is so thick that it blocks both Draven and Jessina from view.

Panic clenches my heart.

Massive impacts hit the wards somewhere on the other side of the smoke.

“Draven!” I scream, my throat tasting like blood.

Jessina roars.

Then the smoke clears, and I find a host of silver dragons trying to straighten again after slamming right into the wards that they chased our allies towards.

My gaze snaps back and forth as I desperately search for Draven.

Outside the wards, Jessina screeches in fury again and shoots ice flames at the impenetrable wards over and over again. Draven is nowhere to be seen. I can’t breathe. Where is my mate? Where is⁠—

Draven swoops down in his half-shift form and lands right in front of me.

My legs give out.

Collapsing down on the ground, I curl my fingers into the soft grass and just gasp air into my lungs. My head rings as I just kneel there on the ground, my mind still trying to process that we all survived this. We all survived.

A shadow falls over me. Then Draven’s fingers appear underneath my chin, tilting my head back. His eyes glitter and there is a slight smirk on his lips.

“I know you love being on your knees before me, but is this really the time, little rebel?” he says in a teasing voice.

And the relief of hearing his usual banter like that makes an exhausted and utterly overjoyed burst of laughter rip from my lungs.

“I’m so sorry!” Hana calls as she and the others run up to us.

Lyra, Galen, and Alistair somehow look entirely unaffected. As if hitting the ground at full speed like that is an everyday occurrence for them. I swear there isn’t even a single blade of grass in Lyra’s wavy brown hair. It just brushes the top of her shoulders merrily as she jogs towards us with Galen on one side and Alistair on the other.

Severin, on the other hand, looks like someone just ran him over with a horse cart. His flowing beige and gold robes are rumpled and twisted around him, and there are green grass stains on the white garment closest to his body. His long red hair that is still done up in a braid around his head with that little bun at the top is thoroughly messy. Strands stick out in every direction, and the long golden tassel that hangs from his bun is completely askew, now hanging down the side of his face instead.

Somewhere in between their very different states is Hana. Her clothes are slightly rumpled and blades of grass cling to her hair, but she looks surprisingly unbothered.

The Unseelie King strides across the ground towards us, looking as put together as always. Not a strand of his long dark blue hair is out of place when he comes to a halt next to Hana. Because, as he has informed me, royalty doesn’t sweat.

“I’m so sorry,” Hana repeats, looking at her king and then flicking a quick glance at the rest of us as well. “I had to order him to make those shield things. Otherwise, they would never have believed that I was truly broken and would never have taken my word for it when I told them that the wards were down.”

Because this was the plan. This was the plan that I came up with in the Icehearts’ dungeons after they mentioned that they were planning to break Hana and use her to control the leader of the Gold Clan through the dragon steel. The entire scheme is based on an offhand comment that Jocasta made when she was training me before the Great Games all those months ago now.

I’ve mainly used it while being tortured.

And when I, half-joking, questioned if she had been tortured a lot, she just casually replied that everyone in the Unseelie Court has been trained in how to withstand torture. That statement had shocked me, because I had no idea that everyone went through that kind of training in this court. And I bet all of our lives on the assumption that the Icehearts didn’t know that either.

They just looked at Hana, this short and skinny girl with big eyes who speaks with a soft voice and gets distracted easily, and thought that she would be an easy target. Oh, how wrong they were. Hana might be small and soft-spoken. But she is still an Unseelie fae to her core.

So we planned for Hana to pretend to barely hold out against the torture and then pretend to break completely. The riskiest part was of course convincing Severin to trust us enough to actually put the dragon steel on. But apparently, his need to restore his clan’s honor and do right by Azaroth was greater than his worry.

Once the Icehearts had the Gold Clan, we knew that they were going to come here to destroy the wards around the Unseelie Court. So our plan was always to have Hana pretend to lower the wards and then lure Jessina in through them so that we could isolate her and kill her that way.

It was a ridiculously overcomplicated plan. But we have been outsmarted by the Icehearts so many times now. They wouldn’t fall for just any scheme. They’re too smart, too cunning, for that. So I knew that we had to play the long game this time. That we had to use a complex plan with several layers so that they wouldn’t see it coming.

And it worked.

My gaze darts to Bane’s corpse, and then back to Jessina again, who is still attacking the wards like a maniac.

Well, it mostly worked, anyway.

It was supposed to be Jessina who died first. Not Bane.

As if Draven could hear my thoughts, he turns to look at Jessina as well. And so does everyone else.

Severin flicks his wrist. The wards around the Unseelie Court go back to their usual appearance. He never lowered them. He only made them look invisible. Now, they once again appear as if they’re shimmering slightly, like water moving across glass.

All across the ground inside the wards, our allies are dusting themselves off and getting to their feet. Most of them just stare up at Jessina as she continues trying to break the wards down.

Then at last, she appears to accept that they won’t break. Opening her jaws, she bellows out a deafening roar that makes my heart clench in fear and my blood turn to ice. But from out there, she can do nothing more. So she abruptly jerks around and starts flying away across the grass. The other silver dragons follow her.

Tense silence falls over all of us as we watch her speed away.

“All bets are off now,” Draven says, his voice grim. “The only thing holding her sanity together was her mate.”

“So what happens now?” Alistair asks.

“Now, there will be hell to pay.”
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“Burn it,” Isera presses out, her voice hoarse. Desperation pulses across her whole face as she glances to Alistair. “Alistair, please. Burn it. I need you to burn it.”

We all turn to look at her in surprise and confusion. Then understanding washes over me when I realize what she’s looking at and what she means by it. Bane’s body.

Isera is still standing a few steps away from where Emperor Bane Iceheart lies dead on the ground. His black eyes are still open, and that massive amount of unnatural and slightly sickening sympathy that I forced him to feel is still etched across his features. Blood from the wounds in his chest and throat have turned half of his fancy silver shirt red, and it stains the grass next to him as well.

A short distance away from us, the Orange, Purple, and Blue Clans have climbed to their feet and are dusting themselves off. They glance at us and Bane hesitantly before looking to their respective clan leader for guidance. It seems as though their leaders are not sure what to do either, because they just linger there while instead glancing towards Orion. No dragon shifter has ever been allowed inside the Unseelie Court like this before, so they’re all waiting for the Unseelie King to take the lead.

Orion, however, has his full attention fixed solely on Isera.

“Burn it,” she repeats, that desperation still lacing both her voice and her expression. “I need to make sure that he’s dead.”

Alistair’s green and orange eyes begin to glow as he summons his magic. Then he quickly sweeps his gaze over the rest of us. When no one offers any protests, he turns back to Bane’s corpse and raises his hand until his palm is pointed straight towards it.

A torrent of fire, so hot that it’s blue in color instead of yellow, streams through the air and hits Bane’s corpse with a whoosh. The blue flames envelop his body completely. Alistair remains standing like that with his palm out, keeping the fire contained only to the body so that the rest of the landscape won’t catch fire as well.

For a little while, we all just stand there and watch the body of a six-thousand-year-old emperor burn.

Wicked satisfaction courses through me. This is the man who kept Draven enslaved for two hundred years. The man who whipped Draven’s wings. The man who has kept me trapped in poverty and isolated in a forest of thorns my entire life. Regardless of what he said there at the end when my magic was increasing his sympathy to unnatural levels, I still feel nothing but satisfaction at his death.

He deserved to die like this.

Isera deserves her revenge.

I deserve my revenge.

And I’m not done yet. I will carve my vengeance out of Jessina Iceheart’s body if it’s the last thing I do. She ruined me. She destroyed any chance I had of finding out if my parents actually loved me. She killed them. She took my parents from me before I could figure out how to fix things and make it right with them. And she did it right in front of me in the most brutal way possible, which is a huge reason why I’m also struggling so badly with the effects of my own magic now.

I hate her. I hate her more than I thought it possible to hate a person.

And I will have my vengeance. No matter what.

Isera drags in an unsteady breath as Bane’s body is at last incinerated completely. Only bone fragments and ashes remain on the grass now. Alistair pulls his magic back. Swaying from exhaustion after using so much power in such a short amount of time, he draws in a deep breath while Lyra moves up to steady him with an arm around his waist.

A strong wind sweeps across the landscape, catching the ashes and making them drift towards the border. Orion says something under his breath right as they reach the wards, and the wind continues right through it, carrying the ashes with it.

Beside him, Isera stands there and watches the ashes drift off.

Her eyes are wider than I have ever seen, and her mouth is slightly open. She looks… lost. Utterly and completely lost.

Then a sob rips from her throat.

It’s so violent that she actually staggers a step back. Sucking in a panicked breath, she presses a hand to her mouth while another sob tears from her chest.

“Isera,” Orion says, worry pulsing across his scarred face.

He starts to reach for her but then hesitates, his hand hovering in the air between them. But she doesn’t notice, because her gaze is now once again fixed on the patch of grass where Bane’s body used to be. Tears well up in her eyes, and she draws in another panicked breath.

“I don’t feel any better,” she blurts out.

Snapping her gaze back up to us, she stares at us with those wide and utterly devastated eyes of hers. The sight of it makes my chest tighten with pain.

“I thought…” she begins, her chest now rising and falling faster as she begins to hyperventilate. Tears stream down her face. “I thought I would feel better once he was dead. Once I had gotten my revenge. I thought the pain would stop. I thought this awful regret would stop strangling my chest.” Gripping the fabric right above her heart, she pulls at her fighting leathers as if she can’t breathe. “But it doesn’t. Oh Goddess, it still hurts.”

I begin to take a stride towards her, but she staggers another step back and desperately shakes her head. Her breaths come in fits and starts.

“Why doesn’t it stop?” she presses out in that broken voice full of tears. “It was supposed to stop! But I still miss my mom. I still regret wishing her harm.” Desperate sobs rack her entire body. “I just want her back. I want to tell her that I love her. Tell her that I understand. That I know. That I know that she didn’t abandon me. Oh Goddess, I miss my mom.”

Orion reaches for her again.

But Isera, who has been completely on her own since she was ten years old, isn’t used to being comforted. She isn’t used to relying on others or leaning on them for support. So she just staggers another step back while shaking her head in panic.

Orion, however, doesn’t let her pull away. He doesn’t let her push us all away just because she doesn’t know how to handle affection. How to be loved.

Grabbing her before she can retreat again, he pulls her tight against his chest and wraps his arms around her.

She breaks down completely.

Her entire body shakes as she clings to Orion’s shirt and cries into his chest.

He just holds her tightly, standing there like a calm shelter in the storm. I can’t see the expression on his face, though, because he has his back to the rest of us. Neither can Isera, since she still has her face buried in his shirt. And I have a feeling that that might be for the best.

“I feel like I’ve spent months trying to break into a locked room,” Isera gasps out between sobs. “Only to finally kick the door down and realize that the room is empty. That after all of these months and all of this effort, there is nothing inside.” Her fingers grip Orion’s shirt harder, and her body shakes violently as she cries. “Oh Goddess, I just feel so fucking empty.”

Pain hits me like a stab to the heart.

And also a deep sense of recognition. Isera has been single-mindedly pursuing her revenge against the man who tormented and killed her mother in the hopes that she will stop feeling grief over her mother’s death and regret over the fact that she spent a hundred and fifty years hoping that her mother had a terrible life because she thought that her mother had abandoned her.

But getting that revenge apparently didn’t change either of those things. It didn’t make the loss easier to bear and it didn’t just magically make her regrets vanish.

Uncomfortable feelings twist like vines between my ribs. Because I’ve been doing the exact same thing as Isera.

I still want my revenge, and I’m going to fucking get it. But maybe it’s time to start fighting for something instead of against something.

My gaze drifts to Draven, who has moved closer to me and slipped an arm around my waist.

I’m not just fighting to get revenge against Jessina. I’m fighting for my and Draven’s future. And for my friends’ futures too. I’m fighting for freedom. For a new dawn. For a time when Draven and I can just fly off into the open horizon and explore every inch of this wonderful and messy world. Maybe it’s time to focus more on that instead of just on how much I hate Jessina Iceheart.

Orion twists his head and gives us a pointed look over his shoulder.

A ripple goes through the rest of us, and we quickly take the hint and move a short distance away so that Isera can finish breaking down and picking herself back up without all of us gawking at her. Orion remains, though. He keeps his arms around her as he murmurs something, his voice so low that only she can hear.

On Draven’s other side, Galen awkwardly clears his throat, sounding incredibly uncomfortable.

For a few seconds, we all just glance from face to face while trying to figure out how to move on from that topic. The other dragon clans are still keeping their distance, but they’re staring in genuine shock at the infamous Unseelie King as he comforts Isera there on the grass.

“Question,” Alistair begins, thankfully saving us all from this suddenly awkward silence. Seriousness descends on his features as he narrows his eyes slightly. “Why would Jessina just leave like that? If my mate of six thousand years was lying dead inside someone’s wards, I would prowl outside, watching like a hawk for a chance to get through.” He arches an eyebrow in question. “But she just suddenly whirled around and sped away.”

“Maybe she just realized that it’s futile,” Grey replies with a shrug. “This is the Unseelie Court. Not the Seelie Court.” He flicks a glance at me and Alistair. “No offense.”

“Offense taken, but it’s fine,” Alistair replies with a short huff of amusement.

A slight smile tugs at Grey’s lips before both seriousness and pride return to his expression. “No one gets in or out through these wards without His Majesty’s permission. And she must have realized that.”

“Yeah, but then why not just leave? Why speed off like her ass was on fire?”

“Maybe—”

“Oh fuck,” Draven suddenly interrupts.

Dread flashes over his features, and his eyes widen as if he has just realized something. The sight of it makes panic crackle up my spine like lightning.

“What is it?” I ask, my pulse now thrumming in my ears.

Draven turns to me, that awful sense of realization still pulsing across his features. And before he even opens his mouth, I suddenly already know what he is going to say. What he told us would happen the last time we suggested killing Bane before we had Jessina under control.

“The Seelie Court,” Draven says. “Jessina is going to destroy the Seelie Court.”
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Panic shoots through my every nerve like a lightning bolt. The Seelie Court. Apart from me, Isera, and Alistair, all that remains of our people is the fae who live in the lone city that now makes up the entirety of the Seelie Court. If Jessina destroys it, if she flies over that city and spews her ice flames over everything, she will wipe out our entire race.

“We have to stop her,” I blurt out.

“How?” Galen asks, looking from face to face. “We’ll never be able to overtake her. Not even Draven can catch her when she is flying at that speed and has this kind of head start.”

Draven grunts, confirming the truth of that.

“I could portal you there,” Grey says. Then his turquoise and yellow eyes slide towards Orion. “With His Majesty’s permission.”

Orion and Isera, who seem to have heard our conversation, pull back from each other and turn towards us instead. While Isera looks like she is frantically trying to compose herself again, Orion locks eyes with Grey and nods, giving him permission to open a portal.

“To do what, though?” Galen asks, shifting a bewildered gaze between the rest of us. “Fight another battle?” He motions towards the other three clan leaders and their people, who have clustered together in three separate groups. “They were only able to bring like ten people each. Even if we all go to the Seelie Court to fight Jessina now, we will still be vastly outnumbered since she both has her own clan and the entire Red Clan as well. And besides, if we fight above the city, it’s going to get destroyed by battle anyway.”

I want to snap at him in annoyance. But the worst part of all is that he is right. We’re not in any shape to be fighting Jessina again right now. And if we do, the Seelie Court will end up getting destroyed anyway.

“Can we get everyone in the Seelie Court through the portal and in here instead then?” Lyra asks.

Alistair grimaces reluctantly. “Our city is a lot smaller than the Unseelie Court, but it’s not that small. Gathering everyone, explaining the situation, making them trust us, and getting them all through a portal in time? And all without the Red Clan noticing? Never gonna work.”

“Then what do we do?” I ask, panic and frustration lacing my voice. “Mabona’s tits, we need to⁠—”

I abruptly stop speaking as the perfect solution hits me like a slap. Blinking against the force of the realization, I slowly turn my head towards the man who has been standing silently at the edge of our group this entire time.

Severin Godblessed.

“You,” I blurt out. “You can raise wards around the Seelie Court.” Lifting a hand, I motion at the faintly shimmering barrier around the Unseelie Court. “Like these. You can raise wards like these around our court too.”

The leader of the Gold Clan just looks back at me with a steady gaze for a few seconds. Then he simply says, “No.”

I jerk back, and so do several of my friends.

“What do you mean no?” I demand. “You can’t raise wards like these?”

“I can.” He holds my gaze with those infuriatingly calm eyes of his. “But I won’t.”

Fury streaks through me, and I end up growling, “Why not?”

“Because the Gold Clan does not intervene. We do not change the will of Azaroth. Not anymore. We have learned our lesson. We only observe. We only follow Azaroth’s will. Whatever he has decided should happen, will happen.” His gaze slides to where Bane’s corpse used to be. “Order has been restored now. Only one person now carries the Silver Clan’s signature magic. We have corrected our ancestor’s mistake. And now, we will not involve ourselves further.”

“You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

“I’m not.” Raising his gaze to mine again, he holds out his wrist. “Now, I ask you to remove this piece of dragon steel and allow me to return to our island. As promised.”

My eyes drift down to that crude bracelet made of dragon steel that is still circling his wrist. The one that he can’t touch himself. The one only a fae can touch. And control.

I think about it for only two seconds before I’ve already made a decision.

If it’s a choice between preserving my moral high ground and stopping the genocide of my entire race, it’s not even a choice at all.

Summoning my magic, I channel it straight through that dragon steel bracelet and order, “You are going to follow me through the portal that Grey creates.”

A ripple goes through the other clans around me. I can feel all the members of the Purple, Blue, and Orange Clan staring at me. Their sudden suspicion is so palpable that I can almost feel the tension vibrating in the air.

My own friends, however, who all seem to have morals that are as flexible as mine, just watch in silence as I turn to look at Grey.

Since he has already gotten permission from Orion, he simply raises a portal from the grass. Through it, I can see the fields and the stone walls that circle our city.

I step through without hesitation.

And Severin, commanded through dragon steel, follows me.

My heart clenches when I step out onto the dragon field, as we call the grasslands outside Golden Gate where the dragon shifters always land when they come here. Mabona’s tits, I hate this place. I never want to come back here again.

But that doesn’t mean that I want to see it destroyed, so I turn towards Severin and channel magic through the dragon steel again.

“Raise wards like the ones around the Unseelie Court around this whole area as well,” I order. “Everything from Lake Andun to the Golden Palace, and partway into the thorn forest on all sides. Then tell me all the command words to let people in and out.”

Cold fury burns in Severin’s golden eyes as he glares at me. But he can’t disobey my orders, so he summons his magic and does exactly what I told him to do.

It will trap the members of the Red Clan who are currently in the city inside these wards as well, but that’s a problem for another day. At least they can’t shift into dragons in here anymore. And there shouldn’t be too many of them. Gremar Fireclaw and his entire clan hate fae, so he never keeps more soldiers here than he needs. The vast majority of the Red Clan still lives in their own homeland.

Once Severin is finished raising the wards and explaining the passphrases to me, he falls silent and then just stands there and stares at me with indignant eyes.

Anger sparks inside my own chest, and I flash him a cold smile. “Congratulations, you just prevented the genocide of an entire race.”

He just glares back at me in silence.

After one last look at the Seelie Court, I start back through the portal. Severin follows me.

“You’re no better than them,” Severin says, his voice low and sharp and full of accusation.

I don’t know if he means that I’m no better than the Icehearts or no better than that group of entitled fae who enslaved Bane and Jessina six thousand years ago. But I don’t care.

The old me who lived inside this city and was so worried about whether people liked her or not is long dead now. So I keep my spine straight as I stride back into the Unseelie Court while Severin’s accusation still ripples through the air behind me.

“I know,” I simply reply.

Because if I have to be a villain to win this war, then a villain is exactly what I will be.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



By the time Draven and I leave our room after a quick bath and a change of clothes, I’m exhausted, apprehensive, and really craving a boost of that wonderful pleasure from my magic. I used it a lot during the battle, which always just makes me want to use it even more.

I discreetly scan the area around us while Draven and I walk through the elegant hallways of Orion’s castle and towards the garden where we are all meeting. There are a few guards stationed close by. That incessant voice inside me is urging me to use my magic on one of them, just to get a little boost.

Squeezing my hand into a fist, I force myself to ignore that impulse. If I don’t create emotions and feel that pleasure for a while, that terrible need to feel it again eventually gets less intense. So I need to try to hold out. But it’s difficult not to crave that sense of comfort when my entire body is currently vibrating with tension.

My gaze slides to Draven while that storm of emotions continues twisting in my chest. “Are you… angry?”

He blinks, as if he was deep in thought, and turns to look at me. “Angry?”

“With me?”

His brow furrows in confusion. “Why would I be angry with you?”

“Because I used dragon steel on Severin.”

“So?”

“The Icehearts used to control you with dragon steel.”

“And we used dragon steel on Gremar that day when we captured Bane.” He holds my gaze with serious eyes. “You did the right thing.”

Relief washes through me. Drawing in a long breath, I unclench my hand again as the tightness in my chest eases. I might not care about anyone else’s opinion of me anymore, but I do care what my friends think of me. What Draven thinks of me. And since dragon steel is such a sensitive topic for him, I was worried that it might have made him feel disgusted by me.

“So you don’t think I crossed a line?” I ask.

“Crossed a line?” He frowns down at me, looking genuinely bewildered. Then he reaches out and grabs my arm, pulling me to a halt in the middle of the corridor. “Wait, were you actually worried that I would disapprove of what you did?”

Suddenly feeling incredibly self-conscious, I glance around the corridor before meeting his intense gaze again. “Yes.”

“Oh, little rebel.” He heaves a deep sigh and then slides his hand around my throat. “With me, there are no lines that can’t be crossed.” Leaning down, he kisses me possessively and then smirks against my lips. “I thought I already told you. If you want to be villains, let’s go be fucking villains.”

A relieved laugh, full of gratitude and love, escapes my mouth. I kiss him back.

“I love you,” I whisper against his lips.

“I love you too, little rebel.” After stealing one more kiss from me, he pulls back and lets his hand drop from my throat. Then he gives me a serious look as we once more start walking towards the door that will take us out into the garden. “So you never have to worry about things like this with me. I love you. All of you. And I will never judge you. For anything.”

I almost tell him. Right then, when he is looking at me like that and saying things like this, I almost tell him about how badly I’m struggling with the side effects of my magic. But in the end, I can’t bring myself to do it.

I’ve seen how much it weighs on him that he always has to take on the heaviest responsibility for everything, and I want him to feel like he can lean on me. I want him to feel that I am shouldering some of the responsibility too, so that he doesn’t always have to take care of everything.

But if I tell him about my problems with my magic, he will feel that he needs to be there even more for me. And I don’t want that. I want to take care of him. He deserves someone who takes care of him too.

So instead of spilling my most embarrassing secret, I just give him a smile and silently vow to get my fucking issues under control myself.

Thick gray clouds still blanket the heavens when Draven and I walk through the side door and into the garden where we will be holding a meeting with all of our allies to determine our next steps. Neatly trimmed bushes with dark blue roses frame one side of the beautiful garden while a massive jasmine bush in full bloom provides privacy from the other direction. I sweep my gaze over the table filled with drinks and light food in the middle, impressed that Orion managed to arrange all this in such a comparatively short amount of time.

“I just need to talk to Galen a moment,” Draven says while leaning down to kiss the side of my neck.

A ripple of pleasure rolls through me when his lips brush the sensitive skin below my ear. He chuckles against my neck and then walks away towards where Galen is standing on the other side of the table.

Isera stands a few steps away as well, watching everyone with that customary cool expression on her face. As if she is back to normal. I’m pretty sure she’s putting up a front. But then again, so am I.

By the table, Orion checks something about the glasses, but he keeps casting glances towards the door, as if he is waiting for someone.

I drift over to where the Dryad Queen, Lavendera, Alistair, and Lyra are standing.

“We could have used your help today,” I comment to the Dryad Queen as I take up position next to her and turn so that I can watch the rest of the gathering as well.

She slides me a glance from the corner of her eye. “If Lavendera dies, so does the Mother Dryad. And if the Mother Dryad dies, there will be no new dryads. Ever. My deal with you was so that I could move her out of harm’s way. I intend to keep her there. And besides, I hear you managed just fine without us.” The hint of a smile, sharp as a predator’s, ghosts across her lips for a moment as she adds, “At last, the thief is dead.”

Since Bane was the one who stole the Soul of Trees from the dryads, she hated Bane even more than she hates Jessina.

“Is he…?” I begin, but I can’t seem to finish speaking the question out loud.

Is he now trapped in that cold nothingness, barred from entering any of the afterlives, just like you told him he would be?

That predator’s smile on the Dryad Queen’s mouth grows wider.

The sight of it, and the answer it implies, sends a chill down my spine. I’m suddenly really, really glad that the dryads are on our side.

Orion jerks upright from the table. Blinking in surprise, I glance towards the side door to see who caused such a reaction from him.

Rin Tanaka, leader of the Orange Clan, walks out onto the grass. Her long black hair flutters down over her elegantly decorated dragon scale armor, and surprise flits across her beautiful face when Orion walks up to her.

“I would like to make a deal, if possible,” he says without preamble.

She raises her eyebrows in surprise. “A deal? For what?”

“For whatever you want.”

Her black eyes widen in shock. And to be honest, so do mine. I stare at Orion, my heart beating painfully in my chest when I realize where this conversation is heading. And what he is willing to give for it.

“In exchange for?” Rin asks, still looking at him with genuine surprise on her face.

Orion moves his hand up to his face and slowly lifts up the elegant black and silver eyepatch that hides his missing eye.

Understanding floods Rin’s face. “Ah.” Squinting slightly, she appears to study his empty eye socket for a few seconds. Then she asks, “Is the eye, or even just parts of it, preserved somewhere?”

“No. Jessina froze it with her ice magic and then ground it to dust underneath her heel.”

Rin actually flinches. Quickly wiping that expression from her features, she instead says, “I’m sorry.”

Orion says nothing. I can almost see the tension rolling off his stiff shoulders as he just looks back at her, waiting for her to answer his question.

“If you still had the eye, or parts of it, even if it was damaged, I could reattach it and make it whole again,” Rin at last replies. “But I can’t create a completely new eye out of nothing when it has been separated from the body and destroyed entirely in this way.” Her face softens, and I can tell that she is sincere. “I really am sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Orion says with a casual smile while lowering the eyepatch again. “I just figured I’d ask.”

It’s not fine. And he didn’t just ask. The Unseelie King offered Rin an open-ended deal for whatever she wanted. Anything she wanted. Everyone knows that Orion Nightbane has never offered anyone a deal like that in his entire life. It must have been incredibly hard for him to lay his pride at her feet like that and then to have his last hope shattered.

Before Rin can say anything else, the other three clan leaders walk through the door and out onto the grass.

Diana sweeps suspicious green eyes over everyone, and a hint of worry pulses through me when her gaze lingers slightly too long on me. But then she just keeps walking over to the table and grabs a glass of wine. A man in blue dragon scale armor follows her but picks up a mug of ale instead. I study him.

Over the years, I haven’t really seen him all that much since I’ve been trapped in the Seelie Court, but I still know exactly who he is. Ejnare Amarok, the leader of the Blue Dragon Clan. His dark brown hair has been pulled back in a bun, and his turquoise eyes are sharp and clear as he discreetly scans us all while he straightens from the table again.

The final clan leader who walks through the door is not discreet with his stares. Severin Godblessed watches me through narrowed eyes as he takes up position on the other side of the garden. His braided red hair and tassel are now impeccable again, and his flowing golden robes have been straightened to perfection. It hides the fact that he is still wearing dragon steel.

“Welcome to the Unseelie Court,” Orion says, his smooth voice now once again dripping with that effortless power that he wears like a flowing cloak. “There hasn’t been this many dragon shifters in my realm for millennia. I hope you feel honored.”

Diana, who has been here before, rolls her eyes and takes a large gulp of wine while Ejnare frowns slightly. But Rin lets out an amused breath and almost smiles.

“First order of business,” Orion continues, and turns towards Severin. “That portable hourglass thing you made for Bane, I assume you made one for Jessina as well?”

“I did,” Severin replies.

“What hourglass thing?” Diana demands.

“Bane was wearing it on his belt,” Orion says.

“Jessina had one too,” Draven adds from where he is standing next to Galen. “It was secured to one of the spikes on her neck. I saw it while I was fighting her.”

“And it blocks magic of the mental kind,” Orion picks up. “Like mine.” His eye slides to me. “And Selena’s. Which will put us at a severe disadvantage if we’re to succeed in killing her.” He shifts his gaze back to Severin. “So you need to undo that magic.”

“I can’t,” he replies. After brushing his hands down his already smooth robes, he looks up at us again. “The Icehearts are not stupid. They made sure to specifically get me to make a shield that I can’t just dismantle from afar at any time. The only way to render the shield useless is to physically remove it from the person.”

A collective groan ripples through the garden. High above us, a pair of birds make loops while letting out inappropriately cheerful chirps. I shoot them a scowl before focusing on Severin again.

“Alright, can you make shields for us as well then?” I ask.

He narrows his eyes at me. “I can. But I won’t.”

“Let me guess. Because you don’t want to get involved?”

“Exactly.” There is a hard edge to his voice, and in his gaze too as he stares me down from across the grass. “The will of Azaroth is not to be trifled with. What will be will be. Our ancestor Theodora made a grave mistake when she got involved last time. She should never have helped the Icehearts. It is not our place to intervene. We have now learned that, through millennia of atonement and hard prayer.” He raises his chin. “The Gold Clan will not choose a side in this war. This time, we will do what we should have done last time. Nothing.”

I drag in a frustrated breath while anger courses through me. I have had enough lecturing from a stubborn religious pacifist for an entire lifetime now.

“Do you really think the world will be a better place if Jessina Iceheart slaughters half of the people in it?” I growl at him.

“It is not my place to have an opinion,” he snipes back. “Azaroth decides what is best for this world, and the Gold Clan bows to his wisdom.”

I feel like throwing something at him. I know that, in his mind, these arguments make perfect sense. His clan has been indoctrinated by their ancestors to think like this, just because Theodora panicked and realized that she made a mistake when she gave the Icehearts magic in order to help them. That event shaped the rest of the Gold Clan’s future and their entire mindset. I understand that they are paralyzed by regret because everything went to hell last time they tried to help and that they’re terrified of making the same mistake again. And I understand that Severin thinks that this is the right way to handle things. I understand all of that. But it still doesn’t change the fact that he is dead fucking wrong.

“We need your help,” I force out through gritted teeth.

“And I will not give it freely.” Raising his chin, he gives me a look pulsing with challenge as he pushes up his sleeve to reveal the dragon steel bracelet. “So if you want my help, you’re going to have to enslave me with this.”

I almost do it. Because Goddess damn it, we need him. Having someone with shield magic on our side would significantly increase our chances of winning this war. But I can feel all the other clan leaders narrow their eyes at me. The sudden suspicion in the air is so thick that I could have cut it with a knife.

And I know, without a doubt, that if I force Severin to help us, we will lose the other clan leaders.

So while I wish I could say that my decision was based on my outstanding conscience and morals, it was most certainly not. I’m too angry to have morals and too exhausted to care about my conscience. My decision is based solely on pure strategy. We need the other clan leaders, and Rin Tanaka in particular, more than we need Severin.

“This choice you’re making,” I say, holding Severin’s gaze. “It’s the wrong choice.”

“Perhaps,” he replies, his chin still held high. “But that still doesn’t change the fact that everyone has the right to make their own choices.”

Memories from my past suddenly hit me with the force of a gut punch. Memories from when I lived in the Seelie Court and was never allowed to make any choices at all. I couldn’t choose where to live or what to do for work or even when to eat. Everything was decided for me by the dragon shifters. And I hated every second of it.

“Yeah.” A long sigh escapes me, and the anger fizzles out. “I guess they do.”

Severin blinks in surprise.

Dragging a tired hand through my hair, I start towards him while Orion tells the guard at the door to fetch Hana and Grey. Without another word, I just grab Severin’s wrist and pry the dragon steel off him. He lets out a deep sigh of relief. The anger clears from his eyes as he gives me a slow nod in acknowledgement of a promise kept.

I just squeeze the piece of dragon steel hard as I walk over to stand next to Draven instead. He slides a comforting hand down my arm.

Frustration twists inside me as I watch Grey open a portal.

Severin Godblessed takes one last look at all of us. “Azaroth’s will.”

Then he and Hana step through the portal.

I flex my fingers around the piece of dragon steel while Hana opens the pocket reality and Severin disappears back to his peaceful pacifist island. Protected by a pocket reality and ludicrous ideas about Azaroth’s will. I know that letting him go is the right move. We need the other clan leaders more. But I still wish we could’ve had both.

“So,” Orion begins after Grey and Hana have returned and then been dismissed again. “Now that the coward has left us, shall we get down to business?”

“He was not a coward,” Ejnare says, his eyebrows drawn down in a scowl. “His culture is simply different from yours.”

“Oh, I’m aware. But two things can be true at the same time.”

“This is⁠—”

The Dryad Queen sucks in a gasp.

It’s a rasping sound that explodes out of her lungs with enough force to echo across the garden.

We all whirl towards her right as she throws her head back and her arms out wide. The vines that make up her hair stream out both behind her and to her sides, and her dress, also made of vines and leaves and twigs, grows down into the grass underneath her. With her mouth still open, she stares up at the sky with an otherworldly expression on her face while a low and sharp hissing sound fills the air.

It’s such a terrifying sight that Diana, Rin, and Ejnare, who have never seen this happen before, stumble back across the grass.

Fear courses through my body as well. I know that she is only communicating with the other dryads through their hive mind, but there is still something so primal about it that it’s impossible not to feel awe. This being is older than all the rest of us put together. She is part of the very fabric of this world. And her terrifying power is a testament to that.

I jump as she suddenly snaps her head back down, and then another wave of fear crashes over me when I take in the expression on her features.

True terror lines her ancient face.

“Jessina Iceheart has reached the Seelie Court,” she presses out.

“But she can’t get through the wards,” I reply hesitantly.

“No. She can’t get through, so she is destroying the land outside the wards instead.” That awful terror pulses in her brown eyes as she stares at us all. “Our homeland. The place with our home trees that we showed you. It’s there.”

My stomach drops.

The Dryad Queen sucks in panicked breaths. And Lyra speaks the words that no one wants to hear.

“All the dryads are going to die.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Chaos erupts across the garden. Lavendera, who has been disassociating this entire time, snaps out of her stupor and whirls towards the Dryad Queen at the same time as I lurch forward and Orion sprints through the side door.

“We need to get them out!” Lavendera yells. Then her eyes flash in and out of focus several times as the Mother Dryad inside her head no doubt panics as well, making Lavendera growl, “Stop screaming! I already know.”

Skidding to a halt in front of the Dryad Queen, I begin saying, “Tell them to⁠—”

She throws her head back and spreads her arms wide again. That sharp hissing sound echoes across the garden as she opens her mouth while her hair streams out around her head and her dress grows into the ground again.

My heart jerks from another burst of fear at the sense of primal power that pulses through the air.

“Get out, get out, get out!” Lavendera is screaming next to me.

I have no idea if she’s yelling at the Mother Dryad or if it’s the Mother Dryad who is trying to yell that to her own people, because her eyes keep flashing in and out of focus while she whips her head from side to side.

“What can we do?” Rin calls from somewhere behind me. “Can we heal them?”

“We need to get them out!” Lavendera yells again.

“How close is she?” Diana blurts out.

Trying to block out all the chaos and stress around me, I focus on the Dryad Queen, who is still communicating with the rest of the dryads through their hive mind. I have no idea if she can hear me while she’s in that state, but I speak anyway.

“Tell them to run for the Seelie Court,” I say, my pulse thrumming in my ears. “I know all the passphrases so that they can get through the wards.”

That sharp hissing continues echoing through the air. I have no idea if she heard me.

“No, no, no, no,” Lavendera is screaming, still whipping her head from side to side.

“Tell them!” I cry in panic, trying to make my voice carry over that loud hissing and the chaos spreading out around me. “If they can just make it to the wards, they’ll be safe inside the⁠—”

A shrieking scream cuts through the air. It’s so violent and so raw and primal that I jerk back in utter terror. Fear crawls inside my chest like spiders until I feel like I’m going to die from the emotion alone.

Draven is there immediately. Wrapping one arm around me, he yanks me back and twists his body in front of me as if to shield me from a threat that neither of us can actually see.

My heart pounds like a battle drum and my head rings as that shrieking scream splits the air. It sounds like thousands of voices screaming at the same time. It’s exactly like… Like what I heard when I tried to use my magic on Lavendera.

“She’s here!” the Dryad Queen screams in that voice that echoes of thousands of other voices. It’s raw and primal and full of bloodcurdling rage and fear. It sounds as if the earth itself is screaming. “It’s being destroyed! We are being⁠—”

A portal shoots up from the ground in the middle of the garden.

Draven shoves me out of the way, putting himself fully between it and me while yanking out the massive sword strapped down his spine. Tension pulses around him like a lightning storm.

Lavendera screams.

The Dryad Queen gasps in a massive sharp breath.

Then dryads are pouring into the garden through the portal.

Everyone scrambles back in panic as a horde of dryads stampedes across the grass, filling the entire garden with rippling vines and fluttering leaves. Two of them crash right into the table filled with refreshments, knocking it over. Wine glasses and delicate plates of food crash down on the grass as it tips over. Fruit rolls across the ground and wine splashes over the grass, staining it red. Draven lowers his sword but keeps me behind him so that I won’t get trampled in the chaos.

Behind the mass of dryads, on the other side of the portal, the sounds of rushing and crackling ice flames echo through the air. It’s followed by a furious roar from a massive dragon.

The Dryad Queen snaps her head back down, her hair falling down too as it stops streaming around her head. Utter shock and disbelief pulse across her ancient face as she stares at the dryads rushing into the garden. Then relief, so intense that I actually gasp as well, crash across her features, and she staggers two steps backwards.

Beside her, Lavendera’s eyes return fully into focus. Pressing a hand to her chest, she drags in deep breaths while blinking furiously.

“RUN!” a voice bellows from the other side of the portal.

Ice spreads through my body when I recognize that voice.

Orion.

Across the grass and the stampeding dryads, Isera whips her head from side to side, panic suddenly crackling over her features. “Orion? Where is Orion?”

Through the mass of vines and leaves and branches that the dryads are made of, I can barely see the portal. Let alone what is happening on the other side of it. Isera is trying to push her way through the herd of dryads, but there are so many of them and they’re moving so quickly that none of us can get through.

Rising up on my toes, I try to catch a glimpse of what is happening on the other side of the portal.

My heart leaps into my throat when I spot Orion and Grey. Through the now thinning stream of rushing dryads on the other side of the portal, their homeland with the massive trees becomes visible.

Orion and Grey are sprinting across the ground from separate directions, as if they split up to gather the dryads from both sides of the area. Ice flames crash into the ground behind them, swallowing one of the dryads’ tree homes. The final stragglers that Grey and Orion are herding towards the portal scream in panic as a massive silver dragon flashes past in the sky right above the trees. Jessina’s tail smacks into the now frozen tree homes. They burst apart.

“ORION!” Isera screams, her throat raw, as chunks of ice shoot through the air.

Summoning her magic, she tries to get it through the portal to protect him and Grey, but the panicking dryads are in the way.

A shard of ice flames smacks into Orion’s shoulder from behind. He gasps, pain pulsing across his face as the shard buries itself in his shoulder with such force that he stumbles forward.

Behind them, Jessina roars.

“Get out of the way!” Isera screams, still trying to shove the mass of dryads aside.

“Alistair!” Lyra yells from the other side of the garden.

“Move!” Alistair bellows as well.

But there are too many dryads, and the garden is too small for them to quickly move out of the way.

Orion stumbles upright again as he and Grey continue sprinting towards the portal.

The final few dryads rush through, almost crashing into their friends in the now packed garden.

Wind booms down as Jessina swerves in the air and then flies down behind Orion and Grey right as they reach each other. Dread washes over their faces as Jessina lets out a bellowing roar and then opens her mouth.

“Orion!” Isera screams again, so loudly that her voice almost cracks.

“MOVE!” Alistair bellows as he summons his fire magic.

The dryads scream, pushing hard against each other to get out of the way.

A pale shimmering starts at the back of Jessina’s throat.

Orion and Grey hurtle towards the portal.

The dryads shove each other to the side.

Jessina releases her flames.

Ice fire shoots towards Grey and Orion in a massive torrent. On the other side of the garden, Isera screams. The dryads throw themselves down on the ground. Grey shoves Orion ahead of himself.

A rushing, crackling, clinking sound rips through the air as Jessina’s ice flames crash over Grey right as Orion hits the ground face-first on the other side of the portal.

Ice fire streams over Grey from behind, encasing his body all the way to his neck, and rushes towards the still open portal.

Alistair slams a torrent of fire straight into the ice flames right as they reach the portal. The dryads scream, pressing themselves down harder against the ground to stay out of harm’s way. Orion, a shard still sticking out of his shoulder, shoves himself to his knees and twists around.

Fire pours into the ice flames, melting them before they can stream in through the portal. Alistair grits his teeth, trying to force his fire all the way to Grey, who is still stuck in the ice three steps away from the safety of the portal.

Dread flashes across Orion’s face as he whirls around to see it.

“Grey!” he screams.

Jessina continues breathing ice flames that keep undoing all the progress that Alistair is making with his fire. While still building up the ice that Alistair melts, she speeds towards the open portal. Alistair pours more flames through it, desperately melting the ice at a furious pace. But not fast enough.

Still encased fully in ice, Grey meets Orion’s gaze through the portal. Tears line his turquoise and yellow eyes, but there is a soft smile on his lips as he holds Orion’s gaze.

“It’s been a pleasure, my king,” he says.

“Grey,” Orion chokes out.

A massive silver dragon slams down right onto the thick ice where Grey is trapped.

The ice, and Grey’s body that is encased in it, shatters like a smashed mirror underneath the massive weight of Jessina’s body.

The portal disappears. But it doesn’t collapse into the ground like it usually does. It vanishes. From one moment to the next, it simply ceases to exist.

Gone.

Just like the soul of the person who used to wield its magic.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Deafening silence falls over the garden. It’s so loud that I feel like my head is ringing. For a while, no one says anything. No one even moves. We all just stand there and stare in shock at the now empty air. On the ground, the dryads are lying completely still, stunned and confused and afraid to move even though Alistair’s fire has stopped.

“Make way,” Rin Tanaka suddenly says, her steady voice shattering the dead silence.

Dryads leap up from the ground. The ones on the edges have finally recovered their wits enough to move farther out so that the ones in the middle can at last move out of the way as well. Roses and jasmine bushes rustle as the dryads squeeze past to reach the more open stretches of grass outside the elegant garden. It gives both Rin and Isera room to finally reach Orion.

Isera drops down on her knees in front of Orion, who is still sitting on the ground. For a moment, it looks like she is about to reach out a hand, but then she just flexes her fingers in her lap instead. And before she can say anything, Rin comes to a halt behind Orion’s back.

“I need to remove this and reverse the effects of the ice flames before it starts spreading too far through your body,” she says while motioning down at the shard of ice fire that is still sticking out of Orion’s shoulder blade.

Orion, however, doesn’t seem to have noticed either of them. He is just sitting there, staring at the space where Grey’s portal used to be.

Rin glances down at him, still waiting for an answer or acknowledgement or any kind of sign that she can start working. After all, this isn’t just a random person. This is the Unseelie King. The ruler of one of the great realms of this world. No ally would use magic on the Unseelie King without his permission.

After flexing her hand again, Isera at last reaches out and carefully touches Orion’s arm. “Orion?”

His mind seems to snap back to reality. Blinking, he gives his head a quick shake, confusion still lining his face. “What?”

“She needs to heal you before the ice fire spreads,” Isera says with a nod to Rin, who is still standing behind him.

“Oh. Right.” He clears his throat. “Yes.”

Rin grabs the ice shard with one hand and his shoulder with the other. Then, without a word of warning, she simply yanks it out. He sucks in a small breath between his teeth. After laying the ice down on the grass beside them, she moves her hands up to the wound in his shoulder. Magic shimmers above it as she begins reversing the effects of the ice flames that would otherwise spread and freeze his entire body from the inside.

Turning towards them, Alistair summons his magic as well and melts the shard of ice into a puddle on the grass.

“You saved them,” a shocked voice rasps.

We all whirl towards the Dryad Queen. She is standing there on the grass while her people huddle around her like frightened children. The Dryad Queen stares at Orion with wide eyes. Shock and terror still linger on her face, but they’re joined by two even stronger emotions now. Relief. And gratitude.

“You saved my people,” she says, her wide eyes still locked on Orion. “At the risk of your own life.” Her gaze darts towards where the portal used to be. “And at the cost of your friend’s.”

Pain flickers in Orion’s eye for a second before he manages to hide it again. With his usual expression of control and authority back on his beautiful features, he clears his throat and simply says, “Yes.”

“Why?”

“I do not leave allies to be slaughtered if I can do something about it.”

Next to me, Draven is watching Orion with intense eyes. There is an expression I can’t read on his face.

The Dryad Queen draws in a shuddering breath. Though I’m not sure if she actually needs to breathe, so it might just have been more a way to communicate her emotions. Lavendera, whose eyes are now fully in focus again, draws her hand down the Dryad Queen’s arm, as if comforting her. All across the garden, the dryads seem to suck in a collective breath of relief.

And suddenly, that oppressive tension disappears from the air. I didn’t even realize that it was there until it’s gone again. It’s as if the dryads’ fear and stress were physically affecting the space around them. And now that it’s no longer there, it’s suddenly much easier to breathe. I draw in a lungful of air while Rin finishes healing Orion.

“Done,” she says, and dusts her hands off while taking a step back.

Orion reaches over his shoulder and runs a hand over the spot where the wound used to be. His fancy shirt is torn, but the skin underneath is now smooth and undamaged. After climbing to his feet, he turns towards Rin and inclines his head.

“Thank you,” he says.

She looks surprised for a moment, as if she hadn’t expected him to thank her, but then a small smile blows across her lips and she nods in acknowledgement.

“Are you okay?” the leader of the Blue Clan asks, sounding more curious than worried.

That customary half amused, half threatening smirk slides home on Orion’s lips as he turns towards him. “Of course. You just saw her heal me, did you not?”

“I meant your friend. You just watched him die.”

Ejnare, who doesn’t know Orion the way we do, doesn’t appear to see the way Orion’s expression flickers for a fraction of a second. But I do. And I’m sure the rest of my friends do as well.

“People die all the time,” Orion replies with a lazy wave of his hand.

“But still. He was your friend, wasn’t he?”

“He was my subject.” Orion shrugs. “He was a skilled magic user. It’s a strategic loss. Nothing more.”

All of us who actually know the Unseelie King are fully aware that he is lying through his teeth right now. Orion cares a lot about his people. Much more than he lets on. All the decisions he makes, he makes for the good of his people and the strength of his realm. Regardless of his personal wants.

But the Unseelie King has a reputation to uphold, especially in front of the leaders of several dragon clans, so none of us contradict him. Based on the way he quickly slides his gaze over us, he is aware of that as well.

“Shall we move on to more pressing matters?” Orion says. And before anyone can so much as open their mouth to respond, he simply turns to the Dryad Queen and says, “I know that your people dislike cities, but there are several forests outside this capital of mine.” He points to the left. “I recommend the forest on the other side of the river over there. It’s spacious, untouched, and very beautiful this time of year.”

The Dryad Queen blinks at him. It’s such a human expression of surprise that I almost forget that she is an immortal plant. “They can stay?”

Orion’s dark brows scrunch up slightly in confusion, as if he doesn’t understand the question.

“All of my people,” she begins, and motions around at the massive crowd of dryads that now fill the gardens. “They can stay here in the Unseelie Court for the duration of this war?”

“Of course. The dryads have always been welcome in the Unseelie Court.”

“No, they have not,”

“Well, in my Unseelie Court, they are.” A devilish smile curves his lips. “That’s the best thing about being the king. I make the rules.”

She lets out a sharp breath of amusement. There is a slight smile on her lips and a knowing glint in her eyes as she inclines her head slightly. “You have shown rare honor today, Orion Nightbane. It will not be forgotten.”

Vines rustle and leaves flutter as all the dryads start bustling away across the grass. Several of them cast questioning looks back at their queen, but she just gives them a nod and remains where she is. Relief fills me when I see that, because she has promised to help us in this war. And now, we are going to need it more than ever.

“Lavendera,” I say as I turn to the gorgeous fae standing next to her. “You need to teach us about that partnership between fae and dragon shifters now.”

Her pink and purple eyes are clear as she shifts her gaze to me, but her flowing brown hair is slightly messy after she ran her hands through it and whipped her head back and forth like that earlier. The scar that cuts across her cheek and jaw is otherwise the only thing that distracts from her incredibly beautiful face.

I’m still having trouble remembering that this is the Seelie Queen’s second daughter. The actual daughter of the last Seelie Queen. A six-thousand-year-old fae who fought in the great war against the dragon shifters. An actual member of our royal family. Which means that Lavendera isn’t just another fae. As the only living female with royal blood, she is the de facto Seelie Queen.

Technically, I should be treating her the way that Hana and Haldia and everyone in the Unseelie Court is treating Orion. With deference and subservience. But I just can’t seem to reconcile that truth with the person that I got to know her as. First a friend. Then a traitor. And now… as someone who has been through a hell worse than any of us can even imagine.

Lavendera watched her sister die in the war and her mother be executed afterwards. She watched almost her entire race be rounded up and slaughtered. She watched the children she knew from her realm be trapped alone in a city surrounded by a forest of thorns that she was forced to create. She was betrayed by her own friends, tortured, and fused with an immortal dryad. Then she was made a slave while her mind deteriorated due to both the long millennia and the fact that she has another being trapped inside her head.

To be honest, I’m not sure if I could have survived the things she has endured.

“I’ve already told you,” Lavendera replies, though not unkindly. She sounds more desperate than angry. “First, you need to get me the Soul of Trees.”

“We know where it is,” I say.

Her eyes widen, and a devastating amount of hope crashes over her features.

“Orion was able to find the location in Bane’s memories before he died,” I explain. “So now, we just need to retrieve it. But to do that, we need all the power we can get. So please, you need to teach us.”

For a while, she just looks back at us all in silence. Indecision swirls in her eyes, and she bites her lip slightly. Then she at last draws in a long, bracing breath.

“Alright. I will teach you how to bond with dragons.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Winds wash over the grasslands outside the Unseelie Court. Since Draven needs to be in dragon form for this to work, we had to go outside the wards so that he will actually be able to shift. I stare out at the open landscape, trying to compose myself.

After Grey died, we decided to end the meeting and take some time to rest so that we could start fresh again today. We had already fought an entire battle and killed Emperor Bane by the time Orion saved the dryads and we lost Grey, so we were already exhausted. And after that, it was all just too much.

But now, after lots of food and an entire night of undisturbed rest, we all feel better. Well, most of us, anyway.

After using my magic so much during the battle yesterday, the need to keep using it is even stronger. I flex my hand several times as I try to resist the urge to create emotions just to feel that comforting pleasure instead of this awful tension. And it’s not exactly helping that everyone is staring at me, Draven, and Lavendera.

Dragging in a deep breath, I turn back to face the mass of people who all have their attention on the three of us.

“So do they have to do this ritual thing you mentioned every time?” Rin asks, her black eyes on Lavendera. “It sounds very inconvenient in the middle of battle.”

Lavendera has so far only told us that we need to perform some kind of ritual to establish this union bond between fae and dragon shifter.

“No, they only have to do this first ritual part once,” Lavendera answers. Her eyes are focused and clear as she looks out at the rest of our allies. “After that, the bond is established, and they can open and close the bond at any time.”

“Well, that’s good.”

All of our friends are here. Isera, Alistair, Orion, Galen, and Lyra. And all three clan leaders and their people who came through the portals to help us fight Bane and Jessina earlier. The only one of our allies who isn’t in attendance for this momentous occasion is the Dryad Queen, who instead chose to help get her people settled temporarily in the forests of the Unseelie Court.

“How come we don’t know how to do this?” Ejnare Amarok asks. Light from the late summer sun glints in his turquoise eyes and makes his blue dragon scale armor shimmer like water. “I get why you don’t know.” He nods to us before motioning to the dragon clan leaders. “But why is it that none of our clans know either?”

“The Green Clan,” Lavendera simply replies.

“I have a hard time believing that the Green Clan would just wipe our memories. They’re honorable. They always have been.”

“Not when their archives are threatened.” She lets out a humorless laugh. “Oh, if we had only seen that danger first. But we didn’t. We never thought…” She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does,” Rin adds, but her voice is soft rather than accusing. “This is our history. I would like to know what really happened.”

Lavendera tilts her head back and draws her fingers through her hair while letting out a long breath. Then she tips her head back down again and looks from face to face. “Jessina and Bane realized that they couldn’t launch their true war, the massive war that they really wanted in order to punish us all, without the help of the other dragon clans. But you would never have joined them of your own free will, because you were our allies. At that point, practically the entire adult population of the Seelie Court had formed a partnership with a dragon shifter.”

“Why? Why were the partnerships needed? Was there another war happening?”

“From our side, we mostly formed partnerships because we wanted to strengthen our position against the Unseelie Court.” She glances at Orion, who smirks, before looking back at the dragon shifters before her. “But it was mostly because you wanted help. There was a lot of jostling for power between the different dragon clans back then.” Her gaze slides to Draven. “Well, between the clans on the mainland anyway. Your clan sort of always stayed out of their bickering.”

That draws a slightly smug smile from Draven while the other clan leaders exchange a look.

“Anyway, Bane and Jessina realized that they could never start a proper war without the rest of the dragon clans,” she continues. “So they did something no one would ever expect. They went to the Green Clan under the pretense of asking for help, and then once they were inside their mountain, they stole their archives and threatened to destroy them. Then they forced the Green Clan to visit all the other clans and change the memories of all dragon shifters so that they thought that we had enslaved them all. I’m assuming that that’s the time when the knowledge of how to form these partnerships was wiped from your minds as well.”

“Azaroth’s flame,” Ejnare curses, his eyes wide.

For a while now, since I learned about how the Icehearts conquered the Green Clan, I’ve been working under the assumption that that’s how it went down. But to hear it confirmed hurts more than I thought it would. We were allies. We were friends who shared deep bonds. And then all of that was practically destroyed overnight.

“There’s one thing I just don’t get,” Alistair begins. His eyes are slightly narrowed and his brow is furrowed as he watches Lavendera. “If that group of fae outcasts had already enslaved Bane and Jessina with dragon steel, how were they able to get free from that? I thought dragon shifters couldn’t touch dragon steel. So how did they get it off?”

“We took it off them, of course,” Lavendera replies, as if that should have been obvious.

Silence falls over the plains. Another wind sweeps past, making the grass ripple like water and rustling the few bushes that dot the landscape. A few lazy clouds drift over the otherwise clear blue sky.

“What?” Alistair at last presses out, voicing what we’re all no doubt thinking.

“I mean, not me specifically,” Lavendera says. Then she winces slightly. “I was so wrapped up in my own life that I didn’t even know that it was happening. But some other fae from the Seelie Court had come across that group of outcasts and realized what they were doing. So they fought the outcasts and removed the dragon steel from Bane and Jessina and all the other dragon shifters that they had enslaved.”

“Our ancestors freed Bane and Jessina?”

“Yes.”

“And they still decided to massacre almost our entire race?”

“Yes.”

“Fuck.”

Standing there on the grass, I say nothing. If Orion hadn’t shown me Bane’s memories, I would never have understood. If I hadn’t been so fucked up and full of rage and revenge myself, I wouldn’t have understood. But unfortunately, I do. Because I am terrifyingly similar to Jessina in some ways. So while it doesn’t justify their actions, and while it doesn’t make me hate them any less, I still understand the overwhelming, burning need for revenge that drove them to launch that war and kill our ancestors. Because I was ready to slaughter the entire Silver Clan in retribution for what Jessina did to my parents.

The memory of her slitting their throats suddenly flashes unbidden before my eyes. Pain hits me straight in the chest, making it feel like I can’t breathe. I desperately try to force those emotions back again while battling the suddenly overpowering urge to use my magic.

Goddess damn it, I can’t slip up now. I can’t let everyone else see how messed up I am in the head right now. I’ve worked so hard to become someone that people rely on. If they learn how badly I’m struggling with all of this, they really will start to think of me as a liability again. And I am not a liability. I am not the weak link. So I don’t want them to see my weakness like this.

“Well, that was depressing to learn,” Ejnare says, and rubs his forehead. “Now, I almost wish I hadn’t asked.”

Draven turns to Lavendera. “Let’s just get started with this union bond. What do we do?”

“Take out your knife,” Lavendera says. “The dragon shifter starts the ritual by slicing a cut across the fae’s palm.”

Draven frowns deeply at her, but she just keeps looking back at him in silence. With a sigh, he slides out a knife from his thigh holster. I turn towards him and take a step closer before holding out my right hand. Draven’s eyes search my face, and there is a distinctly uncomfortable expression on his face.

“I don’t like the thought of hurting you,” he says in a low voice.

“I know.” A teasing smile spreads across my lips. “Too bad I’m not the one who’s supposed to do this part, because if you remember, I have no problem swinging knives at your pretty face.”

A very untimely burst of laughter escapes his mouth.

Lavendera gives him a questioning look.

Clearing his throat, he shakes his head at me. But my little joke dispelled his tense energy, and he takes my wrist in his free hand before moving the blade closer to my palm. He holds my gaze as he draws a small cut across it. I make sure not to show any signs of pain.

“Now, you need to speak the ancient words,” Lavendera says. “Repeat after me.”

Then she speaks a series of words in a language I don’t know. But even though I’ve never heard them before, I somehow immediately understand what the words mean. The moment I speak them, it’s as if they vibrate through my very soul.

Strength.

Unity.

Life.

Bond.

“Good,” Lavendera says after Draven and I have repeated the words in unison. “Now, you need to shift into a dragon for this final part.”

Draven nods and then walks a short distance away so that he won’t crush us when he turns into a dragon.

Black smoke washes over the plains as he shifts.

Then he is standing there on the grass in his majestic dragon form. I’ve seen it so many times now, but I’m still filled with awe every single time I look at him like this. Sunlight glints in his golden eyes while the black scales across his body almost seem to swallow the light, making him look like a true shadow of death there above us.

“Selena, now you will press your bleeding palm against his face,” Lavendera says.

Draven lowers his massive head until his jaw is resting on the grass right in front of me. His eyes gleam in the light as he opens his mouth slightly, revealing long and incredibly sharp teeth. A low rumbling comes from deep within his chest. I can practically hear the teasing challenge.

Walking up to him, I just arch an eyebrow at him while a slight smile plays over my lips. “Oh, you know you can’t scare me, Shadow of Death.”

He snaps his teeth together.

I jump.

Warm air washes over me as he lets out an amused huff through his nostrils. I didn’t think it was possible for a dragon to smirk, but if anyone can, it’s Draven.

I give him a look that promises delicious revenge before glancing over my shoulder to ask Lavendera, “Do I need to say anything or just place my palm there?”

“Just place it there on the scales between his nostrils. Once you do, the union bond will form between you. You should feel it like a tether between your minds. When you want to close it, you just imagine unhooking your side of the tether. And when you want to open it again, you just imagine hooking your side back on. Both partners obviously need to have their side hooked on for the bond to be open.”

“Alright.”

Turning back to Draven, I draw in a deep breath to calm my suddenly pounding heart.

This time, Draven’s face is serious, and he lowers his head as far as physically possible so that I can reach that spot at the front of his nose, between his nostrils. I still have to stand on tiptoes to reach it.

Blood slides down the inside of my forearm as I stretch my arm upwards and then press my bleeding palm against Draven’s hard scales.

A force pulses into my palm and through my entire body like a shockwave.

And just like Lavendera said, it feels as if a soft tether flows between my mind and Draven’s. It’s similar to our mate bond, which I feel connected to my chest rather than my mind, but it’s less intimate. This feels more like the bond to a friend rather than the deep bond of a life partner.

“Now this is a surprise,” Draven says.

Inside my mind.
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CHAPTER THIRTY



Jumping back, I whip my head from side to side in search of Draven even though he is right in front of me. But I just can’t reconcile the fact that Draven is in his dragon form, but I can still hear his voice. That shouldn’t be possible.

“So you can hear me,” Draven says in my mind, and I can practically hear the smirk in his voice. “This really is an interesting development.”

“I can hear you,” I blurt out like an idiot, and then I look back at Lavendera over my shoulder. “I can hear him! In my head.”

A ripple goes through both the other dragon shifters and my fellow fae, and they all look between me and Draven in surprise.

“Oh, did I forget to mention that?” Lavendera says. She lets out a soft laugh. “Yes, while the union bond is open, you can communicate through your mind.”

“That’s amazing,” Galen says, staring between me and Draven in surprise and approval. “That will make it so much easier to coordinate how to fight together as a unit.”

“Wait,” Alistair interjects, sounding slightly panicked. “So if we create this bond with a dragon shifter, they can hear all of our thoughts?”

A devilish smile curves Lyra’s lips, and her orange eyes sparkle as she looks over at him. “Afraid someone will hear your dirty thoughts?”

“N-no, that’s not⁠—”

“Afraid I will hear your dirty thoughts?”

He chokes on a strangled cough and looks desperately to his left while pressing out a pleading, “Lavendera?”

Genuine amusement glitters in her pink and purple eyes, which is something I haven’t seen a lot from her. And she even lets him suffer for another few seconds before finally replying, “No. They can only hear the thoughts, or images, that you are thinking directly to them.”

“Too bad,” Draven says in my mind with that teasing smirk still in his voice. “I would’ve loved to hear all your dirty little thoughts.”

“Oh, you can always have those,” I think back at him before projecting some of my most wicked fantasies right into his mind without warning.

A jolt goes through his huge dragon body, his massive wings flaring out in response.

“Azaroth’s flame, little rebel,” he growls into my mind.

“Testing it out, huh?” Lyra says, a knowing grin on her lips.

I suddenly become acutely aware that there are three other clan leaders and a whole bunch of soldiers that I don’t know watching us right now. While trying to battle a very untimely blush, I clear my throat and quickly turn back to Lavendera.

“So what does this union bond actually do?” I ask. “What’s the purpose of it? Apart from giving us the ability to communicate with our minds.”

“It gives the fae access to the innate magic that every dragon shifter carries in their soul,” she replies. “The magic that is connected to their dragon fire. That’s why they need to be in dragon form for it to work.” She draws a distracted hand through her flowing brown hair. “And it gives the dragon shifter access to the innate magic that every fae carries in their soul, where the potential for a magical skill is.”

My mind spins as I try to make sense of that. “What does that mean?”

“It means that both partners get more powerful. The dragon shifter gets stronger, faster, and their dragon fire gets much deadlier. If the dragon shifter is a clan leader, his or her magic will also get stronger. And the fae gets more powerful too. Stronger, faster, more resilient. If they have magic, their power gets stronger as well. And if their innate magic was too weak to produce a specific magical skill when the fae was born, it will boost their power enough to give the fae a magical ability. Fire magic, specifically. Since it’s connected to the dragon shifter’s fire.”

Alistair snaps his head towards her. “Fire magic? All fae who were dragon riders but didn’t have their own magical skill got fire magic?”

“Yes.”

Surprise blows across his features. It takes me a moment to understand why. If everyone without magic also gets fire magic when they bond a dragon, then fire-wielders like Alistair will no longer be shunned. Because fire will not just be the dragon shifters’ element. It will be our element too.

“The physical effects, like getting stronger and such, and the powerful magical abilities disappear as soon as the union bond is closed,” Lavendera continues. “But a limited part of the magical effects remains. That initial boost opens the magical power for the fae, so we often unlock new depths to our magic that we can still use afterwards. And the dragon shifters…” Trailing off, she seems to hesitate. “Well, I’m pretty sure there is a specific lingering effect for you as well. But I don’t know for certain if I’m right about this, so we’ll just have to see later.”

“So what’s the catch?” Isera asks. Her blue and silver eyes are slightly narrowed as she watches Lavendera. “This all sounds very convenient, so there must be a downside.”

“There is. The first one, like I said earlier, is that it only works when the dragon shifter is in dragon form.” She glances down at a small pink flower on the ground, looking distracted for a few seconds, before meeting our eyes again. “And the second downside is that while the union bond is open, you kind of share one body.”

I frown. “What?”

“If the dragon shifter gets hurt while the bond is open, the fae will feel the exact same pain. And vice versa.”

Worry ripples through me. “What happens if one of them dies while the bond is open?”

“The other person dies as well.” She shrugs. “But both partners always try to close the union bond before that happens, so that they don’t drag the other down with them. Sometimes death happens very quickly, though, so it’s not always possible.”

Silence falls over our entire group. For a little while, we all just stare at her.

“Oh,” I manage to say at last.

“Yeah, so it’s a bit of a trust thing,” she says with another light shrug. “You need to trust that your partner will close the bond in time if they see a potentially deadly attack coming that you don’t see.”

Orion lets out something between a scoff and a humorless huff of amusement. Then a knife-sharp smile stretches his lips. “So that’s why all dragon shifters only bonded fae from the Seelie Court. Much easier to trust the sweet and virtuous members of the honorable Seelie Court than the wicked and cunning fae of my untrustworthy realm, huh?”

Rin glances away, looking uncomfortable, but she doesn’t contradict him. Next to her, Diana just keeps looking back at him with unapologetically suspicious eyes. The only dragon shifter who speaks is the leader of the Blue Clan.

“It makes sense, though,” he says. “Even you have to agree with that.”

Orion arches a dark eyebrow. “And why is that?”

“How is the title and position of Seelie Queen passed to the next person?”

“It’s inherited by the eldest daughter of the previous Seelie Queen.”

“And who gets the title and position of Unseelie King?”

“Anyone who can take the power and hold it.” Orion raises his chin slightly. “In our court, bloodlines don’t matter. Only skills. You’re not born into royalty. You become royalty if you’re powerful, skilled, cunning, and ruthless enough.”

“Exactly. And that kind of mindset creates a ruthlessly ambitious people who crave power at all costs. Which isn’t exactly a great foundation for this kind of union bond.” Ejnare raises his eyebrows. “You have to see that, right?”

Orion gives him a cold and utterly lethal smile. “If you don’t feel safe here, you are welcome to leave at any time.”

“That’s not what he meant,” Diana interjects, her voice strong but not challenging. Instead, her eyes are calm and serious as she looks back at the Unseelie King for a few seconds before she slides her gaze back to the other dragon shifters. “We should probably leave, though. We should all fly back to our lands and get the rest of our warriors, and then we should meet up at the Seelie Court so that we can start forming these union bonds as well. We’re going to need all the extra power we can get if we are to win this war.”

Rin and Ejnare nod. As do the soldiers from all three clans. A few steps from them, Galen and Lyra look to Draven, who is still in dragon form.

Black smoke fills the air as he shifts again. The moment he does, I can feel that soft union bond in my mind fade out. According to Lavendera, once he returns to his dragon form, we should be able to just open the bond now without doing this whole ritual with blood.

With a gust of wind from his storm magic, Draven shoves the smoke aside and then strides back towards us in his half-shift form.

“We should head home and get the rest of our soldiers as well,” Draven says, his golden eyes on Lyra and Galen. “Diana is right. This union bond is going to be our secret weapon. We need to have as many soldiers as possible with this kind of bond.”

Lyra’s eyes light up. “We’re going home?”

A smile drifts over Draven’s lips. “Yes, at long last, we are going home.” Then he slides his gaze to the other clan leaders. “We’ll decide on an exact day and time when we meet back up again, so that we all get to the Seelie Court at the same time, in order to minimize the risk of an ambush.”

“Agreed,” Diana says.

“Sounds good,” Rin agrees.

Ejnare just nods.

A short distance away, Orion lets out a cold laugh and shakes his head. Ice fills his gaze as he gives us all a sharp smile. “Well, best of luck to you.” Spinning on his heel, he flicks his wrist dismissively. “Come find me when you’re ready for war.”

Then he strides away across the grass.

Draven reaches me right as Orion starts walking, and he opens his mouth as if to tell the Unseelie King something. But before he can, someone else speaks up.

“I’m staying here,” Isera announces. As usual, there is no emotion on her face, but she glances towards Orion for a second. “I need to take some time to process everything. Bane’s death and well…” Trailing off, she lifts her shoulders in a casual shrug that feels slightly forced. Then she simply repeats, “I’m staying here.”

She was in bad shape after all the emotions that hit her when she killed Bane, so I understand that she needs time before throwing herself into the next part of this war. But I have a feeling that there is another reason she is staying here.

Without waiting for us to reply, she simply starts after Orion.

“The dryads and I will see you in the Seelie Court,” Lavendera says. “Well, at least one of them. Or two, counting me as well. Though that might technically be three, then, since I’m two people.”

The other dragon shifter soldiers, who don’t know that she has an immortal dryad trapped in her head, frown at her in bewilderment. She just gives them a smile and then twirls around before strolling after Isera and Orion.

Draven turns to me. His eyes glitter like pure gold in the sunlight, and a smile spreads across his face as he holds my gaze.

“So, little rebel, are you ready to see the Western Isles?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Forests and blooming fields and glittering rivers flow past below us as Draven, Galen, Lyra, Alistair, and I fly towards the home of the Black Dragon Clan. The Western Isles. Excitement thrums inside me at the thought. I can’t wait to see what it looks like. To see where Draven comes from. I want to know everything about him. See everything he loves. Learn about everything that has made him him.

A town appears on the horizon. I watch it get bigger as we draw closer, and an idea flits through my head.

“I want to try using my magic while we have this union bond active,” I say into Draven’s mind. “To feel what the difference is. Can I do that or will it distract you too much while flying?”

“I don’t think I will notice it at all,” he thinks back. “And as long as you don’t project those fantasies into my mind again, I don’t think anything can distract me.”

“You mean these?” I send very vivid images into his mind again.

He wobbles slightly in the air, making Galen turn his head towards us. Draven quickly levels out again, once more flying straight as an arrow.

“Oh, you wicked little thing,” he murmurs into my mind.

I grin while the rushing winds tug at my hair, making it flutter behind me. But I refrain from projecting any more dirty thoughts into Draven’s mind and instead focus on my new mission as we draw closer to the town.

Summoning my magic, I throw it towards the town in search of bone white sparks of fear. Since three black dragons are flying towards the city, I’m assuming that a lot of people in it are currently afraid that their home is about to be attacked.

My guess was right, and I find a mass of bone white flames burning inside the city. The sheer number of them is staggering. Not as many as when I manipulated everyone’s anger in Frostfell, but still so many people that it’s going to require enormous amounts of magic to lower them all.

With a push, I start doing just that.

Shock hits me when I manage to decrease their fear while using less than half of the energy I normally would need to use.

Quickly releasing the grip on my magic again, I look down at the city right as we reach it. This union bond is going to make a huge difference in the war. I squint down at the people who flash past far below. I wonder what it’s like when I create emotions in this state.

Visualizing a warm yellow flame of joy, I shove it down towards the closest person we pass.

Insane pleasure hits me like a shockwave. It’s so intense that my vision blacks out for a second and I almost fall off Draven’s back. Dragging in a shuddering breath, I bask in that incredible sensation.

Then panic pulses through me. Oh Goddess, I forgot to stop the emotions from flowing through our mate bond, which means that Draven can feel this too. With immense effort, I cut off the connection.

Cold, harsh reality crashes over me again. The difference is so stark that it leaves me completely disoriented for a few seconds, but I make sure to keep my emotions solely on my side of our mate bond this time.

Again, again, again, my mind whispers.

Terror grips me, as I worry that Draven could hear that too. But it’s silent from his side of the union bond, so I must have only thought that to myself.

I swallow. Then guilt starts twisting inside me as I turn my head and look back towards the human below whose personality I permanently changed. I wonder if it was even worse for that person now that my magic is stronger. I really wish that I could remove the emotions afterwards, the way that Jocasta and other fae with emotion magic can. That would⁠—

My thoughts come to an abrupt halt as I notice something in the air. A slight shimmer. It’s so thin and so faint that it’s almost invisible. If I hadn’t been looking straight at it like this, I would’ve missed it.

Confused, I reach towards it.

But my hand passes right through it when I try to touch it. Still twisted around so that I’m looking backwards, I cock my head as I continue studying that thin thread. If I didn’t know better, I would say that it almost looks like a tiny trail of magic. My magic, specifically. But I’ve already disconnected my magic, so it can’t be. Still…

I narrow my eyes. The thread runs straight back towards the human who I just used my magic on.

Lifting my gaze, I glance around me.

Shock and a terrifying amount of hope hit me when I see other faint trails streaming out in several directions around me. Like thin shimmering threads.

My heart starts pounding in my chest. It can’t be…

Can it?

I try closing the union bond between me and Draven.

Those thin trails around me fade at first. But now that I know what to look for, I can see them again if I concentrate. Even though the union bond is closed.

Swallowing, I can barely breathe as I open the union bond again.

The shimmering threads are still there, now shining a little more brightly.

With my pulse now thrumming in my ears, I reach out with my magic towards that first strand I saw. Then I sever it.

It snaps and then vanishes into thin air.

My energy builds up slightly.

I reach my magic towards the next thread and sever it too. Then I do the same with the next one. And the next one.

Every time I do, I feel a small amount of magical energy return to me. My heart is beating so hard that I can barely hear anything anymore. We have left the town far behind at this point, so I can’t tell for certain. But a new town is quickly coming up in front of us.

Summoning a massive flame of joy, I get ready. Draven is flying fast and high above the town, so it isn’t until we’ve almost passed it that I find a person to test my theory on.

A man is standing atop a watchtower by the wall. I shove that huge flame of joy into his chest. Even from this distance, I can see him start to dance around in joy.

I quickly cut off the flow of my magic and then also sever the thin thread that appears in the air before me. Twisting my body around, I gaze back at the man as Draven flies past.

He stops dancing.

And my entire worldview just… tilts.

The emotions that I create are not permanent. They can be removed. I just couldn’t see that final thread that my stronger magic leaves behind until my magic became even more powerful due to this union bond with Draven.

Mabona’s fucking tits.

I can remove emotions!

Regret hits me like a gut punch.

My parents.

Oh Goddess, if I accidentally created flames of hatred in their chests, I would have been able to remove them. If I had checked to see if they had my magic in their chests. If they were still alive. If I hadn’t been so busy and prioritized other things. If I had been able to save them before Jessina killed them. If⁠—

My breathing comes in fits and starts as I begin hyperventilating while grief and regret strangle my chest like bands of cold iron. Those awfully vivid memories that Orion showed me over and over again for twelve hours straight flash before my eyes repeatedly. My chest feels like it’s caving in. My heart is going to burst. It’s going to give out and I’m going to die. I’m going to⁠—

“Selena,” Draven suddenly says into my mind, worry lacing his voice. “What’s going on?”

Oh fuck. In my shock and panic, I forgot to continue blocking my emotions from traveling through our mate bond, which means that he can now feel a faint echo of them too.

Scrambling to pull myself together, I keep my emotions firmly on my side of the mate bond while I create another flame of joy and throw it back towards the city we passed. Pleasure and relief wash through me as it connects.

“I’m fine,” I reply, desperately trying to keep my thoughts casual. “I was just trying a technique with my magic, but it didn’t work so well.”

I quickly sever the connection and then create another emotion. And then another. And another. It feeds that terrible need inside me and forces the grief and regret aside.

“Are you sure?” Draven asks, still sounding worried.

“Yeah,” I think back. “Like I said, I’m testing things out with this new union bond.”

He’s silent for a few seconds. I create several more emotions to feel that warm comfort while I’m still desperately trying to pull myself together.

“What about that burst of pleasure from a few minutes ago?” he asks into my mind. “I’ve been meaning to ask about it for a while. Sometimes when you use your magic, I feel a faint echo of pleasure through our mate bond. It doesn’t happen every time. But it happened while we were fighting in the Great Games in the Unseelie Court. And it happened again now just a few minutes ago. Is that part of your magic?”

Full-blown panic hits me. By Mabona, he knows.

In a burst of pure willpower, I cut off the flow to my magic and let all of it fade out. I can barely breathe through the grief and pain that hit me the moment it’s gone, but I know that Draven is waiting for an answer, so I force myself to block it out.

“Yeah, it happens sporadically to all who use emotion magic,” I reply into his mind in as neutral a voice as I can muster. “Jocasta has an entire scientific explanation for it.”

“Huh.” He is silent for a few seconds, and when he speaks into my mind again, I can almost hear a faint hint of suspicion in his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you would get jealous if you knew that something other than you can make me feel pleasure,” I reply immediately in a voice full of teasing. “And… case in point.”

He laughs into my mind. It immediately dispels those hints of suspicion.

I draw in a deep breath of relief. While finally gathering my wits completely again, I vow to myself to be stronger next time and never succumb to this embarrassing need for magic again. I can resist it. Goddess damn it, I need to resist it.

During the rest of the journey, I do my best to block out those lingering cravings that remain after I used my magic so many times. The pleasure I feel is even stronger while our union bond is open, so it takes me all the way to the shores of the sea until I have finally gotten myself completely under control.

The anticipation of seeing Draven’s home also gives me something else to think about, which helps distract me from that addictive need even more.

A massive smile spreads across my lips when we leave the land behind and fly out across the sea. The bright sky above makes the water glitter like jewels where it stretches out endlessly before us. The sight of it soothes my soul and fills me with both giddy excitement and intense yearning at the same time. I project that feeling into Draven’s mind.

“I know, right?” Draven replies, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “I feel the same.”

I gaze out at that endless horizon. “I can’t wait to see this entire world with you. When this is all over, you and I are going to fly right into this open horizon. We’re going to explore every corner of this world that both of us have been denied for so long. We’re going to wring every drop of joy and pleasure and adventure from it.”

“Promise?”

“I promise. You will get the freedom you deserve, Draven. I will make sure of it.”

“So will you, little rebel.”

I smile, projecting the feeling at him.

But deep inside, fear pulses inside my chest. I’ve always been so sure that we will be able to make it through this together. All of us. But after what happened to Orion, and then to Grey, I’m terrified that we will have to sacrifice more than we gain in order to win this war.

Because I don’t want to sacrifice anything.

I refuse to sacrifice anything.

Even if it means that I have to become the worst villain this realm has ever seen.

If I lose Draven, or any of my friends, I’m going to burn this whole fucking world to the ground.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



Islands appear in the glittering water before us. I gasp. Gripping the spikes before me hard, I lean forward and gaze out over Draven’s neck. His wings beat the air, sending ripples across the sea below. Excitement flutters inside me as we close the distance to the first island.

“Welcome to the Western Isles,” Draven says into my mind, a warm smile in his voice. “My home.”

I smile into the pleasant winds.

Late afternoon sunlight shines down from the clear blue sky, bathing the islands in a warm glow and casting golden sparkles across the water. A mass of islands spreads out below us as we fly farther in. I watch them all, utterly fascinated.

Some islands are completely covered in fields and farmland with crops swaying in the breeze. Others hold lush forests. I stare, my mouth open, as we pass an island full of blooming grasslands where animals are grazing. A few of the smaller islands are made up entirely of rock with only a small strip of beach around the edge.

The farther in we get, the more buildings appear. Beautiful houses made of wood are located on the islands we pass. Some of them have only one or two houses on them while others, particularly the bigger ones, have what looks like entire villages clustered together.

And all around us, black dragons are taking to the air and flying towards the huge island in the middle, which must be the main island.

Next to us, Lyra lifts her huge dragon head and lets out a roar full of pure joy.

The other dragons return it.

And suddenly, I can feel the echo of Draven’s emotions through our mate bond again, which means that they must be incredibly strong. My heart clenches at which emotions I feel. Joy. Longing. But also fear.

For two hundred years, his people have believed that he willingly sold them out to the Icehearts. They had no idea that he has been enslaved with dragon steel this entire time. It wasn’t until right before we escaped Frostfell that Draven’s soldiers learned the truth. But the civilians who have been living out here on the islands all this time weren’t there to hear it.

I only hope that the soldiers, who flew back here on Draven’s orders after the escape, have told everyone else what really happened. Because if they treat Draven with the same disgust and resentment that his soldiers did when I first got to know him, I fear I might start killing people.

Black smoke drifts through the air as the other dragons shift back into human form when they reach the main island. It’s quickly swept away by the warm sea breeze. The slowly setting sun paints a rippling gilded blanket over the gentle waves from the west and casts golden highlights over the buildings on the main island.

In the very middle is an open space which all the dragons seem to use as a landing place before they shift. On one side of that open space is an incredibly imposing building made of wood so dark that it looks black. It’s not a house. It’s more like… halfway between a castle and one of those mansions I saw in the wealthier parts of Frostfell.

On the other side of the open space is a gigantic building, also made of wood, which is only one story. It’s long and wide and flat compared to the other buildings close by, which are at least two stories. But apart from that, a more normal city spreads out in all directions. Beautiful wooden buildings with blooming flowers on the windowsills. Shops with colorful awnings that flutter gently in the wind. Wells in the middle of smaller squares. A clock tower.

It’s both exactly what I imagined and not at all what I imagined at the same time.

Draven, Galen, and Lyra land in the middle of the open space with three loud thuds. The rest of the Black Dragon Clan, who have gathered around the wide area, fall utterly silent.

Worry flits through me. I expect them to glare at me and Alistair, who are seated on Draven’s and Lyra’s backs. But they don’t. I still move quickly as I get up and slide down to the ground. Alistair does the same.

Once our feet are on the ground, Draven, Galen, and Lyra shift at the same time.

Black smoke envelops us, obscuring the view of the capital around us. But it’s quickly swept away as another salt-tasting wind blows in from the sea.

I hurry over to Alistair, and together, we discreetly back away from the others until we’re standing at the edge where we are not everyone’s main focus. This is clan business. We shouldn’t intrude on that. And besides, if they treat Draven poorly, I need to have a good view so that I know who to hurt later.

Draven, in his half-shift form, stands in the middle of the open space with his wings spread wide. Galen and Lyra flank him.

For a few tension-filled seconds, the entire area is dead silent.

Then a male dragon shifter in black armor steps forward. I squint at him, recognizing him from somewhere. Then it clicks. He is one of the soldiers I met in their barracks in Frostfell. Finlay. The guy who apparently won against Lyra in a sparring match but regretted it later because of how much of a sore loser she is.

“Commander Ryat,” Finlay says, his voice carrying over the mass of silent dragon shifters.

I hold my breath.

He keeps his gaze locked on Draven. “On behalf of the entire Black Dragon Clan, I offer you our deepest apologies. We are ashamed by our lack of faith in you and the disgrace we have brought upon ourselves by treating you the way we have. We should have trusted you. You are, and always have been, a true leader of the Black Dragon Clan.”

Dropping his gaze, he lowers himself to one knee. Everyone else in the crowd, soldier and civilian alike, does the same.

“Though we have no right to ask for it,” Finlay continues, his head bowed. “We beg your forgiveness.”

I let out a long breath of relief. He deserves this. Draven deserves this apology and to have his honor restored in the eyes of all of his people.

From where I’m standing, I can’t see Draven’s face. But there is no anger in his voice when he speaks. He just sounds relieved and calm.

“Rise,” he says. “There is nothing to forgive. I am proud of you all for carrying out your duties faithfully even during the most undesirable of circumstances. And now, I’m just glad to be back.”

Clothes rustle as the entire crowd gets to their feet again.

Finlay looks up. There is a wide smile on his face, and I swear I can even see some tears in his eyes as he says, “Welcome home, sir.”

“Welcome home, sir!” other soldiers call.

The civilians join in as well until the entire air is filled with joyous greetings.

A smile spreads across my lips, and the last of the tension bleeds out of me. Slumping back in relief, I lean against the wooden wall of the building behind us. Alistair takes a casual half step back and leans against it as well.

For a few minutes, we just remain there side by side, watching Draven, Lyra, and Galen greet people. There is a smile on Draven’s face the whole time, and his eyes glitter like sparkling gold. It warms my entire soul. Happiness suits him.

“He’s a better man than I am,” Alistair says.

I glance over at him in surprise, but his green and orange eyes remain locked on Draven.

“Forgiving the people who treated him like shit for two hundred years?” Alistair shakes his head. “I would never have been able to do it. The people who held me down and burned me, if I ever meet them again, I would…” He sucks his teeth. “I would probably take Isera up on her offer.”

Isera’s voice drifts through my mind, echoing the words she spoke to Alistair after he told us about the fae who hurt him. If you point them out, I could always just shove an ice shard through their throats.

“So yeah, he’s a better man than I am,” Alistair finishes. Then he cuts me a sharp look. “But don’t tell him I said that.” He draws his pale brows down in a scowl. “Or the bossy bastard might start to think that I actually like him.”

I suppress a knowing chuckle. “Which you obviously don’t.”

“Obviously.”

“Uh-huh.”

As if he could hear us talking about him, Draven detaches himself from the crowd and strides over to us. When Lyra realizes that, she jogs after him as well. Galen, however, is still deep in conversation with Finlay. No doubt getting updates on the state of their forces.

Alistair and I straighten from the wall when Draven reaches us. I expect him to just say something, but instead, he slides his hand along my jaw, tilts my head back and kisses me. Right there in front of everyone.

My heart skips several beats, and I forget to breathe completely, which leaves me gasping when Draven at last breaks the kiss and pulls back.

“I’ve got to take care of a few clan business things that apparently can’t wait,” he simply says, as if kissing me like that in front of his entire clan is the most natural thing in the world. “Are you okay here for a little while? I’ll be back in like fifteen minutes.”

I’m still trying to recover from the incredible feeling of being kissed like that, so I have to draw in another breath while nodding before I manage to reply, “Yes, of course. Take all the time you need.”

“Good.” A mischievous smile tugs at his lips, and his eyes gleam. “Tonight, we’ll celebrate.”

I raise my eyebrows, a devilish smile on my own lips. “Celebrate? You? I thought the only thing you knew how to do was stare broodily at the horizon.”

He chuckles. Grabbing my jaw, he steals a possessive kiss from my lips. “Smartass.” Another dark laugh rumbles from his chest. “Well, I guess it’s already too late for you to watch your mouth now, little rebel. Because tonight, I will find another use for it.”

A thrill ripples through my body.

“Ugh,” Alistair groans. “Seriously? I’m right here, guys.”

Draven claims one last kiss and then pulls back. However, before he can reply to Alistair’s comment, Lyra reaches us as well.

Her hair sways, brushing her shoulders, as she skids to a halt after the brisk jog and draws in a breath. “Alistair! You’ve gotta come meet my grandma. You’ll love her. She’s like me. But older. And, well, a little crazier.”

“Lyra,” Draven says before he can reply. He points towards a building on the left. “First, we have to handle⁠—”

“I know, I know,” she hurriedly says. There is still a wide smile on her lips and a bright sparkle in her eyes as she looks between Draven and Alistair. “Just give me a minute.”

Draven lets out a huff of amusement and then gives Alistair a look that seems to say, good luck. Then he flashes me a quick smile and starts walking towards the building he pointed at.

“Oh, and you have to meet my brothers too!” Lyra exclaims before Alistair has even had time to reply to her comments about her grandmother. “Did I mention that I have five older brothers?”

Next to me, Alistair’s face pales visibly.

“They’re not soldiers, though, so you don’t have to worry,” Lyra continues cheerfully. “They’re farmers.” She scrunches up her eyebrows. “Though generally, farmers are actually stronger than soldiers. So maybe worry a little. Anyway—” Cutting herself off, she grimaces as she glances towards where both Draven and Galen are already disappearing. “Shit, we’re already leaving.” She turns back to Alistair. “Okay, we’ll talk more about this later. Okay? Okay!”

Then she starts jogging off again.

Alistair, who still hasn’t been given the opportunity to get a single word out before now, just blurts out, “Wait!”

Turning around, she continues walking backwards while looking at Alistair and raising her eyebrows in silent question.

“Draven said that they would be celebrating tonight or something,” Alistair calls after her. “What will you be doing tonight?”

“With any luck, you.” She winks at him.

Alistair practically catches fire. His entire face is a red so bright that it puts the setting sun to shame. Lyra just laughs and twirls around before jogging after Draven and Galen.

I try, and fail, to suppress a smile.

“So,” I begin, drawing out the word. “You and Lyra, huh?”

His face gets impossibly redder. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Right.” I grin.

He desperately fans his cheeks, trying to bank the heat in them. But his eyes never leave Lyra’s back, and the sigh he lets out is so full of longing and fear that my heart clenches. Seriousness settles over us as we just stand there, watching Lyra disappear into the crowd.

When she’s gone, Alistair lets out a miserable sigh.

“I thought she was like the sun?” I prompt in a gentle voice, leaving the rest of the question unfinished to see if he wants to talk.

For quite a while, he doesn’t. Only once the blush on his cheeks has settled does he finally reply. “She is like the sun. I’ve never met anyone like her. But I just…” He drags his hands through his curly blond hair and heaves another long sigh. “I don’t know how to trust people.”

Ah, so that’s what the issue is. Lyra has been flirting like this with Alistair for months now. And he obviously likes her as well. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be blushing practically every time she so much as looks at him. But he never reciprocates the flirting, and I haven’t been able to figure out why. Now, I understand.

Alistair has been deeply betrayed by almost everyone in his life. When his fire magic manifested, his friends and neighbors and everyone around him suddenly turned on him. The Red Clan hated Alistair because he was able to wield fire, which is their sacred element. So to appease the dragon shifters and prove to them that they were good fae who were on the dragon shifters’ side now, Alistair’s friends and other people he used to trust held him down and burned him with torches. It must have destroyed practically his entire ability to trust.

“Do you trust me?” I ask softly.

He is silent for a while, chewing his lip. Then he surprises me by replying, “Yes.”

“You do?” I stare at him in surprise. “Why?”

“Because I humiliated you, almost burned your face off, and encouraged several people to kill you during the Atonement Trials, and you still risked your own freedom to save me from the Ice Palace.” He glances at me from the corner of his eye. “If you were going to hurt me, you would’ve done it already. That’s why I’ve… let you in.”

“And Lyra?” I ask gently. “You’re worried that Lyra will hurt you if you let her in?”

“Yes. No.” He rakes his hands through his hair again and lets out another absolutely miserable sigh. “I don’t know. I just… I don’t know how to trust people.”

Letting his hand drop from his hair, he instead undoes a few buttons on his fighting leathers and pushes the fabric aside. Vicious burn scars are visible below his collarbones.

“People who I thought were my friends did this to me,” he says. “Just to prove to people who hate them, who hate us all, that they’re good. Because that’s what people are like.” Releasing the fabric, he lets it fall back to cover the scars. Then he tilts his head, leaning it against the wall behind us, and stares up into the sky, looking lost. “And I just… I just don’t want to get hurt again. I don’t think I could survive it.”

Grabbing his chin, I tilt his head back down and turn it so that he is forced to look at me. It startles him enough that he doesn’t resist.

“You’ve been pushing Lyra away for months now,” I begin, my voice as serious as my eyes. “For months, you’ve been giving her the cold shoulder.” I hold his gaze steadily. “And guess what? She is still here.”

He blinks, looking stunned.

“Do you seriously think that someone, and especially someone like Lyra who has the attention span of a puppy, would spend months pursuing a guy who gives her absolutely nothing back, if she was planning to betray that guy?” I shake my head at him. “If she was going to walk away and hurt you, she would have done that months ago.”

Desperation floods Alistair’s eyes. “I just…”

“You’re scared that she will hurt you because of what other people did. But look at her for who she is. Not for who they were.” Releasing his chin, I motion towards where Lyra is already walking back towards us through the crowd with a wide smile on her face. “I think you will find that she is exactly what you see. A reliable person.”

Alistair lets out a shuddering breath, and deep longing fills his eyes when he looks at Lyra. But that fear still flickers across his face as well.

After what he has been through, I understand that his trust issues won’t disappear overnight. But I really hope that he will be able to work through them soon. He deserves to be happy. And so does Lyra. I’m just worried that he will take too long to admit how he really feels about her.

Tomorrow is never certain. Not in this war.

And before we know it, it might all be too late.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



Deep red and purple streaks paint the sky as the last light of day fades into the sea. Standing there on the balcony, I gaze out at the endless horizon while intense longing pulses in my chest. I had no idea that it was possible to yearn this desperately for a place I have never been.

But oh, I want it. I want it so badly that my chest aches. With Draven by my side, I want to just fly right into that open horizon and see it all. Laugh. Breathe. Live. Finally live. After everything we have been through, we deserve that. Draven deserves that. I deserve that.

“You remember that old, grumpy, gray dragon I told you about?” Draven asks from next to me.

He is standing behind me and a little to the right, so that he can also gaze out at the beautiful view. He rests both of his hands on the balcony railing, keeping me between his arms.

I removed my jacket earlier, so now I’m only wearing the leather pants and the thin white shirt that I wear underneath the fighting leathers. Since Draven has access to his wardrobe here, he has changed out of his dragon scale armor and is now only wearing a pair of pants and a black, short-sleeved shirt. With no armor to act as a barrier, the heat from his body warms my back, and his intoxicating scent of night mist and embers envelops me and fills my lungs with every breath.

“The one who trained you and taught you how to use your storm powers?” I reply, still watching the way the colorful sky is reflected in the vast water.

“Yes.” He lifts one of his hands from the railing and points straight into the sunset. “She came from that direction. And she left in that direction too.”

My heart flutters with excitement. “Maybe one day, we can try to find her homeland.”

Leaning down, he brushes a kiss against the side of my neck. “One day, we will see it all.”

I smile.

For a few minutes, we just stand there in comfortable silence and watch the last rays of the colorful sunset fade from the sky. Below us, candles and torches are lit all across the beautiful city. They spread out like a glittering sea in all directions before the city meets the actual sea beyond. Since Draven is the clan leader, he lives in that grand half-castle, half-mansion building in the middle of the city. But apparently, he has a private house on another island as well.

“We have an hour or so before the celebration kicks off in the gathering hall,” Draven says, and nods towards that large one-story building that looks relatively flat compared to all the two-story buildings around the massive open square. “Is there anything else you want to see before then?”

After he and the others finished handling those initial clan matters, he showed me around his city before ending here at his grand mansion. I sweep my gaze over the area, trying to think if there is anything else I’m curious about. But we’ve seen most places that I wanted to see already. The only thing we haven’t really explored is this almost castle-like house. He brought us in through a private side door rather than the front, and he has mostly just shown me the residential parts of the building. If this is the clan leader’s house, there must be some kind of official receiving hall or something.

“If other clan leaders come to see you, where do you receive them?” I ask, turning in his arms to look up at him.

A devilish smile spreads across his lips. “You mean, where do I lord my power over them?”

I laugh. “Yes. That.”

His wings rustle as he spreads them out wide across the balcony. Then he scoops me into his arms and launches into the air. My stomach lurches at the sudden start, and I tighten my arms around his neck. A satisfied chuckle rumbles from his chest.

We land on the ground outside the grand doors to Draven’s half-castle. After kissing my forehead, he gently sets me down and tucks his wings in tighter again. I straighten my clothes while he unlocks the door and then pulls one of them open.

“Welcome to my seat of power,” he says, a wicked glint in his eyes as he motions for me to enter.

It feels like I’m about to walk into some kind of trap, but with Draven, I don’t actually mind that, so I just saunter in through the door. Torches flare to life all along the walls the moment I step inside. Surprised, I turn back to Draven. But before I can ask about it, I find him closing and locking the door behind us.

“Locking me in, huh?” I flash him a smirk. “You know how that usually works out for you.”

Shaking his head, he lets out a short chuckle. “Yes, you do seem to have an uncanny ability to get out of locked rooms.”

I wink and then turn to face the room again.

A sense of awe fills me as I take in the high-ceilinged hall before me. The floor is made of black stone, and it gleams when the torchlight is reflected against it. Those torches line the walls of the rectangular room, running all the way down to the other short side. Almost all the remaining space on the walls is taken up by incredibly detailed works of art that look to have been painted straight onto them.

Starting forward across the floor, I stare in wonder at those breathtaking paintings as I walk. They all depict epic battle scenes over a stormy sea, making it feel like I’m walking through the echoes of a great war.

“Wow,” I breathe, still gazing at the stunning art as I move towards the other end of the room.

“Yeah,” Draven replies with a soft laugh where he is walking along next to me. “The clan leader who designed this sure knew how to set the tone for negotiations.”

He’s right. Walking through this place, I can practically feel the power thrumming inside the walls. It sends a very clear message. You do not want the Black Dragon Clan as your enemy.

“It’s very…” I begin, but then I trail off as I reach the room’s other short side.

My eyes widen as I take in the grand piece of furniture there.

An imposing black throne is situated atop a small dais. The shining black floor rises into steps leading up to the impressive seat of power, which takes up practically the entirety of that small platform. It has a spacious seating area, and flat and sturdy armrests that end in fierce decorations that look like snarling dragon heads. I raise my eyebrows as I take in the dangerous-looking black spikes that crown the back of the chair.

“You have a throne,” I state, rather superfluously.

Draven slides me a knowing look. “Are you in any way surprised?”

“No. It suits you.” I flash him a villainous smile as I add, “Sir.”

Burning desire flares up in his eyes, making them glint in the torchlight.

With that wicked smile on my lips, I saunter up the steps until I reach the ones right below the throne. Then I turn back towards Draven and lower myself to my knees there.

“So, is this where you want me?” I ask, my voice full of teasing. “Kneeling at the foot of your throne?”

He strides up the steps until he reaches me. Dark desire still burns in his eyes as he looks down at me, but there is a sly smile on his lips as he reaches down and takes a firm grip on the collar of my shirt.

“No,” he says.

My heart skips a beat as he suddenly yanks me up from the steps and turns me so that my back is towards the throne. Releasing my collar, he instead gives my chest a firm shove. Cool stone meets me as I hit the smooth surface. It takes me another second to process where I’ve ended up. Sitting. On his throne.

“This is where I want you,” Draven says, his golden eyes glittering.

My pulse thrums as I hold his gaze.

He slides his tongue along his bottom lip as he watches me sit there on his throne, as if drinking in the sight of it. Then he slips his hand into his pocket, and something metallic clangs faintly.

“Now, if only there was some way I could keep you here forever,” Draven muses, that wicked glint in his eyes. The sly smile on his handsome face widens as he draws out a pair of steel handcuffs and dangles them in the air before me. “Oh, wait.”

Heat rushes through me, but I try to keep an expression of challenge on my face as I arch an eyebrow at him. “Seriously? You just happened to be carrying a pair of handcuffs?”

“I always carry handcuffs when I’m around you, you troublesome little rebel.” He nods towards my chest. “Now, take off your shirt and raise your hands above your head.”

My clit throbs at the command in his voice, and I bite my lip. I shift my weight slightly as I watch him spin the handcuffs around his finger in an incredibly distracting and unnecessarily hot way.

He narrows his eyes at me. “Azaroth help you if I have to tell you twice.”

A rush of desire pulses through me. While holding his searing gaze, I sit up a little straighter and grab the hem of my shirt. His eyes burn with deep desire as he watches me pull the shirt over my head. It flutters down to the smooth black steps as I drop it at Draven’s feet. Then I lean back in the chair and raise my arms above my head.

Satisfaction glitters in Draven’s eyes as he bends down over me and takes my jaw in a commanding grip. “Good girl.”

A shiver of pleasure rolls down my spine.

He steals a possessive kiss from my lips before releasing my chin and instead reaching towards my hands. My core throbs as he snaps the handcuffs shut around my wrists, locking the manacles behind one of the tall spikes atop the backrest. I pull tentatively at my restraints, but they now keep my arms firmly trapped above my head.

With heat pulsing inside me, I tilt my head back and look up at my mate.

His intense gaze burns through my soul as he watches me. “Fuck, you’re perfect.”

A small whimper of pleasure escapes my lips as he draws his hand along my jaw and then down over my throat. My skin prickles and a desperate need builds inside me as he trails his fingers over my collarbones and then down my chest.

I gasp as he suddenly pinches my nipples. Throwing my head back, I let out a shuddering moan as he rolls my nipples between his fingers.

“Draven,” I pant.

“Begging already?” He lets out a dark chuckle. “You really are learning to obey my commands without question, aren’t you?”

Raising my head, I aim to shoot him a look full of challenge. But right then, he releases my nipples and instead slides his fingers along the top of my pants. Pleasure rolls through me, making me squirm on the throne again.

With deft movements, he undoes the fastenings on my pants and then curls his fingers over the top of both my pants and panties. “Lift those hips, little rebel.”

I lift my ass off the throne so that he can slide the garments down along my legs. After pulling off my boots, he yanks my pants and panties fully off in one smooth move and drops them on the steps behind him. Then he straightens and just stands there, admiring his handiwork while lust burns like wildfire in his eyes.

My heart pounds as I sit there on his throne, completely naked and handcuffed to the backrest.

“You’re a fucking goddess,” he murmurs.

Fire sears through my veins, and I flash him a sly smile. “Then you should be on your knees.”

“For you, always.”

I draw in a short breath as he lowers himself to his knees before me. Placing his commanding hands on my thighs, he spreads my legs wide and exposes me completely to him. I gasp as he grips my hips and pulls me right to the edge of the throne. Then the gasp turns into a moan as Draven slides his tongue along my pussy and takes my clit into his mouth.

Yanking against my restraints, I squirm on the throne as Draven teases my clit with expert precision. His firm hands remain on my thighs, keeping my legs spread wide. I draw in a shuddering breath as he swirls his tongue around my clit before lightly scraping his teeth over it.

Pleasure shoots up my spine.

“Oh Goddess,” I gasp out.

Draven raises his head to look at me, taking his mouth off my clit. “I thought I already told you. Your goddess holds no power here.”

Moving his hand from my thigh, he draws his fingers over my clit instead before abruptly thrusting two fingers inside me. Pleasure spikes through me, making lights flash before my eyes.

“If you’re going to beg, you beg me,” Draven declares, his voice low and dark.

He curls his fingers inside me.

A desperate moan rips from my lungs and I squirm furiously on the throne while pulling against the handcuffs. Draven just starts thrusting his fingers in and out while teasing my clit with his thumb.

Stars dance before my eyes, and pent-up need thrums inside me like a storm.

“Draven,” I gasp out.

He keeps fucking me with his fingers. “Yes?”

Pleasure shoots through me as he rubs my clit in the exact right spot. “Oh God⁠—”

“What did I just tell you?”

“Draven, please,” I moan, the words coming out as almost a whimper.

He smirks. “That’s it.”

His massive black wings are spread out on either side of him where he kneels between my legs. I yank against the handcuffs again. If I could just reach his wings, I could make him beg. But I’m thoroughly trapped and completely at his mercy, so all I can do is to squirm and moan as he brings me to the edge of an orgasm.

“Please,” I beg again.

“Please, what?” he baits, that smirk still in his voice.

“Please, sir.”

He keeps thrusting his fingers. I draw in desperate breaths as the pent-up pleasure inside me makes my whole soul vibrate.

“Do you have any idea how fucking hot you look right now?” Draven demands, his voice hoarse. “Naked and handcuffed on my throne, begging me for mercy.”

My brain malfunctions as he suddenly pulls his hand back and stands up, leaving the building orgasm to fade before it could hit. Draven uses those moments of inattention to unlock my handcuffs. Leaving them draped there over the spike, he moves his hand back down towards my body. But I’ve finally gathered my wits.

Shooting up from the throne, I grab the collar of his shirt and twist us around so that he has his back to the throne instead. Since he was leaning forward, the move forces him off balance. Surprise flits across his face when I shove him down on the throne.

“Oh, you will pay for that, Shadow of Death,” I threaten, a smile full of challenge on my lips.

He spreads his arms wide, his wings already flared out on either side of the throne, and flashes me a cocky smirk back. “Come try it, little rebel.”

In two smooth motions, I undo the fastenings on his pants and shove the fabric aside before wrapping my hand around his thick cock. It hardens even more as my fingers close around it.

A strangled moan rips from Draven’s throat, and his wings twitch, as I draw my hand up and down his shaft.

Climbing onto the throne so that I’m straddling his lap, I grab the collar of his shirt and yank his troublesome mouth to mine. Another deep groan escapes his chest, and I steal that sound from his lips with a possessive kiss at the same time as I release his cock and settle myself right above it. Adjusting my position, I slowly lower myself down.

Draven’s hands shoot out and grip my hips. I keep my fist buried in the collar of his shirt and continue to kiss him furiously while he moves his hips into a better position. Then he pulls me down firmly, sheathing himself fully inside me.

I gasp, breaking the kiss, as pleasure crackles through me. This new angle makes him go deep. Tightening my grip on his collar, I draw in a shuddering breath as he lifts my body slightly before thrusting upwards and yanking me downwards at the same time, burying his cock fully inside me again. Light flickers before my eyes as he starts up a firm pace that makes pleasure pulse through me with every thrust. I keep one hand buried in the collar of his shirt and brace the other on his muscular shoulder as Draven fucks me the way I always want him to. Dominantly and without mercy.

Pleasure thrums inside me like a storm as Draven’s cock keeps hitting spots deep inside me. A desperate moan escapes my lips, and I bow my head towards his shoulder. His fingers dig into my hip bones and the muscles in his arms flex as he continues moving me up and down on his cock. Another whimper threatens to spill from my mouth, and I bite down on his shoulder to stop it. It doesn’t work, because another pitiful moan rips from my lungs as Draven’s cock keep hitting that perfect spot inside me over and over again.

“Good girl,” Draven murmurs.

The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave.

My entire body convulses as pleasure crashes through me with the force of a lightning strike. I gasp, tightening my grip on his collar and shoulder as that incredible pleasure crackles through my every nerve. It’s amplified by the intense pleasure that is streaming through our mate bond from Draven’s side. My legs shake around him.

Then a burst of pleasure spikes through the mate bond as release crashes through Draven as well. A deep groan rips from his chest, and his wings flare out while pleasure floods his perfect face.

I use my grip on his collar to yank his mouth back to mine and steal that incredible sound from his lips with a possessive kiss. The mate bond thrums inside us, love and pleasure flowing between us like a glittering river.

Leaving his cock still buried inside me, he slides his strong hands up the side of my ribs. My skin prickles with pleasure at his touch. Then he cups my cheeks and kisses me so deeply that I forget how to breathe.

“Fuck,” Draven says, breathless, when he breaks the kiss. His eyes burn like gilded fire as he holds my gaze, his hands still cupping my cheeks. “I will never get enough of you.”

Warmth curls around my spine. I flash him a small, teasing smile. “And now, you will never be able to sit on your throne without thinking of me.”

He caresses my cheek with his thumb. “Wouldn’t even need the reminder.”

I raise my eyebrows.

A smile spreads across his lips, but his eyes are serious as he holds my gaze before replying. The sight of it alone makes my heart beat erratically in my chest. And his answer sends sparkles through my soul.

“You’re all I ever think about.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



Laughter rings across the gathering hall. Torches and candles are burning in steel holders all across the large space, bathing it in a golden glow. Warmth, both from the fire and the mass of people who crowd all available tables, practically thrums in the air around us. I smile as Galen squeezes himself back down on the bench beside Lyra after setting down another round of drinks for us.

By the time we got to the gathering hall, the celebration was already in full swing. I had expected it to be a formal banquet-like event similar to what I saw in the Ice Palace. But by Mabona, was I wrong.

Every single table in here is packed with drunk dragon shifters who laugh loudly and cheer and joke and chat with everyone. There is no high table. No fancy dinner. Just people who are celebrating that Draven is back and that Bane Iceheart is dead.

Since we got here a little late, all the tables were taken except for a small table for four right next to the pipes that bring water into the kitchen a little to our left. So the five of us have been squeezed together around that table for the past few hours. Thankfully, at least no one asked why we were late. It would’ve been very awkward to explain to his clan that we were late because we were busy defiling Draven’s throne in every possible position.

“What’s that noise?” Alistair asks.

I can barely hear him over the loud laughter and conversations all around us, let alone whatever noise he is referring to.

“That would be Lyra,” Galen says after taking a long drink of ale.

Lyra, who was busy checking which of the mugs contained the most alcohol, snaps her head up. “Hey, I was silent!”

“For once,” Draven says with a chuckle.

She narrows her eyes at him while trying to fight a smile. “Gotta concentrate when doing important stuff.”

“Like measuring which mug has the most ale in it?” I ask.

“Exactly. Like I said, important stuff.” Apparently satisfied with her inspection, she swipes the mug on the far left and takes a long drink. Then she lets out a contented sigh and smacks her lips before shooting Galen a pointed look. “So there was no noise.”

“Yes, there were,” Alistair protests. “It’s⁠—”

A low rumbling sound comes from somewhere close by.

“That!” Alistair exclaims.

“Ah.” Understanding blows across Lyra’s face, and she grins before lifting her shoulders in a casual shrug. “Nothing a good banging can’t solve.”

Alistair blinks, looking startled. “Wait, what?”

“Banging. You know, on the pipes.” That absolutely villainous grin remains on her mouth as she motions towards the water pipes on the wall, which rumble faintly again. Then she cocks her head, her orange eyes glittering in the firelight as she wiggles her eyebrows. “But hey, I’m always down for all kinds of banging.”

“Subtle,” Draven coughs under his breath.

Lyra shoots him a flat look. Alistair snatches up a mug and quickly hides behind an unnaturally long gulp of ale. On Lyra’s other side, Galen presses his lips together to stifle a laugh.

“Subtlety is for the weak,” Lyra declares, holding up a finger in the air. “My grandma always says that subtlety is a waste of time when you could have—” Her eyes suddenly light up, and she abruptly stops speaking in the middle of the sentence. Then she raises her voice and yells across the crowd. “You made it!”

We all turn to look in the direction she is yelling.

Five male dragon shifters have just walked in through the door. All of them are wearing casual pants and shirts rather than armor, but they’re all incredibly muscular and move with unmistakable confidence. Lyra jumps up onto the wooden bench she was sitting on and begins waving to draw their attention since they didn’t hear her shout over the loud laughter and chatter around us.

“That would be Lyra’s five older brothers,” Draven announces with poorly hidden amusement.

Alistair goes pale as a sheet.

“You know, I told Finlay I would come and find him,” Galen suddenly says. “To, uhm… discuss stuff.”

A knowing grin betrays his lie as he quickly grabs his mug and disappears while Draven and I get to our feet as well.

“And I was going to show Selena that thing,” Draven says, and begins walking away from the table.

“Draven,” Alistair blurts out, grabbing his wrist before he and I can get away. Panic pulses across his entire face as he casts us a pleading look while Lyra continues waving to her brothers, who start towards us. “Wait. Don’t leave. Please. I swear I won’t call you bossy pants for an entire month. Please stay.”

Draven effortlessly pulls his wrist from Alistair’s grip and gives him a glittering smile that is positively villainous. “Good luck, charmer.”

“No, wait. Don’t⁠—”

We start slinking away.

“Draven,” Alistair growls under his breath, before casting another panicked glance at Lyra’s brothers. “You bastard, I will get you back for this.”

Turning so that he’s walking backwards, Draven shoots Alistair a grin full of challenge while nodding in the direction of Lyra’s brothers. “If you survive this, you know where to find me.”

“Draven. No, wait. I… Please. Don’t.” Alistair casts several panicked looks towards the five muscular dragon shifters who have almost reached the table now. Then he shoots me a desperate look while pleading, “Selena?”

I just laugh and wink at him.

“Oh Goddess help me,” I hear Alistair press out as he turns back towards the menacing guys heading straight for him.

Draven and I disappear out another door right as Lyra jumps down from the bench and throws her arms out as if to embrace all five of her brothers at the same time. They, however, have their sharp eyes fixed on Alistair.

“Oh, he’s so dead,” Draven says with a chuckle as we leave the packed gathering hall behind.

Cool night air washes over us as we start across the open square and towards Draven’s home. The murmur of cheerful voices grows fainter behind us as we move away from the celebration.

I almost feel a little bad for leaving Alistair to face the death squad alone. But I’m hoping that it will finally shake him out of that weird limbo he’s in. He obviously likes Lyra. It’s clear for everyone to see. All he needs to do is to actually admit it to her. And I really hope he does. I lost months with Draven just because I was too stubborn and terrified of my own emotions to admit it. I don’t want Alistair to make the same mistake.

Draven doesn’t lead us towards those grand doors and the throne room that we have now desecrated several times. Instead, he takes us around the building and towards that private side door we entered through earlier.

When we walk in through the small garden that surrounds the mansion on this side, Draven gently draws his hand over two piles of stones as he passes them. He did the same thing when we walked by last time too, but he didn’t say anything about it.

Trailing to a halt in front of the small piles, I study them. But I can’t find anything significant about them. They’re made up of stones that have been stacked like a little pyramid, with wider stones at the bottom and then gradually getting smaller.

“What are they?” I ask softly.

Draven, who has almost reached the side door, turns back to look at me in surprise. Then he sees me watching the stones, and an expression I can’t read blows across his features for a second.

“What?” I ask, confused.

Dragging a hand through his hair, he walks back until he is standing next to me, facing the two stone piles. Then he heaves a small sigh and casts me a glance from the corner of his eye before he returns his attention to the stones.

“We don’t bury our dead,” he begins. “Just like you, we burn them. But instead of pouring the ashes into the River Andunir the way you do, we throw them into a strong wind and watch them drift out to sea. We have no graves. Instead, we build a small stone pyramid like this as a symbol of remembrance.” He swallows and then casts me one of those strange glances again before he finally finishes with, “These are my parent’s stone pyramids.”

Grief and regret hit me like a gut punch.

It takes all of my willpower to keep my face a blank mask and to keep anything from leaking through our mate bond as the emotions I keep carefully sectioned-off suddenly crash down over me like a landslide. Those vivid memories that Orion forced me to watch for twelve hours on end flash before my eyes in excruciating detail. The resentment in their eyes. Then the fear and shock. The ice shards and the cuts that were so deep that they almost decapitated them. The blood. The thuds. The silver hair turning red.

And that awful voice echoing inside my skull that reminds me that I will never know. That I will have to live the rest of my life with that horrible unanswered question forever fresh in my mind. Did my parents really hate me? Or did I accidentally use my magic on them, which only forced them to hate me? Did they actually love me? I will never know.

I will never know.

Oh Goddess, I will never know.

Those soul-crushing thoughts clang through my skull like death knells.

I drag in a highly controlled breath, trying to force my lungs to work again.

My chest tightens in panic. I need to use my magic. Just for a little while. Just a moment so that I can break this regret and grief that I’m drowning in. Flicking my gaze from side to side, I search desperately for someone to use my magic on.

Then panic hits me again. A different kind of panic.

Draven would never forgive me if I used my magic on his clan.

But I need it. Oh Goddess, I need that comforting warmth. Just a little boost. Just a little taste. Just a little⁠—

“I’m sorry,” Draven says, wrapping his arms around me. “That’s why I didn’t say anything the first time.”

His embrace snaps me out of my spiraling thoughts enough that I manage to get a full breath down.

Mabona’s tits, pull yourself together, I growl silently at myself.

My heart slams against my ribs as I desperately try to get those intense urges under control. Draven holds me tightly to his chest while I draw in another breath and also try to force the crushing regret back behind the walls where it belongs.

“It’s okay,” I manage to press out.

Dragging in another breath, I pull back from his embrace and force a small smile onto my face. Draven doesn’t believe it for a second.

His eyes are soft as he draws a gentle hand over my cheek. “It’s okay to grieve, you know.”

I know. But what’s not okay is to use my magic on his people just because I can’t control my own emotions or resist the stupid side effects of my own damn magic. However, I can’t tell Draven that. I’m supposed to make his life easier. Not add more weight to his shoulders.

So instead, I say, “I know. I just don’t want to think about it right now.” Clearing my throat, I turn back to the two stone pyramids. “Back during the Atonement Trials, you mentioned that they died of natural causes when you were around sixty?”

Draven, who must sense that I need something else to focus on, watches me for another second before shifting his gaze to the stone piles as well. “Yes, that’s right.”

“They must have been pretty old when they had you then.”

“Yeah.” He lets out a fond laugh that makes my heart clench painfully again. “They were… free spirits.”

Surprise manages to break through the torrent of awful emotions in my chest. It distracts me enough that I finally manage to wrest the grief and regret back behind the walls where they belong. I drag in a breath, at last pulling myself together again.

With raised eyebrows, I turn to stare at Draven in stunned shock. “Free spirits? Your parents?”

“Yes.”

“Have you met you? How could a pair of free spirits create…” I wave my hands to indicate his commanding body and militaristic posture, “this?”

He laughs and gives me a soft shove that still manages to make me stumble to the side. “Alright, smartass. Point taken. But it’s true. They were explorers. They didn’t want to have kids since it would get in the way of their adventures. But then when they were like nine hundred years old, they panicked and realized that they wanted to leave a legacy.” He shrugs. “So they had me.”

“Well, they sure got a legacy.” I give him a sly look. “Leader of the Black Dragon Clan, Shadow of Death, and Commander of the Dread Legion.”

He mirrors my smirk, his eyes glinting in the moonlight. “Can’t argue with that.”

I laugh and give him a good-natured eye roll. He just smirks in reply. Sliding an arm around my shoulders, he starts us towards the door again.

“We won’t wait that long, though, right?” I ask as he pulls the door open.

Raising his eyebrows at me, he watches me walk across the threshold before following as well. “For what?”

“To have kids.”

He misses a step. Quickly straightening again, he hurries to catch up with me while a heart-wrenchingly tentative hope flickers in his eyes. “You want to have kids? With me?”

“Of course I do. After we have seen everything this world has to offer, I want to settle down and build a home with you. I want all of it, Draven. I want everything.”

Love shines in his eyes as he brushes his hand down my spine while we close the distance to the staircase that will take us up to his bedroom. “I do too.”

“Can you imagine? A bunch of miniature versions of you and me running around.”

A wonderful laugh escapes his mouth. The sound of it is so soothing that the final tightness in my chest at last disappears.

His eyes gleam in the candlelight as he shakes his head. “Oh, the world doesn’t stand a chance.”

I laugh and wiggle my eyebrows at him. “Perhaps we should start practicing then. So that we know what to do when it’s time to make those kids.”

A devilish smile tugs at his lips as he arches an eyebrow at me. “Coming three times on my throne earlier wasn’t enough for you?”

“If you can’t keep up, just admit that.”

“Watch that mouth, little rebel.” His eyes glitter, and that smirk full of wicked promises remains on his face. “Because now, I really will find another use for it.”

I let out a yelp as he picks me up and throws me over his shoulder. With a laugh, I declare, “Domineering, territorial bastard.”

He just slaps me on the ass and carries me into his bedroom.

But even as desire throbs inside me, all I can think about is how desperate I am for a boost of my magic.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



Nightmares flash before my eyes. Over and over again. I know that they’re nightmares. That this isn’t real. But I still can’t get out of them. I can’t wake myself up. I can’t move. Can’t scream. Can’t do anything but lie there while it feels as if someone is sitting on my chest and strangling my throat with cold, brutal hands while forcing me to watch every awful memory I’ve ever had with my parents.

Drinking glasses shatter on the floor.

They’re going to hate me. They hate me now. Oh Goddess, they hate me. The thoughts echo through my skull, as real as that day when I broke the glasses.

Screamed arguments between my parents. Arguments about them. About me.

Resentment and hatred.

Snide comments and frustrated anger.

My mother’s furious voice and the tears in her eyes. The last words she ever spoke to me. We loved each other. And you broke us. You took our emotions and twisted them up so badly that we could never be sure if we were truly angry with each other or if we were happy or calm or stressed or if we had any feelings at all. Or if it was all just your vicious meddling. You ruined us. You ruined everything.

The resentment in their eyes before Jessina slit their throats.

The blood. The thuds. The pools of red spreading across the pale stone floor.

I thrash desperately against the unseen hands that are strangling my throat and keeping me trapped in these nightmares. Screaming, I throw my head from side to side. But the nightmares don’t stop. Just like Orion’s twelve-hour torture session, those awful memories keep flashing before my eyes over and over again.

Panicked sobs rip from my throat.

I don’t want to see this. I don’t want to⁠—

“Selena!”

I gasp awake.

Terrified, I try to scramble backwards but my limbs are trapped in something. Another panicked sob tears from my lips as I shove at the soft fabric that is tangled around my legs. My head is still screaming at me, and lingering memories flicker in my vision, bleeding into the real world around me.

Then Draven’s hands cup my cheeks and his worried eyes appear right in front of me. “Selena. Take a breath. Focus on me, only on me, and draw in a long breath.”

My heart is still hammering against my ribs, and my pulse thrums in my ears while my instincts are screaming at me to flee. But I force myself to focus on what is right in front of me instead of those horrible images that still echo inside my mind.

Draven.

Draven is here.

His strong hands cup my cheeks, holding me, while his steady gaze is locked on mine.

I drag in a shuddering breath.

He brushes his thumbs over my cheekbones, stroking them gently.

I inhale deeply, and my heart at last begins to calm as my body recognizes that I’m not actually in danger.

Once I’m no longer fighting the bedsheets, Draven wraps his arms around my body instead and pulls me close. I almost sob at the comforting feeling. Pressing my forehead against his warm body, I just kneel there on the mattress and let him hold me while my head rings and my soul aches. Everything inside my body is screaming at me to use my magic so that I won’t have to feel like this. The desperate need is so intense that I think my body is actually trembling.

“What happened?” Draven asks.

“Nightmares,” I manage to whisper, my voice coming out hoarse and broken.

He pulls me even closer, his arms wrapped protectively around me as if he can defend me against my own messed-up head. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have brought up my parents.”

“It wasn’t that,” I lie, because I can’t bear to hear the pain in his voice. “It was…” Coughing, I try to make my voice work properly again. I must have been screaming for real, not just in my nightmares, because my throat hurts.

“Here,” Draven says. “I’ll get you some water.”

After hugging me tightly for another second, he kisses my forehead and then climbs out of bed. Hurrying over to a small side table by the windows, he grabs the pitcher of water and one of the glasses next to it. I desperately try to pull myself together while he fills the glass with water, but everything inside me aches and my entire soul is screaming for just one second of relief. Twisting around, I let my legs fall down over the side of the bed while I drag in deep breaths that do absolutely nothing to block out the insistent urge inside me.

Worry pulses across Draven’s face as he quickly walks back to where I’m sitting on the edge of the bed. Lowering himself to his knees before me, he strokes my thigh with comforting movements while he hands me the glass of water.

I drink it all in one gulp, wishing that it was firechaser or some other kind of strong alcohol that would numb the pain inside me. But at least it helps soothe my throat after all the screaming. Once I have finished the water, Draven gently takes the glass and kisses my palm before setting the glass down on the nightstand.

Still on his knees before me, he searches my face with worried eyes.

“It was me, wasn’t it?” he says, his voice filled with agony. “The nightmares, they were about me, weren’t they? About what I did to you while that flame of hatred was stuck in my chest.”

“What?” I shake my head insistently. “No!”

“You don’t have to lie to protect me.” Pain swirls in his eyes as he holds my gaze. “I know that I hurt you. I know that some of the things I said back then are unforgiveable.”

“It wasn’t you who said them. My magic was forcing you to say things like that against your will.”

“I know. But the words still came out of my mouth.” He takes my hands in his. Kneeling there before me, he looks up at me with such a heartbreaking expression on his face that I almost start sobbing. “I’m so sorry, Selena. I’m sorry for all the cruel things I did. I’m sorry for all the vicious things I said.”

“It wasn’t you, Draven. You would never have said things like that to me if you’d had a choice. I know that. Everyone knows that.”

“I still hurt you. And that is the one thing I never wanted to do. I would go to war against the universe itself if it meant that I could go back in time and change it so that you would never hear such cruel words come out of my mouth. But I can’t. So all I can do is to kneel here at your feet and beg you for forgiveness that I don’t deserve.”

My heart almost breaks at the agony in his eyes when he gazes up at me. And I just want to shake him furiously so that he will get it through his head that none of this is his fault. I am responsible for all of it. My magic forced him to say and do things that he never wanted to do while his soul was trapped and screaming in panic at the things coming out of his mouth. That whole experience was as traumatizing for him as it was for me.

“There is nothing to forgive, Draven.” I squeeze his hands, as if I can physically press the truth of that into him. “I have never blamed you for what you said and did back then. You are not responsible for what my magic did.” Pulling on his hands, I tug him up from the floor. “And I don’t want you on your knees. I just want you. I want us.”

Climbing onto the bed, he pulls me onto his lap and wraps his strong arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Selena.”

I burrow into his warm embrace, pressing my cheek against his firm chest. “You have nothing to apologize for, Draven. Nothing. But if you still want my forgiveness, know that you have it. And you have always had it. The moment you said or did any of those things, I had already forgiven you.”

He draws in a deep breath, and I can almost feel the relief pulsing through his soul.

It breaks my heart, because I have never, not once, blamed him for what happened. So it pains me to learn that he has been carrying around all of this guilt and agony about something that was actually my fault. It adds to the already crushing regret inside my chest, making it even more difficult to breathe. I press myself harder against Draven’s firm body, desperately trying to fight against the now overwhelming urge to use my magic.

Draven tightens his arms around me. Leaning down, he kisses the top of my head while he begins stroking my hair with gentle, comforting movements.

“So the nightmares weren’t about me?” he asks.

“No,” I whisper back since I suddenly don’t trust my voice.

Everything inside me aches, and my mind is screaming for relief. If I can just have one little boost of magic, it will make all of this pain and regret go away. But here in Draven’s home, I have no one to use my magic on. I hate myself for even considering using my magic on his people, but I need the relief so badly. Oh Goddess, I need it.

I feel like I’m one wrong move away from crumbling completely. Like a house that someone keeps ripping out the foundations of. And now, just one small poke is enough to bring the whole thing down.

“Do you want to tell me what the nightmares were about?” Draven asks softly, still stroking my back.

No, my mind immediately screams in panic. Because if I tell him about the nightmares, I will have to tell him about everything else. So I scramble for another lie.

“It was about what Bane and Jessina did to us,” I say.

His muscles tense, as if he has to physically stop himself from flying to the Ice Palace right now to slaughter Jessina just so that I won’t have to suffer through one more nightmare. Forcing out a controlled breath, he instead tightens his arms even more around me while he continues to slowly stroke my hair.

“I’m here, little rebel,” he promises, his voice solemn. “And I swear, I will never let anyone hurt you like that ever again.”

That only makes me want to cry even more. I want to tell him the truth. I want to tell him that I feel like I’m drowning. That I feel like I’m going to shatter into a million pieces from the weight of all my regret. That I’m fighting a losing battle against my own magic. That I don’t know how much longer I can hold out before I break down completely and use it on someone I actually care about.

My whole soul is begging me for relief. Begging me to use my magic so that I can feel that comforting warmth again and never have to experience these other awful emotions ever again.

I want to tell Draven that.

But I can’t. He has been carrying the responsibility for everything and everyone all his life. He deserves someone who will help him. Not someone who will just add more to his burden when he is already carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

He deserves someone who is strong. Someone who will protect him, for once.

And I will be that person.

Pressing my forehead against his warm chest, I swear to all the gods that I will pull myself together and stop being the fucking weak link. I can do this. I can handle the regret. I can brush off the bad memories and the nightmares. I can ignore this addictive need for magic.

I have to.

Goddess above, I have to.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



The sky is full of black dragons. Wings boom behind me like thunder. Seated on Draven’s back, I grip the spikes in front of me tightly as he starts swooping downwards slightly as we draw closer to our target. He is flying at the head of his army, with Galen and Lyra behind him. Alistair, who apparently somehow managed to survive the meeting with Lyra’s five brothers unharmed, is seated on her back.

Behind us, the rest of the soldiers from the Black Dragon Clan are spread out like a massive cloak. Even though Draven is not using his magic right now, it feels as if we are towing a dark thunderstorm behind us.

The feeling is awe-inspiring. I’ve always known that Draven and his clan are powerful. But now, I can feel it. When they’re gathered in full force like this and are flying in formation, the world itself seems to tremble.

Despite that, however, we are still vastly outnumbered against the Silver Clan. Draven explained that the Icehearts have deliberately forced all the other clans to keep their number of soldiers few. It forces them to instead rely on the Dread Legion, which is the combined armies of all the clans, for any military purposes. The only exception is of course the Silver Clan, who has been training a huge number of soldiers to dissuade the other clans from trying to challenge them.

Which is why we desperately need our allies. With the Black Clan joined by the Purple Clan, the Orange Clan, and the Blue Clan, we will have almost as many soldiers as the Silver Clan. Unfortunately, their ice flames still give them a massive advantage. But if we can get most of the dragon shifters on our side to form union bonds with fae, it should increase our own advantage enough that we will at least be evenly matched.

Should. Goddess, I hate that word.

Draven lets out a roar, though it sounds more like a greeting than a challenge.

It snaps me out of my worried thoughts, and I blink and push a few strands of hair out of my face before leaning forward slightly to look down at the ground.

Twelve figures are standing down there on the grass. Ten of them remain behind the faintly shimmering wards of the Unseelie Court while the two at the front stride out into the grasslands outside the wards.

Isera and Orion.

Wind streams through my hair and clothes as Draven dives towards them. The rest of his clan follow.

The ten guards from the Unseelie Court who remain behind the wards jerk back slightly at the sight, but Orion and Isera only come to a halt on the grass and track us with their gazes.

We’re supposed to meet the other dragon clans outside the Seelie Court soon, but Draven said that he wanted to head to the Unseelie Court first.

The ground trembles as Draven in his huge dragon form lands on the grass. I quickly slide down from his back while Galen and Lyra land as well. Black smoke spreads across the ground as Draven shifts. I can’t see it, but I’m assuming that Alistair has climbed down from Lyra’s back as well, because more black smoke billows out from their direction.

More loud thuds sound as the rest of their clan reaches the ground behind them as well. They don’t shift, though. When the smoke blows clear, Draven is in his half-shift form while Galen and Lyra are in their human forms. Behind us, the grasslands are now filled with black dragons.

Light from the midday sun shines down over the two fae standing before us. Isera is once again wearing her black fighting leathers, and she looks more like herself now. Though, she tends to always look calm and composed, regardless of how she’s really feeling, so it’s hard to tell if she has truly recovered from the avalanche of emotions that hit her after she finally took her revenge on Bane.

Beside her, Orion is standing with his back straight and his gleaming black crown on his head. As usual, he is wearing fancy formal garments in dark blue and black, with some touches of silver. His long dark blue hair cascades down over his shoulders and all the way to his ribs, falling like a smooth waterfall. The silver thread decorating his black eyepatch gleams faintly in the light as he cocks his head and narrows his remaining eye at Draven.

“So, you found your clan?” he drawls. “Congratulations.”

“I did,” Draven confirms as we come to a halt a few steps away from them.

Orion gives Draven a cold smile. “And now you want me to… what? House them all in my court so that you don’t have to fly all the way back and forth between your islands and the battlefield?”

“No.”

“Oh?” He arches a dark eyebrow, that hard and lethal edge still in his voice. “Then why have you brought your entire army to my doorstep?”

“Because I have come to ask you a question, Unseelie King.” Draven draws himself up to his full height. “Never, in our entire history, has the Black Dragon Clan had any riders. We never formed a single partnership with anyone in the Seelie Court. Ever.”

“I’m aware of the pride you take in the fact that you never had any riders. Are you saying that you are refusing to form union bonds even now?”

“No. I’m saying that we will only do it with someone who is worthy of our trust.”

Orion let’s out a cold laugh. “Good luck finding someone like that.”

“I already have.” Draven’s eyes glint like gold as he holds the Unseelie King’s stare with a steady gaze. “Orion Nightbane, on behalf of the Black Dragon Clan, I have come to formally ask the Unseelie Court to join us in an unprecedented partnership and form union bonds with us.”

Shock crackles across Orion’s beautiful face, and he staggers a step back. Blinking, he just stares at Draven in stunned silence. Next to him, Isera only watches them both with a satisfied smile faintly curving her lips while Orion’s ten guards exchange stunned looks behind the wards.

“You…” Orion begins. Clearing his throat, he straightens and gives his head a quick shake. Once he has composed himself again, he narrows his eye at Draven while a hint of guarded hope and disbelief blows across his features. “You would trust us with this? You would trust me and the Unseelie Court with your lives? After everything we have done?”

“Yes.” Draven holds his gaze with serious eyes. “That is exactly why I trust you, Orion. Because of what you have done.”

Orion draws in an unsteady breath while a chaotic mix of emotions flits across his face. Disbelief. Hope. Shock. Joy. Gratitude. Relief. The sight of it tugs at my heart, and I remember Orion’s words from when we were waiting to ambush Imar back in the Seelie Court. How he has never been a part of a group before. How he doesn’t have any friends or anyone he trusts.

A smile spreads across my lips. Because now, he has.

Quickly hiding those emotions again, Orion straightens his spine and raises his chin while still holding Draven’s gaze. “On behalf of the Unseelie Court, I accept. We would be honored to enter this union with you.”

Draven smiles and inclines his head in acknowledgement. Then he closes the final distance between them and holds out his arm. Yet again, a hint of surprise flickers in Orion’s eye. Then he raises his arm as well. A smile blows across his face too as they clasp forearms.

“You’re smarter than you look, you brooding beast,” Orion says, his eye glittering and that slight smile still on his lips.

Draven lets out a huff of amusement before a knowing expression settles on his face. “And you’re tougher than you look, you preening princeling.”

They chuckle together.

Next to me, Alistair stares at them with eyebrows raised. “Did they just… become friends?”

“It would appear so,” I reply.

“This is going to be trouble, isn’t it?”

I grin. “Oh, for sure.”

Draven and Orion release each other’s forearms and take a step back right as Galen walks up to them as well.

“As the Black Clan’s second-in-command, I would be honored to form a union bond with you,” Galen declares, his serious gaze on Orion.

Orion smiles and inclines his head. “The honor is mine.”

While Galen slides out a small dagger to begin the bonding ritual, Lyra walks over to Alistair. Though walks is probably not the right word. She practically skips across the ground with a wide smile on her lips.

“So,” she begins, drawing out the word. Her orange eyes sparkle as she reaches Alistair. “Wanna make this official?”

Alarm flashes across Alistair’s face. “Make what official?”

“The union bond, of course. We agreed last night that you and I would form one, remember?” Her smile turns mischievous. “Though if you want to make something else official, I’m all ears.”

He chokes out a vaguely intelligible reply.

Laughing softly, I shake my head and leave them to it while I instead drift over to Isera. She is still standing in the same place on the grass, even though Galen and Orion have now moved away so that Galen can shift into a dragon for the second part of the ritual.

I look Isera up and down, trying to read her true emotions, as I come to a halt next to her. But her expression betrays nothing, so instead, I just ask, “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she replies immediately.

I say nothing. Only stand there next to her, so close that my shoulder almost brushes against hers. The silence continues to stretch. Across the grass, Draven has turned to the rest of his clan and is calling out orders to shift into their human forms.

Then Isera slides a glance at me from the corner of her eye and admits, “No. No, I’m not okay.”

I nod in understanding.

She draws in a small breath, and it’s an incredibly vulnerable sound coming from her. “Bane is dead, but I still don’t feel like I have gotten closure. I don’t know how my mother died or when she died or even what happened to her body afterwards.”

Pain hits me like a spear through the chest. Because I don’t know what happened to my parents’ bodies either.

Panicked, I snap my gaze towards the ten Unseelie guards. One of them has crossed the wards on Orion’s instruction. No doubt to receive orders to share with the rest of their court. While making sure that none of my emotions can get through the mate bond to Draven, I summon a small flame of determination and shove it into the guard’s chest. Relief flows through me as I’m rewarded by that comforting warmth. It chases away the pain that tried to drown me at the reminder that I left my parents’ dead bodies on the floor of the Golden Palace in front of Jessina when we escaped through the portal.

I know that I shouldn’t do this. But I had to. Isera never opens up like this to people. And now, she is finally sharing her struggles with me. I need to be there for her. I need to be strong and dependable. Not a broken mess who is drowning in my own sorrows.

With immense effort, I manage to pull my magic back and then also sever that final thread that I can now see thanks to the union bond with Draven. It makes the emotion disappear completely from the guard’s chest.

Cold, harsh reality rushes back into me.

Do it again, my mind chants.

Squeezing my fist, I barely manage to block out that incessant voice. But the boost of pleasure at least broke the spiral of pain enough that I can once more focus on Isera instead of my own pathetic emotions.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “Is there anything I can do?”

She shakes her head. “No. I just…” Raking her fingers through her long black hair, she drags in another deep breath. “I just wish I could get answers. I think that would make it easier for me to move on. But I’ve already asked Draven, and he doesn’t know anything since he was out on different missions almost the entire time my mother was in the Ice Palace.”

“Maybe we can try to force Jessina to tell us,” I offer.

“Maybe,” she replies. But the tone of her voice suggests that she considers it highly unlikely. To be honest, so do I.

For a little while, we just stand there side by side, watching Galen, Orion, Lyra, and Alistair perform the bonding ritual.

A slight smile blows across my lips as I watch Orion press his bleeding palm to Galen’s scales and then sway back slightly from the force that pulses out when the bond is established. I’m glad Draven made the decision to trust Orion and his court with this instead of going to the Seelie Court. If anyone has proven his trust and reliability, it’s Orion.

A jolt goes through the Unseelie King and he blinks when Galen no doubt says something straight into his mind. Then, with a smirk on his gorgeous face, Orion apparently thinks something back at Galen that makes the huge black dragon almost jump in surprise. I watch the two of them with a smile on my face while Alistair presses his own bleeding palm to Lyra’s scales a short distance away.

“Will you be forming a bond with anyone?” I ask eventually.

“No. I don’t want to form any bonds with anyone. I can’t. I just… I don’t…” She lets out another sigh, leaving the rest of her sentence unfinished.

Since I understand the gist of what she’s trying to say anyway, I just nod. Then I reach out and give her wrist a small squeeze before simply saying, “I’m here.”

“I know.” A soft smile blows across her face for a second. “You always are.”

An unexpected burst of warmth pulses through me, and my chest suddenly feels too tight.

She slides me a glance from the corner of her eye. “Sometimes, I wonder if this is what it would be like to have a little sister.”

My throat closes up, and a whole host of emotions surges through me. But I know that if I express them, Isera will just feel uncomfortable since she doesn’t like dealing with any kind of emotion. Let alone the joyous, teary mess that pulses inside me now.

So instead, I let out a teasing laugh. “Hey, I’m actually seven years older than you.”

She raises her eyebrows. “Really?” Then a smirk slides home on her lips. “I never would’ve guessed.”

“Azaroth’s flame!” Lyra suddenly exclaims across the grass. “Draven! Galen! Look at this!”

We all whirl towards her.

I jerk back in shock as I find her standing there with a pair of black wings flaring out on either side of her human body.

All the other dragon shifters around them gape at her.

Galen, who has now also finished performing the ritual with Orion, quickly shifts as well.

When the black smoke drifts clear, he is also in a half-shift form.

Next to me, Isera lets out a low whistle under her breath.

“Mabona’s tits,” I blurt out, staring at the two of them. “This must be what Lavendera hinted at.”

Isera nods. “The lingering effect that the dragon shifters get from the union bond.”

Out on the grass, Lyra lets out a whoop. “Oh, I can’t wait to show my brothers! They’re going to be so jealous.”

A warm smile shines on Draven’s face as he watches his two friends beam and flutter their wings. But before he can say anything, someone else does.

“Not to ruin the festive mood,” Orion says before turning to Draven. “But aren’t you supposed to be in the Seelie Court in a few hours? Finding appropriate people in my court to bond your clan is going to take a lot longer than that.”

Draven rakes a hand through his hair and then nods.

While they begin discussing how to organize this meeting between selected members of the Unseelie Court and the rest of Draven’s clan, my mind once again drifts back to a problem that I have been pondering for a while now.

Due to the Great Games and the different factions who compete in them every month, the Unseelie Court is filled with skilled magic users who are ready for a fight. The Seelie Court, however, is not.

Our court mostly consists of fearful people who are weak from a lack of food or lost in alcohol. They have been beaten down so thoroughly for centuries that most of them would never dare to stand against a dragon shifter.

So how in Mabona’s name are we going to convince them to bond a dragon and go to war with us?
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



Dread rolls through my stomach as we fly straight towards the wards that now surround the Seelie Court. My entire soul recoils at the thought of being in this city again. It’s not the Seelie Court in itself. I don’t hate our realm. Just this city. It holds too many awful memories that I would rather forget.

I don’t want to see this city where I was treated like crap all my life. I don’t want to remember how weak and pathetic I used to be when I lived here. I don’t want to look at the now empty house where my parents used to live or the Golden Palace where they died. It makes pain claw at my chest, which in turn just makes me want to use my magic even more. I grit my teeth, trying to block it all out.

Winds wash over us as we speed across the thorn forest and close the final distance to the city. We had to leave the rest of Draven’s clan in the Unseelie Court so that they could also find fae to bond. But the Orange, Purple, and Blue Clan are flanking us in full force as we descend on the Seelie Court.

Inside the wards, chaos erupts. People rush through the streets, heading towards the dragon field. Since they are completely isolated in here, they have no idea what has happened outside the thorn forest this past year. They just see dragons coming and rush out to greet them like we have been ordered to do our entire lives.

When we reach the edge of the wards, I speak the correct passphrase and we all just fly right through them. Since there is nowhere to land outside the wards, I told Severin Godblessed to give me a way to shut down the part of the wards that block the shifters from taking dragon form inside them. That way, we can fly all the way to the open dragon field instead of crashing down into the thorn forest the moment we enter the wards.

Booms echo across the Seelie Court as Draven and the other dragons land one after the other on the open space outside the city walls. The fae from our court stare up at me, Alistair, Isera, and Orion, who are all seated on Draven’s, Lyra’s, and Galen’s backs. Shock and fear pulses through the air around them like a living, breathing thing as they gape at us.

After surveying the stunned crowd, we dismount and slide down to the ground.

Black smoke rolls through the air as all the dragons shift into their human forms so that the others behind them can have space to land as well. Once the smoke has blown clear, it reveals an army of people in dragon scale armor. And four fae at the front.

Dead silence falls over the grasslands.

The fae before us just stand there and stare at us while fear and confusion fight like wolves on their features. Behind us, the setting sun casts dark red light over the landscape, painting the grass the color of blood.

For a few more seconds, everything is still and quiet.

Then a man close to the front rips off his cloak and rushes forward.

“Traitor!” he screams as he yanks out a knife and lunges for Draven.

The moment his cloak is no longer covering his face, his non-pointed ears and one-colored eyes become visible, clearly marking him as a dragon shifter. He must be one of the people from the Red Clan who got trapped here when I forced Severin to raise the wards.

Next to me, Draven draws his massive sword while I summon a flame of fear. I slam it into the dragon shifter’s chest right before he reaches Draven. Terror explodes across his features as my magic hits. Pleasure thrums through me while the attacker jerks backwards in fear. But it’s already too late.

With a powerful swing, Draven cuts the man’s head clean off his shoulders.

Cries of shock erupt from the gathered fae.

The shifter’s head tumbles down from his shoulders and hits the ground at the same time as the rest of his body crumples to the grass as well. Blood spreads out around it.

Someone in the crowd throws up. Loudly.

The moment he died, my magic cut off. But I immediately summon another white flame of fear in case there are other attackers. Next to me, Draven just casually rests his massive sword on his shoulder and spreads his black wings wider.

“Anyone else?” he demands.

Whimpers ripple through the crowd of gathered fae as everyone shrinks back.

Alistair rolls his eyes and gives Draven a sidelong glance while muttering under his breath, “Show-off.”

A muscle flickers in Draven’s jaw as he clenches it to stop a laugh that would most certainly ruin his current air of ruthless power.

It thankfully distracts the others enough that they don’t realize that it takes me three tries before I manage to force myself to let my magic fade out instead of using it on someone else. I draw in a deep breath, trying to compose myself.

“Well, go on then,” Alistair prompts, his voice soft enough that only we can hear. “Tell them what’s going on and what we need them to do.”

“I’m the Shadow of Death,” Draven growls back in a low voice. “Everyone here is terrified of me. You’re one of them. You tell them.”

“I’m a bully,” he protests. “Everyone here hates me.”

“I have emotion magic,” I add. “No one here trusts me.”

“I’m the Unseelie King,” Orion says. “No one here has even seen me before.”

Clothes rustle as we all turn to Isera.

She gives us all an incredulous look. Then she lets out something between a sigh and a groan. “Mabona’s tits.”

Turning back to the worried crowd before us, she draws in a deep breath.

“Listen up!” she bellows in a voice that pulses with authority and echoes across the field.

It shocks me enough that I even jerk back a little. I don’t think I have ever heard Isera raise her voice in this way before. But Goddess damn it, it’s like she was born to command armies. I stare at her as she begins explaining what has happened outside the thorn forest this past year and the war that is going on and what we need them to do.

Every word she speaks is filled with such unflinching confidence and authority that I feel myself straightening as if before a commander. There is no hesitation in her words. No question at all that people should just shut up and do what she tells them. I can’t help but be impressed.

Eyes widen as Isera exposes the truth of the Atonement Trials and the dragon steel and who the Icehearts really are and the war that is now being waged. The gathered fae cast uncertain glances at the army of dragon shifters before them when she tells them about the union bond and how it works. And large parts of the crowd outright gasp when she tells them that she has killed Emperor Bane.

“Now, it’s time to finish this war!” Isera bellows across the stunned crowd. “Once and for all. All of you who possess a magical skill, step forward so that we can start pairing you with dragon shifters to form union bonds.”

No one moves.

I sweep my gaze over the crowd, looking for familiar faces. Like Fenriel, the cheerful guy I got to know during the Atonement Trials, and his magical hawk Talon. Or even Trevor, the guy with stone magic who would have likely won the Atonement Trials instead of me if Isera hadn’t almost cracked his skull with a block of ice. But people are still streaming out through Golden Gate, making their way towards us, so they might not even be here yet.

Shit. We need someone who will step forward and take the lead. But they all just stare back at Isera with terrified eyes.

“Selena,” she says under her breath.

“Yeah,” I simply reply, since I know exactly what she is asking.

Summoning my magic, I sweep my gaze over the crowd until I find someone who I know people look up to. A jolt shoots through me when I spot the master of the Fishing Guild. My old boss. He has water magic, and he is over five hundred years old, so people have a lot of respect for him.

It will have to do.

I visualize a large burgundy flame of courage before me.

Then I shove it right into his chest.

Pleasure flows through me the moment it makes contact. I draw in a discreet breath of relief as those incessant cravings inside me at last fall silent now that the comforting warmth is flowing through me again. My eyes glow as I continue increasing the courage in his chest. I watch the hesitation fade from his features as determination instead takes its place.

Old insecurities try to rise up inside me.

I spent more than a century of my life trying to make this man like me so that I could finally move up in the guild instead of staying at the lowest position of fish cutter all my life. It never worked. Because of my magic type, he never trusted me enough to promote me to a different position. I spent years trying to prove to him that I would never use my magic against anyone in the guild. That I was not that kind of person.

And now, here I am, doing exactly that.

“I will fight!” my old guild master calls, his voice ringing out across the crowd.

Several people turn towards him.

I quickly pull back my magic, but this time I leave that final thread on purpose so that the large flame of courage will continue to burn in his chest. Then I immediately move on to another person. Shoving a burgundy flame of courage into that guy as well, I increase it until he also volunteers. Then I do the same to another person. And another.

Every time, I leave that final thread behind so that the courage remains. That way, they won’t realize that they’re only feeling brave because I am forcing them to be brave.

As if she can read my mind, Isera whispers gently, “They will hate you for this.”

Her words seem to clang through my soul. Because it’s true. Once this war is over and I cut those final threads that I have left behind on purpose this time, these people will go back to normal and feel the stark contrast between their real feelings and what I forced them to feel. They will know that I manipulated their emotions. And then, they will hate me.

A few months ago, that would have broken me.

Now, it doesn’t bother me at all.

I don’t care if the entire Seelie Court hates me.

As long as we win, as long as Jessina dies, it’s all worth it.

Even if it makes me a villain.

So instead of feeling dread and pain, I simply reply, “I know.”

And then I continue using my magic.

Eventually, the rest of the crowd gets swept up in the show of bravery that I’m forcing the others to display, so they start volunteering on their own. The only problem is that I don’t know how to stop.

More, more, more, my mind keeps chanting every time I pull my magic back.

I almost scream out loud in frustration as I yet again fail to block it out. Pleasure surges through me as I use my magic again.

Just one more time, my mind insists.

While Isera starts directing people to different locations and organize how this bonding ritual is going to play out, I try to force myself to break the connection to my magic yet again. But the moment I do, my soul screams in panic at the crushing regret that rushes in to replace that comforting warmth.

I summon another flame. But right before I can shove it into another chest, Alistair sucks in a sharp hiss.

The sound sends a flare of panic through me, and I’m suddenly terrified that he has figured out what I’m doing. That fear is enough to snap me out of the destructive spiral, and I just barely manage to release the grip on my magic fully.

My heart pounds as I turn to Alistair. But he isn’t looking at me.

“Draven,” he says instead, his eyes locked on a group of people a little to our right. “Tell the other shifters not to bond those people.”

Draven slides his gaze towards the group Alistair is indicating before meeting his eyes again and raising an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Those are a few of the people who held me down and burned me.” Rage flares up in his eyes. “They’re turncoats. Don’t trust them with anything.”

After memorizing their faces, Draven dips his chin in a nod. “Understood.”

Alistair drags in a shuddering breath and rakes his fingers through his curly blond hair, as if trying to compose himself. But I think it’s more to hide the fact that his hands are shaking.

The sight of it makes fury surge through my soul. Turning towards the group, I mark their faces as well.

Do it, do it, do it, my mind urges.

And I want to. Goddess above, I want to.

I want to shove emotion after emotion into each of their chests and torment them until their minds break. Both because of what they did to Alistair, and because it would let me use my magic on someone without feeling guilty about it. I flex my fingers as that addictive need sears through my every vein, infusing the rage I already feel.

Dragging in a highly controlled breath, I tear my gaze from them and force myself to turn away. With enormous effort, I manage to convince myself not to follow my impulses and torture them.

This time.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



There were no bodies in the Golden Palace. I don’t know what would have been worse. Going there and finding the rotting corpses of my parents. Or going there, as I did, and finding nothing. Just like Isera, I don’t feel like I can get any closure at all without knowing what happened to their bodies. So after my futile visit to the Golden Palace, I came here. To the one place I really shouldn’t be in right now.

My chest tightens so painfully that I can barely get a single breath down as I stand there in the empty kitchen of my parents’ house. Because it is empty. Not just deserted. Empty.

Tears burn hot against my eyelids as I turn in a slow circle, right in the place where our kitchen table used to be. There is nothing in here. The scratched table is gone. The chairs are gone. All the plates and the cutlery. The curtains. Even the new drinking glasses that my parents were finally issued years after I broke the first ones. All of it. Gone.

I try to swallow past the thickness in my throat, but it doesn’t work, so I walk back into the living room instead. My footsteps echo against the bare walls. The couch, the small table, the frayed carpet, my mother’s boxes of needles and thread, all of it… gone.

No air is making it down to my lungs, so I start drawing in faster breaths to make up for it. But that just makes my head spin.

I stare at the space where the couch used to be. Images of my parents sitting there side by side flash before my eyes. Images of both before and after I ruined everything with my magic. Happy memories from when I was a small child flit through my mind like elusive butterflies. I was so young back then that I can’t fully remember everything. Just bits and pieces.

Warmth and safety as I was nestled on my mother’s lap while she hugged me. A thrill racing through my body as my father picked me up and spun me around. Smiles. Laughter. The before.

Then the after. Anger and resentment. Yelling and accusations. Tears and frustration and orders to leave them alone. To get out. To stop. Hatred. Broken screams that I ruined everything.

And the worst part of all is that I might have been able to fix it. Now that I am able to see that final thread that remains when I create an emotion out of nothing, I could have removed the hatred from my parents’ chests. If it was there. We could have become a real family again. If I had checked on them sooner. If I had told them to hide after I pissed off Jessina. If I had done a million things differently.

But I didn’t.

A sob slips from my lips, and my knees buckle. I crash down hard on the ground there in the middle of the living room while the brutal reality of my life hits me like a violent assault.

I will never get to introduce Draven to my parents. They will never know that I have found a fated mate who sees me for who I really am and loves all parts of me. That I have found happiness and that I have a wonderful future waiting for me just beyond the horizon.

My parents will never meet their grandchildren. I will never get to ask my mom for advice on childbirth. Or marriage. Or anything at all.

And worst of all, always worst of all, I will never know if they loved me.

Tears stream down my face as I bow forward over my knees and press my hands to the cold floor while gasping in breaths that never make it to my lungs. Unending grief and regret press down on my back like a boulder, crushing me against the floor.

I don’t know what happened to their bodies. I don’t know if they loved me. I don’t know anything. There are no answers. No closure. Just agonizing, unending regret.

My chest aches and my heart hurts so badly that I wish I could rip it out of my body.

I can’t be in here. I can’t see these empty rooms and the memories that echo like ghosts between the bare walls. I can’t keep feeling like this. I’m going to die. Oh Goddess, I’m going to die.

Shoving myself up from the floor, I stagger a few steps while my head spins. Then I run for the door. Shouldering it open, I stumble out into the late summer night. The warm air wraps around me like a blanket, but it doesn’t feel comforting. It feels as if it’s trying to suffocate me.

I pull desperately at the collar of my shirt as I stagger down the street, but no matter what I do, I can’t get rid of the feeling that I’m being strangled to death. I need my magic. I need the comfort. The pleasure. Just a little boost. Just to break through this panic and regret. Oh Goddess, I need it. I need it so fucking badly. I need⁠—

My gaze snags on a group of people inside the building right next to me. Coming to an abrupt halt, I slowly turn towards the window and stare in right through it while my heart pounds like a battle drum inside me. Because it’s them. The group that Alistair pointed out earlier. Some of the traitors who held him down and burned him to prove to the dragon shifters that they were good little fae.

This time, I don’t even hesitate. Because I need this.

No, I mean, Alistair needs this. I’m doing this for Alistair. That’s it. It’s not for myself. It’s only for Alistair.

Liar, my mind whispers.

I block it out and just yank the door open.

All five people inside the kitchen on the other side jump in surprise. Twisting in their chairs, they stare at me with wide eyes as I stalk inside. I know that I should probably close the door behind me, but I can’t concentrate on anything else right now. All my brain is focused on is the pleasure that will hit me in two seconds. It consumes every thought in my head. Like a drowning woman anticipating a life-saving breath.

“What are you doing?” the guy on the left blurts out.

“Wait,” the woman next to him begins as she squints at me. “Aren’t you⁠—”

I create a black flame of despair and slam it into her chest.

She bursts out crying.

The others whirl towards her in shock while indescribable pleasure floods my whole soul. I gasp in a deep breath, my lungs finally expanding fully. Warm comfort wraps around me like the perfect hug, and I suddenly feel like I’m floating on a soft cloud. The woman crumples down from the chair and sobs on the floor as I increase the despair in her chest until it consumes her whole body. My soul thrums.

That’s it, I tell myself. I’ve broken through the pain and regret now, so I know that I should release the grip on my magic. But I just… I just need a few more seconds.

“Darla,” the guy next to her yells. “What the hell is going on?”

The woman, Darla, continues wailing on the floor. Pleasure pulses inside me. I make sure to keep all of those emotions firmly on my side of the mate bond so that Draven won’t feel it.

“You!” another guy screams, snapping his gaze to me. “What the hell are you doing?”

The first man gasps. “Selena! That’s Selena. The one they call Soulstealer.”

Fuck. Yanking my magic back, I leave the despair in Darla’s chest and then summon a new flame of despair. Grief and regret tear through my soul again now that the pleasure is gone, so I quickly shove my magic into the first guy’s chest.

He starts bawling his eyes out as well.

Pleasure floods my body again.

The other three, now realizing that this is fully my doing, leap up from their seats. I quickly cut off the flow of my magic and create new emotions. They crumple to the floor, one after the other, as I slam massive flames of despair into their chests.

Once they’re all sobbing and gasping on the floor in hopelessness, I try to force myself to leave. I’ve gotten the boost of magic that I needed. And I’ve taken revenge on the people who hurt my friend. This is enough. I know that this should be enough.

But I still can’t force myself to leave.

My whole soul is begging to feel that addictive pleasure again.

So I create another emotion.

And then another.

And another.

The five people before me writhe and cry and beg on the floor as I shove emotion after emotion into their bodies. My head rings from the noise, but I can’t stop. Every time I break the connection to my magic, my mind screams at me to do it again. And all I can do is to listen. I can’t deny myself that wonderful pleasure. I can’t ignore the terrible craving.

Dropping down on my knees, I gasp in breaths and flex my hands as I create more and more emotions. The people before me shake and tremble on the floor. I know that I should stop. I know that this is wrong. But I just can’t handle it. I can’t fucking handle it!

That terrible craving is too strong. I’ve tried to deny it for so long now. Ever since I lost control in Orion’s dungeon. But it’s impossible to ignore. And once I’ve begun, it’s impossible to stop too.

The more I use my magic, the stronger the addictive need gets. And now, my need is stronger than my willpower.

Tears spill down my face. Because deep down, I recognize that there is something seriously wrong with me. But the rest of me doesn’t care. As long as I can feel that wonderful pleasure, I don’t care about anything else. I don’t need to eat or drink or sleep. All I need is this. I will stay here for eternity. I will⁠—

Darla’s heart gives out.

The pleasure is abruptly cut off as she dies.

The loss of that comforting warmth is like a kick to the chest. Panicked, I create another emotion and shove it into the next person’s chest. But I’ve lost count of how many emotions I have already forced into their chests, and this one kills the next guy as well.

One by one, they all die while I claw in panic at the floor, trying to get that warm and comforting pleasure back. I gasp in broken sobs, trying to slam my magic into their bodies. But there is nothing left to connect it to. They’re all already dead.

Dread and panic and regret crash down over me as if someone has shattered the roof above my head. It buries me. Suffocates me. Curling up on the floor, I claw at the ground and my own chest in an attempt to physically rip the emotions out of my soul. But it doesn’t work. Desperate tears stream down my cheeks.

I want it back. I want that comforting pleasure back. I need it. Without it, I’m going to die. I don’t⁠—

“Oh, Selena.”

Still lying on the floor, I jerk my head up and stare in panic at the door while a mountain of dread crashes over me.

Orion Nightbane is standing there in the open doorway, watching me.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



Orion’s black and silver eye remains fixed on me for a few more seconds. Then he sweeps his gaze over the five dead bodies on the floor. He lets out a sigh.

“Jocasta warned me about this,” he says. “That the strength of your magic would make the side effects worse as well.”

“I’m fine. It’s nothing,” I blurt out, desperately trying to make the lie sound convincing. But the fact that I’m still lying on the floor with my body shaking from need isn’t exactly helping. “I just⁠—”

“Lost control?” He holds my gaze.

Shame erupts inside me. It pulses through my entire chest like liquid fire, and it’s so intense that it actually overshadows that desperate need for magic.

Orion lets out another sigh and then starts to turn around. “That’s it. I’m telling Draven.”

“No!” I scream, panic crackling through me. I try to push myself up from the floor, but my body is still shaking so hard with that addictive need that I can’t make my limbs support me. A sob rips from my throat as I desperately stretch my arm towards Orion’s feet, as if that can stop him. “Please. Orion, please, I’m begging you. Don’t tell Draven. I don’t want to burden him. Don’t⁠—”

But the Unseelie King just walks straight out the door.

Broken sobs escape my lips, and tears stream down my cheeks. Letting my arm fall back down, I curl up on the floor and cry while searing shame and burning self-disgust claw at my soul.

I have never hated myself as much as I do in that moment.

After last time, I swore that I would never lose control like this again. That something like this would never happen again. I swore that I could handle it. That I was strong enough to resist the urges.

But now, I’m lying here shaking on the floor with five dead bodies around me, and all I can think about is still only that addictive feeling of comfort and how much I want to feel it again. It’s sick. I want to crawl out of my own skin. I feel dirty. I want to scrub my body until it’s red. I want to throw up.

Drawing my knees up to my chest, I gasp out broken sobs while tears stream down my cheeks.

I just want someone to hug me and tell me that everything is going to be okay. I want this war to be over. I want my mom and dad. I want to go home. I don’t want to hurt like this anymore. I don’t want to fight anymore. Oh Goddess, I’m so tired of fighting.

But nothing is okay. This war isn’t over. My parents are dead. I don’t have a home. Everything always hurts. And when the sun rises, I somehow still have to find the strength to get up and fight the worst battle of our entire era.

I just want to see the world with Draven and laugh with my friends and eat good food and make love and live. I want to⁠—

“Selena.”

Draven. Just hearing his voice makes me cry even harder. I don’t want him to see me like this. I want to be strong for him. I want to be the one who takes care of him.

My chest aches as he gently slides his arms underneath my body and picks me up from the floor. I drag in shuddering breaths, tears still flowing down my cheeks, as he hugs me tightly to his chest.

“You’re going to be okay,” he murmurs into my hair. “Everything is going to be okay.”

He starts moving towards the kitchen table. But then he seems to remember that there is never any food in people’s homes in the Seelie Court. Because of the one meal system, we can’t actually cook, so the kitchen is only a room that people sit and eat in after bringing back food from one of the taverns.

When Draven remembers that, he instead strides out the door, leaving the five dead bodies behind. With me still in his arms, he walks straight into the closest tavern and bellows, “Get out!”

All the fae who were gathered there jump in surprise and then quickly scurry out the door. I don’t even have enough strength left in me to be embarrassed.

Draven gently sets me down on a chair close to the bar. Then he strides into the kitchen. Pots clang and plates clank for a few seconds before he returns with a whole assortment of food.

Steam rises in lazy swirls from both a bowl of stew and an entire loaf of warm bread. Glass jars with various vegetables produce small thuds as Draven sets them down on the table around the bowl. Then he goes back and grabs a large mug and a pitcher of water.

My stomach rumbles as the heavenly scent of food fills my lungs. I draw in deep breaths, trying to get my body to stop trembling, while Draven pours water into the mug before me.

“Eat,” he says. “You’ll feel better after you eat a little.”

I swallow thickly. Bitter shame still rolls through my stomach, making me feel sick. But I force myself to pick up the spoon and eat some mutton stew while Draven sits down opposite me. A small breath of relief escapes me when the food warms my shaking body. I tear off a piece of bread before dipping it in the stew. Closing my eyes, I let out a tiny broken moan as I chew the heavenly food. I’ve been eating mutton stew like this all my life, but it has never tasted this good.

Draven was right. The food does make me feel better.

For a few minutes, we just sit there in silence while I eat the stew and bread. Draven watches me from where he is sitting opposite me, but I don’t dare to raise my gaze and meet his eyes because I don’t want to see the expression on his face.

Grabbing the mug, I gulp down half of the water in it. He just refills it again. I eye the jars of vegetables, but just mustering the energy to open the lids and fish them out of the liquid inside feels like trying to scale a mountain right now, so I leave them be.

Once all the stew is gone, along with the entire loaf of bread, I take another long drink of water. I do feel better now. That insistent urge to use my magic is still there, but my body is no longer shaking with the need for it. The food brought strength back to my body, the tears have stopped, and I feel like I can think clearly again. But I still don’t dare to look into Draven’s face.

I set the mug down on the table again.

Silence hangs over us for a few more seconds. I brace myself for whatever Draven is about to say.

“How long have you been battling this on your own?”

I snap my gaze up to his face, because that was not at all what I had been expecting him to say. And when I meet his eyes, my heart squeezes tight. Because there is no judgement whatsoever on his face. Not one single shred of it. No disgust. No disapproval. Nothing but pain and unending love swirl in his eyes when he holds my gaze.

I draw in an unsteady breath. “I, uhm…”

“Orion told me that this incredibly addictive pleasure is a side effect that happens when you create emotions out of nothing, and that it’s stronger for you because of the depth of your raw magic.” His eyes sear into mine. “Have you been battling this on your own ever since the Great Games in the Unseelie Court?”

“I, uhm…” I clear my throat. “Yes.”

Pain pulses in his eyes. Letting out a long sigh, he gets up from the chair and walks around the table so that he reaches the chair next to mine instead. After dragging that even closer to me, he sits down and wraps his arms around me. A small sob escapes me as he pulls me close to his chest. I wrap my arms around him as well. His warmth and his wonderful scent envelop me as he hugs me tightly. I cling to his body, desperately trying to piece myself back together again.

He kisses the top of my head and then pulls back enough that he can meet my eyes again. Cupping my cheeks, he holds my gaze.

“I know what it’s like to be alone and always have to carry everything myself,” he says, his voice gentle. But his eyes are serious, and his hands are firm on my cheeks. “And I know that you have done it all your life too. But you are not alone anymore.”

I swallow against the thickness in my throat.

“I could have helped you carry this,” he says, shaking his head at me while that pain still flickers in his eyes.

“I didn’t want to burden you,” I press out in a broken whisper. “I wanted to make your life easier. Not harder.”

“Being partners is not just about sharing the good. It’s also about leaning on each other when things get bad.”

I swallow thickly again.

“I lean on you a lot,” he continues, sincerity brimming in his eyes. “More than I think you realize. Before, I used to always feel like I had to come up with all the plans and make sure that everything is running smoothly. But I never feel like that anymore, because I know that you are always right here with me. I know that if I miss something or make a mistake or can’t figure something out, you will still get us all through it. You’re wickedly smart and strong and capable, and I trust you more than anyone. Everything you do, and even when you don’t do anything, just knowing that I have someone as extraordinary as you by my side, takes an enormous weight off my shoulders.”

A broken noise escapes my throat at the utter comfort his words bring.

“I lean on you for everything,” he says, emotions shining in his eyes. “All the time. So please, let me do the same for you.”

Another unsteady breath escapes me, and I swallow again while trying to hold back the tears burning behind my eyes. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. I just… I didn’t want anyone to know.” I bite my lip. “I’ve finally proven to everyone that I’m an asset. And I’m just worried that people will think that I’m the weak link if I admit that I’m struggling with the effects of my own magic.”

“Do you really believe that I would ever think that you’re weak?”

“No.”

“How about Isera and Alistair? After everything they’ve seen you go through, everything they’ve seen you accomplish, everything you’ve done for them and for all of us, do you really think they would ever see you as the weak link?”

“Well, uhm… no, I guess not,” I admit.

“Then who are you worried about?”

“I don’t know. Everyone except you?”

“And what are you worried about?”

“That everyone will think I’m the weak link. I don’t want to be the weak link!”

“Do you think you’re the weak link?”

“No. I am struggling with these side effects, I will admit that. But it’s just one part of me.” That age-old frustration of always having to prove myself to others bubbles up, and the anger helps chase away some of the self-disgust. “Everything else about me is still the same. I’m still an asset. I always have been.” Then I glance away as worry blows through me again. “But I’m worried that if people know about this one thing that I’m struggling with, it will make them think that I’m untrustworthy and unreliable again.”

Draven heaves a long sigh. Dropping his hands from my cheeks, he instead reaches towards one of the glass jars. I blink at him in surprise as he holds up the jar in front of my face.

“What’s this?” he asks.

I stare at the jar. Small carrots float around in the clear liquid inside, and there is a label on the front written in neat script which reads: Pickled Carrots.

Confused, I look up from the jar to meet Draven’s gaze as I answer, “Carrots?”

He nods. Then he sets down the jar and picks up another one. I watch in bewilderment as he rips off the label on that second jar and slaps it onto the first one. The first label is now covered by one that reads: Pickled Onions.

Draven holds up the jar in front of my face again. “And now? What is it now?”

I glance down at the new label, which is almost falling off, before studying the carrots that still float inside. With a confused frown on my face, I meet Draven’s gaze again and reply, “Uhm, carrots?”

“No. Look.” He points at the label he just put on it. “See? It says onions.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s still carrots inside.”

“Exactly.”

I just stare at him in bewilderment. He lets out a soft chuckle at my utterly befuddled expression.

Then he turns serious again as he points to the jar. “No matter how much I try to tell you that this is onions, it’s still carrots inside.” He sets the jar down before locking eyes with me again. “So it doesn’t matter what someone else thinks you’re made of or says you’re made of. It still doesn’t change what you’re actually made of.”

A baffled laugh, full of sheer relief escapes me. The whole demonstration with the carrots and the onions is so ridiculous and absurd that it actually works.

He lets out another chuckle as well when he hears me laugh, and the pain in his eyes is replaced by only love as he looks at me.

“That was a very cute explanation,” I tell him, a smile on my face.

“Thanks. I worked hard on it.” Then seriousness blows across his features again, and his eyes turn grave as he leans back in his chair while raking his fingers through his hair. “I’ve struggled with things like this too, you know. For two hundred years, my people thought I was a traitor. But I knew that I wasn’t. So it didn’t matter what everyone else thought I was. It didn’t change what I really was. Took me decades to truly come to terms with that, though.”

Just hearing him admit that he has also struggled with things like this somehow makes me feel much lighter, and it makes me realize that I can be incredibly wrapped up in my own head sometimes. As if I’m the only one who is battling insecurities. But I’m not. Everyone is fighting their own war. I tend to always assume that everyone else is perfect and that I am the only one who has flaws, which is why it’s so difficult to admit those flaws out loud.

But I need to. I’ve been trying to convince myself that I can do this on my own. That I can handle this addictive side effect of my magic all by myself. But the truth is that I can’t. I need help.

So I drag in a bracing breath and finally speak the words that I should have said months ago. “I need help, Draven. I know that it doesn’t make me weak, but I’m still really struggling with the side effects of my magic.” I rub my temple while that incessant urge continues throbbing inside my skull. “That warm, comforting feeling of pleasure I get is incredibly addictive. Even now, during our whole conversation, half of my mind isn’t even listening because it’s busy begging me to use my magic again so that I can feel that pleasure.”

“Then let me carry half of it,” he says.

I blink at him. “How?”

“You can attach your own emotions to other people, right? Even emotions that you normally can’t create. Like love. And when you do, it lets them feel half of the emotion and decreases that emotion by half inside of you.” His eyes are dead serious as he holds my gaze. “So attach this feeling of addictive need to me. That way, each of us will only feel half of it.”

My heart beats hard as I stare back at him. “You want me to…?”

“Of course I do.” He draws soft fingers over my cheek. “I’ve already told you. You are not alone anymore.”

I swallow against the sudden thickness in my throat. My heart swells with so much love and gratitude that it feels like it’s going to burst.

“I love you,” I choke out. “So much.”

He smiles. “I love you too, little rebel.” Then he gives me a nod. “Now, do it. I don’t want you to have to carry this alone for even one more second. You’re mine, and I am yours. And we share everything. Our hearts, our minds, our souls, and everything that comes with it. The good and the bad. So let me help you carry this the way I should have done for months.”

I draw my fingers over his cheek, feeling like my heart is going to explode from the sheer amount of love I feel for this extraordinary man. He smiles and then nods, urging me to do it.

After drawing in a breath to compose myself, I let my hand drop back down into my lap and close my eyes so that I can focus on my magic.

Then I reach for that feeling of addictive need inside me. It thrashes there in my chest like a roaring wildfire. Grabbing it, I tentatively stretch it out from me and towards Draven. In my mind’s eye, I can see it whipping there in front of my chest like a vicious snake covered in fire. While one side remains stuck inside my own chest, I attached the other end of the emotion to Draven’s chest.

Relief crashes over me. It’s so intense that I actually gasp.

With half of the emotion gone, it suddenly only feels like a casual option, a suggestion, that I should use my magic again. Not an insistent demand. I can still feel it there inside me, but I no longer have to fight against that awful constant urge. It’s like feeling slightly peckish instead of feeling like I’ve been starving for weeks.

Snapping my gaze up to Draven’s face, I study his features for signs of discomfort. But he looks just like he always does. Calm and powerful and in control.

“How do you feel?” I ask, my pulse pattering.

“Mostly normal,” he replies. “I mean, I can feel it. But it’s nothing that bothers me or distracts me.” His eyes gleam as he gives me a sly smile. “The need to touch you after my side of the mate bond snapped into place last year was much worse.”

I laugh. It’s full of relief and gratitude.

He smiles back at me. But then he cocks his head while a considering look blows across his handsome features. “Won’t this drain your magic, though?”

“Yes,” I admit.

“What if you attached it to our mate bond?”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “How?”

“Try joining it with that bond. Like two threads that intertwine.”

While trying to visualize what he said, I reach for that flow of my magic between us and then imagine myself braiding it together with our mate bond. At first, the two forces just twist and roll, as if unsure what to do. But then with my gentle coaxing, they start to flow over and under each other, turning into a glimmering bridge that now shimmers faintly with my magic as well.

A stunned breath escapes my lips when my magical energy stops draining out of me.

I release the grip on my magic fully, but that flow of addictive need is now intertwined with the mate bond, and it doesn’t disappear even though I’m no longer actively using my powers. My eyes stop glowing as I snap my gaze up to Draven in stunned disbelief.

“It worked?” he asks.

I grin.

Relief and strength surge up inside me like a warm summer wave.

And suddenly, I feel as if I can breathe again.

The crushing regret that I will never know if my parents loved me is still there, but now that it isn’t being compounded by the intense addiction to that comforting pleasure as well, I feel like I can finally function properly again. I feel ready to fight. To scream. To rage and burn and destroy until Jessina Iceheart is bleeding out under the blade of my knife.

The difference between how I feel now and the black sea I’ve been drowning in for weeks is so stark that I suddenly feel drunk with power. I can do this. At last, I finally feel like I will actually be able to stand up and fight the battle that is waiting for us when the sun rises. And it’s all because of him.

Sliding my hand around the back of Draven’s neck, I pull him closer and kiss him hard. Then I rest my forehead against his. “Thank you.”

“Always, little rebel,” he whispers back against my lips.

I pull back, feeling that surge of fire and fury roar inside me. Draven has saved me. Again. And now, it’s time for me to save him too. To save us all. It’s time to bring down the Iceheart Dynasty and get everything we deserve.

When Draven notices the expression on my face, a wicked smile spreads across his lips as well. “There she is.” He draws his fingers along my jaw. “Let’s go win this war.”

“Yes. Let’s go get fucking everything.”
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CHAPTER FORTY



Finally feeling like myself again, I stride into the meeting with my spine straight and my head held high. Draven follows and closes the door behind us. Everyone else is already there.

On one side, Rin, Diana, and Ejnare are standing, wearing dragon scale armor in the color of their respective clans, while the leaders of the fae rebellion in the Seelie Court are clustered together opposite them. They’re casting wary glances at the many dragon shifters in the room before also shooting looks of confusion and disbelief towards the Dryad Queen and Lavendera, who are standing a short distance from them.

Our friends are spread out across the room. Galen is standing close to the door while Lyra has taken a seat at the table. Alistair is scowling at the nervous leaders of the fae rebellion, looking incredibly unimpressed. By the window, Isera and Orion are leaning back against the windowsill, their expressions unreadable as they watch the rest of the room.

“Alright, I know we all have history,” I begin as I come to a halt in front of the round table in the middle of the room. “But let’s put that aside for now and focus on what matters. Finishing this war.”

The leaders of the fae rebellion all snap their gazes to me, looking shocked that I’m taking the lead in this meeting. I sweep my gaze over the room. This very familiar room that I was never allowed inside.

We’re in a spacious meeting room upstairs from a tavern. A large, round table with chairs around it takes up most of the floor space, but there are a few shelves along the walls, as well as a fireplace at the back of the room.

I used to sit on a cold stool on the street outside, wrist-deep in fish guts, while the important members plotted and schemed in here. I wanted to help with that too, but because of my magic type, our leaders never trusted me, so they kept me stuck as a lookout the entire time.

But I have always wanted a seat at this table.

So now, I pull out a chair and take it.

The leaders of the resistance exchange a glance, but none of them dare to say anything. I deliberately turn towards them and lock hard eyes on them.

“Have a seat,” I say, a hint of challenge in my voice.

They clear their throats awkwardly and glance away before hesitantly drifting over to the table. Chairs scrape against the floor as they, followed by everyone else, sit down as well.

Once we’re all seated, I look from face to face. “We need to press the advantage. Right now. Before Jessina has a chance to recover.”

“She’s right,” Diana agrees. Her purple dragon scale armor shifts slightly as she leans forward and braces her forearms on the table. “I’ve never seen Empress Jessina this off-kilter before. We can’t give her even a second to catch her breath.”

“Was this part of the plan?” Vestra, one of the leaders of the fae resistance, asks. Her gaze darts to me for a second before she decides to look at the others instead. “Kill Emperor Bane in order to make Empress Jessina lose her mind so that she becomes careless and out of control, which would make it easier to kill her?”

When she puts it like that, I feel like that probably should have been our original plan. But technically, we had wanted to kill Jessina first since Bane is easier to predict. Vestra doesn’t need to know that, however.

So I just reply, “Yes.”

“Jessina’s greatest strength is her ability to plot and carry out complex schemes,” Draven picks up. “But now that she has lost Bane, she will be reacting on pure emotion. It gives us an unprecedented opportunity to finish this war without having to play a careful, long-term game. We need to hit her hard and fast with everything we have before she can process her grief and shock.

Yerion, who is another leader of the fae resistance, narrows his eyes in suspicion. “Someone who is consumed by grief and revenge is a very deadly adversary.”

“Indeed,” Draven confirms. “Jessina is ten times more dangerous when she is this unhinged, but she is also more likely to make mistakes.”

“But wouldn’t it have been better to⁠—”

“Bane is already dead,” I interrupt in a hard voice, cutting Yerion off. “Now, we need to kill Jessina. And we need to do that before her unhinged rage sharpens into something more cunning and lethal.” I level a commanding stare full of challenge on all of my former leaders. “Get on board or get out.”

They all gape at me, wide-eyed. As if they can’t believe their eyes or their ears. To be fair, I don’t blame them. The last time they saw me, I was an anxious people pleaser who never stood up for myself and always twisted myself into knots trying to get people to like me. I have come a long way since then.

Tension crackles through the room for a few seconds as they just continue staring at me, their expressions full of confusion and hesitation.

Then they clear their throats and drop their gazes.

And damn it feels good.

For years, I have craved power and respect. I want the acknowledgment I never received. I want them to realize that they made a mistake when they sidelined me.

It’s petty and vindictive, but I don’t care. The rage that I have been holding back for decades is already roaring freely in my soul. There is no putting it back now. I resent the way these people treated me, and it’s time they know that.

“We need to draw her away from Frostfell,” Galen picks up, smoothly moving the conversation along after my interruption. “Not only because fighting over a city is problematic, but also because we need to meet her on terrain that suits us more than it suits her.”

“Agreed,” Draven says. “We should⁠—”

“First keep the promises you have already made,” Lavendera finishes instead. Her pink and purple eyes are filled with steel as she holds Draven’s gaze before she locks them on me. “You promised me.”

My expression softens, and I give her a nod. “I know.”

“So where is it? Where is the Soul of Trees?”

“Orion said that it’s in the Ice Palace, remember?”

“Where in the Ice Palace?”

We all glance to Orion. The Unseelie King looks back at us all in silence for another second before clicking his tongue.

“Underneath it,” he says. “It’s encased in the thick foundation of ice that the castle is resting on. Apparently, burying it there was incredibly exhausting and difficult, which is why Bane had a bad memory from that time.”

A sharp hiss rips from the Dryad Queen’s throat. “It has been frozen in ice for six thousand years?”

She lets out a vicious growl that rumbles through the room like a volcano ready to erupt. The leaders of the fae resistance flinch and cast terrified glances in her direction before looking back at us for guidance. Since the rest of us are somewhat accustomed to the primal rage of the dryads at this point, we all just watch as the vines in her hair and clothes whip around her like furious snakes.

“You have ice magic,” Rin Tanaka begins, her dark eyes sliding towards Isera. “I know that you can’t make someone else’s ice disappear, but can’t you just move this artefact up to the surface?”

“It is not an artefact,” the Dryad Queen says.

“No,” Isera replies to Rin’s question. “If it’s buried in the whole foundation of the palace, I won’t be able to move the ice in a precise enough manner to lift out one small artefact.”

“It is not an artefact,” the Dryad Queen growls again.

Draven turns to her. “Is it fragile?”

“No.” She raises her chin. “It cannot be destroyed. It is not an artefact. If it was possible to destroy it, Bane would have done so after they fused the Mother Dryad with Lavendera.”

Vestra and the others stare at her in utter confusion, but we don’t have time to explain all of this to people who don’t need to know. So Draven just continues speaking.

“Then how about we just blow up the Ice Palace?” he says.

Across the table, Isera sits up straighter, interest sharpening in her eyes. “How?”

“Hector and the rest of the human rebellion planned to blow it up a few years back, but since that would’ve put my clan in danger too,” he flicks a glance towards Galen and Lyra before looking back at the rest of us, “I managed to convince them that it was a bad idea.”

“Wait,” Yerion sputters. “You were a member of the human rebellion?”

“I was a member of your rebellion too.” He gives them all a knowing look. “The white mask with the two crossed swords on it. That was me.”

Their jaws drop.

Smug satisfaction pulses through me as I watch them gape at Draven.

“Yeah, I hate to point out the obvious,” Alistair begins while raising his eyebrows at us all. “But the human rebellion is dead. All the humans from Frostfell are dead, remember?”

“No, they are not,” the Dryad Queen says.

We all turn to stare at her in surprise. When we were in Frostfell earlier to kidnap, or rescue, Lavendera, there was not a single human in the entire city. So we just assumed that the Icehearts killed them all after the failed rebellion I sparked.

“They are living in the forests outside the city,” she finishes, completely oblivious to our surprised looks.

Relief and anticipation wash through me. I turn to Draven. “Do they still have the explosives they planned to use?”

“Yeah.” He nods. “As far as I know, they left them stored in some of their safe houses. Not sure where, though.”

Lavendera shoots up from her seat. The move is so sudden that half of the table jumps and reaches for weapons. But all she does is to walk over to a shelf and pull out a piece of paper before returning to her seat. The paper rustles as she smooths it down before her. Then she starts sketching something.

“Uhm…?” Vestra says, casting a hesitant glance towards her.

“She does that,” Lyra says cheerfully.

“Alright, we need to split up,” I say, pushing the conversation back on track. “To get the Soul of Trees, we need to draw out Jessina from Frostfell. And to do that, we need to start the war. So all of you,” I sweep my gaze over the dragon shifters in the room, “need to take your armies and the fae you have bonded with and head to the battlefield.”

“Which is where, exactly?” Ejnare asks, his brow furrowed.

“Leave that to me,” Diana says.

“And we,” I motion at Isera, Alistair, and Orion, “will head to Frostfell to get the Soul of Trees, and then we’ll join you on the battlefield.”

“I’ll come as well,” Draven says. “You need a dragon shifter to fly you there and back.”

“Yes, but it can’t be you.” I meet his gaze. “You’re the leader of our army. If you’re not on the battlefield, Jessina will know that something’s going on.”

He clenches his jaw. I can see him about to protest. He doesn’t like the idea of splitting up. Neither do I, to be honest. But he knows I’m right, so in the end, he just forces out a long breath and nods.

“I’ll take you,” Lyra offers. “Galen needs to stay as well since he is the second-in-command. But I’m no one, so she won’t notice that I’m missing.”

“You’re not no one,” Alistair growls in a low voice.

Several heads turn towards him. Alarm flashes across his features when he realizes it. However, before he can say anything else, Lavendera yanks up the paper in front of her and then smacks it down in the middle of the table.

“Here,” she announces, and points to an incredibly beautiful map that she has drawn. “There are secret tunnels running underneath the castle in these locations. I’ve searched them all when I was looking for the Soul of Trees myself. It wasn’t in there, obviously. But if you plant explosives here, here, here, here, and here,” she points to several tunnels and rooms she has marked, “you will take out the support structure and the entire castle will collapse.”

For a few seconds, we all just watch her in surprise.

Then a wicked grin spreads across my mouth.

“Well then, let’s go blow up a castle.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



Anticipation flutters like erratic birds behind my ribs as I watch the fae of the Seelie Court pair up with the purple, blue, and orange dragons on the fields outside the city. This is it. After all our plotting and scheming, it is now time to enter the final stage of this war. We have weakened our enemies. We have killed Bane and forced Jessina into a state of unhinged rage. We have gathered our allies. We have strengthened our magic and our power with union bonds. And we have a plan.

Now, it is time to fight.

For our freedom.

For our loved ones.

For the people we have already lost.

And for our future.

Now, four dragon clans, both fae courts, and the entire dryad realm go to war.

One last time.

“Selena.”

Tearing my gaze from the crowd across the grass, I turn to instead meet the serious eyes of Vestra, Yerion, and the other leaders of the fae rebellion. I immediately tense up and brace myself for a fight. They’re not used to being spoken to in the way I did in the meeting yesterday.

“You have done more for our cause this past year than we have been able to accomplish in centuries,” Vestra continues. “I really hate admitting when I’m wrong, but what kind of leader would I be if I didn’t?” Her gaze is steady as she holds mine. “I was wrong about you, Selena. We were wrong about you. And I apologize for the unfair way we treated you all these years when you had done nothing but prove your loyalty time and again.”

My eyes widen in surprise. Out of all the things I had expected her to say, that was certainly not it. And to my embarrassment, I find that I’m almost a little disappointed. I’m just so angry at everything and everyone. After I threw the doors open to that rage inside me after I was forced to make Draven hate me, I’ve constantly felt that roaring fury burn inside me, and I desperately need somewhere to direct that rage. I want to be angry at her. At them all. Because I don’t know what else to do with all of this searing fury inside me.

But maybe I should just save that rage for Jessina instead.

After all, once I finally admitted how I really felt, I realized that there were two things I wanted. Revenge. And recognition. I wanted them to admit that they were wrong about me. I wanted them to regret that they didn’t trust me. I wanted them to see me as the asset I really am.

And now, they have.

So I draw in a deep breath and push aside the burning anger for a moment so that I can instead relish the feeling of, at long last, getting the recognition I deserve. It settles inside me, steadying my otherwise furiously roaring soul, and the ghost of a smile blows across my lips as I give Vestra and the others a nod.

“Apology accepted.” I hold out my hand. “Now, let’s go free our court.”

She smiles and clasps my hand while the others nod back as well.

After a firm shake, she releases my hand and then walks away with the other leaders of our resistance. I watch them approach the dragon shifters who they have bonded before I glance towards Draven. He is giving Lyra some last-minute orders before we leave. And apparently, Orion too. Though the Unseelie King just rolls his eye, looking half-amused, half-annoyed that Draven is trying to give him orders.

“Fenriel!” Diana suddenly calls a little to my left. “Just give me one minute.”

I look from Diana, who hurries over to some of her clan members, and then towards the red-haired fae man who is striding in our direction. His blue and gold eyes glow in the morning sunlight as he uses his powers to keep his magical hawk, Talon, summoned. The hawk rustles its wings where it sits perched on his shoulder.

Next to him, another fae man I recognize is striding along as well. Trevor. The guy with stone magic who probably should have won the Atonement Trials instead of me.

Both of them flash me a smile when they reach me.

“Selena!” Fenriel says in that wonderfully excited voice of his.

Warmth pulses through me. He was like this during the Atonement Trials too. Cheerful and excited. I’m glad to see that this past year hasn’t dimmed his bright personality in the slightest.

“Fenriel,” I reply, and then glance over my shoulder towards Diana. When I meet Fenriel’s gaze again, I raise my eyebrows in surprise and approval. “You bonded the leader of the Purple Clan?”

He blushes as he and Trevor come to a halt in front of me. “Yes. I can barely believe it.” His eyes glitter, and the words tumble out of his mouth in an excited hurry. “But she found out that I can summon Talon,” he pets his hawk, “and since her clan magic is animal magic, she thought I was perfect. I can’t believe someone so important chose me.”

“I can.” I hold his gaze. “You’re a good guy, Fenriel. You always have been.”

“See?” Trevor fills in, and draws a hand through his blond hair while giving Fenriel a knowing look. “That’s what I told you yesterday too.”

Fenriel blushes even more, but his eyes are full of light. “She even invited me to visit her homeland after the war.” Hope and excitement pulse across his face. “Talon and I will finally get that adventure we’ve always been dreaming of!”

“I’m so happy for you,” I tell him, and I genuinely mean that.

Fenriel and Talon are adventurers to their very souls. They deserve to finally see this extraordinary world that is waiting for us outside the thorn forest.

“Trevor!” a male dragon shifter in blue armor calls from close to where Diana is finishing up with her people. “Let’s go, man.”

Trevor raises his hand to him in acknowledgement and then looks back at me and Fenriel. Hope and anticipation gleam in his eyes as well when he smiles and raises a finger in the air. “When this is all over, and I’ve opened up that bakery I talked about, I expect both of you to come and try every single pastry I make.” His grin widens. “After I’ve eaten a boatload of them myself, of course.”

I laugh. “It’s a promise.”

He chuckles and gives me a nod. Then, with a wink to Fenriel, he jogs off towards the member of the Blue Clan who he has bonded.

Talon flaps his wings and takes off from Fenriel’s shoulder. With an excited call, he swoops towards Diana, who has now finally finished.

Fenriel gives me a playful salute and flashes me another smile. “See you on the other side.”

Then he too jogs off.

I watch both of them go, feeling oddly warm inside. It wasn’t long, but the time we spent together while we all competed in the Atonement Trials was so intense and so raw that it created bonds between us that can’t be denied. They’ve been through a lot too, and they deserve to finally live out their dreams as well.

After one last look in their direction, I walk over to where Draven and the others are still talking.

“You know,” Orion says, his eye slightly narrowed as he keeps his gaze locked on Draven. “Even when you ask for something, you somehow still manage to make it sound like an order.”

“That’s what I said!” Alistair exclaims, and points at Orion before looking back at Draven again and raising his pale brows expectantly. “See, it’s not just me.”

“You could try adding a please,” Orion continues, and flashes Draven a devilish smirk. “That might help.”

Draven flexes his hand, but before he can retort, Isera saunters over from somewhere on my left.

“You’re one to talk,” she says to Orion as the both of us reach the rest of them at the same time. There is a small smirk on her lips as she arches an eyebrow. “Or are you just jealous that Draven actually gets people to obey his orders while you have fruitlessly told me that I will submit to you how many times now?”

His eye glints in wicked delight as he shifts his gaze to Isera. “Careful with that tongue, little viper.”

“Careful with your commands, pretty boy. Or one of these days, I’ll show you exactly what I can do with this tongue.”

“Oh, I look forward to it.”

“Sure about that? Because that day, you will beg.”

“For you, I just might.”

Surprise pulses across Isera’s face, and whatever retort she had been about to give never makes it past her lips as a hint of red instead flushes her cheeks.

“Ready to go?” I say in order to save her from trying to recover before Orion can spot the faint blush. Though based on the way his eye glitters, he already has.

Isera quickly clears her throat and snaps her gaze away from Orion.

“Yeah, we’re ready,” Lyra replies with a grin. “We were just waiting for the two of you.”

“Alright then,” I smile back at her. “Let’s go get the Soul of Trees.”

After looking to Draven, who gives her a nod, she jogs towards a more open space a little to our right so that she won’t crush us with her dragon form when she shifts.

While she does that, I grab Draven by the arm and pull him with me a couple of steps away from the others. He follows but raises his eyebrows in silent question.

“Are you okay?” I ask, keeping my voice low.

The tether of magic that I braided into our mate bond yesterday is still there, sharing half of my addiction to magic with Draven. I’m fine. In fact, I’m better than ever. This level of craving is so far below what I’m used to battling that it no longer bothers me at all. But Draven didn’t used to have any of these feelings, so I’m worried that such a prolonged exposure to this urge will be hard for him.

I flick a pointed look towards his chest. “With what my magic is doing to you?”

His golden eyes soften when he realizes what I’m asking, and what I’m worried about. Lifting his hand, he draws his fingers along my jaw before brushing his thumb over my cheekbone.

“Yes, I’m okay, little rebel,” he answers. “I promise.”

And I can hear the sincerity in both his voice and his words. But I still can’t help but push.

“You don’t feel any of it?” I ask. “At all?”

“Oh, I feel it.”

Worry crackles through me, and my mouth drops open.

A sly smile spreads across his face as he slides his thumb over my bottom lip. “But not in the way you think. Or the way you do, I suspect.”

“What do you mean?”

“I feel a constant craving. But since I can’t crave the feeling of your magic, because I have no idea what it feels like, I instead just crave… you.”

I blink at him in surprise.

He slides his hand down to my throat and moves closer. “And I already wanted you, all the fucking time, before this additional urge was added.” His hand rests around my throat, keeping it in a firm grip. “So now…”

Heat flickers through me, and I lick my lips before prompting, “Now?”

“Let’s just put it like this.” With his hand still around my throat, he leans down and slants his lips over mine. “When this war is over, I’m going to handcuff you to my bed and fuck you into the next century.”

Pleasure rolls down my spine, and my core throbs. Sliding my hand around the back of his neck, I pull his mouth the final distance to mine and claim his lips in a possessive kiss.

“Good.” I smirk against his lips. “I’ll hold you to that.”

Black smoke washes over us as Lyra shifts into a dragon.

In the brief darkness, Draven cups my cheeks with a sudden tension. “Come back to me.”

My heart clenches. Tightening my grip on the back of his neck, I press my lips firmly to his. “Always.”

The smoke blows clear as Lyra flaps her massive wings and lets out a low rumble, urging us to get on. Isera, Alistair, and Orion start moving towards her.

I give Draven one last kiss. “I’ll see you on the battlefield.”

“See you on the battlefield,” he echoes.

Then I tear myself away and run over to Lyra. But my heart is beating hard when I climb onto her back and settle myself on her spine with the rest of my friends, because I suddenly have a really bad feeling about this.

I don’t like leaving Draven like this. But he needs to lead the attack on the battlefield in order to draw out Jessina. And I need to go to Frostfell since I’m the only one of us who has met Hector and Kath and everyone else from the human resistance in person.

But as Lyra takes off and I watch Draven remain there on the ground as she flies us out across the thorn forest, I can’t shake the feeling that something bad is about to happen.

And with every beat of Lyra’s wings that takes us away from the Seelie Court, that sense of foreboding only gets stronger.

We need to make it through this. All of us.

But now, I’m no longer so certain that we will.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



Smoke rolls through the forest as Lyra shifts into her human form the moment we’re all back on solid ground again. Through the trees, I can vaguely make out the city of Frostfell. Silver dragons are circling the gleaming Ice Palace and flying restlessly back and forth across the buildings that spread out below it. If everything goes to plan, they will all start flying off towards the battlefield soon.

First, Draven needed to meet up with the rest of his clan and the Unseelie fae they should now have bonded, and then they were all going to fly towards the battlefield while the Dryad Queen led her people there from the Unseelie Court. The only one who is staying in the Seelie Court is Lavendera, who needs to be close to the thorn forest when we give her the Soul of Trees.

Since the battlefield is closer to both of our courts than the Seelie Court is to Frostfell, Draven and the rest of our army should already have reached it by now. Which means that Jessina and the Silver Clan should have already gotten word of it. Which in turn means that they should leave the city soon.

Should.

Goddess above, I really hate that word.

“Alright,” Lyra says, and sweeps her gaze over the four of us. “I’ll circle around in that direction,” she points to the right, “and get as close to the city as I can without any humans or Silver Clan soldiers seeing me. I’ll try to get close to the Ice Palace so that we can get out of here and join the others on the battlefield as soon as possible.”

We all nod. She flashes us a smile and then takes a step back.

“Be careful,” Alistair blurts out.

Surprise flits across her features as she stops mid-step. Then her orange eyes light up and a grin spreads across her mouth. “Careful? Never met her.”

A small cloud of black smoke appears as she performs a half-shift. Her black wings flare out to her sides as she spreads them wide and flaps them.

“Ah, this is so freaking convenient,” she says, that smile still on her face.

Then she winks at Alistair and flies off between the trees.

Alistair watches her disappear, a strained expression on his face. His mouth is still slightly open, as if he wanted to say something else but never managed to get it off his tongue. With a sigh, he tears his gaze from her rapidly retreating body and instead focuses on us.

He jumps when he finds all three of us watching him.

Drawing his eyebrows down, he tries to appear threatening rather than embarrassed as he growls, “Not a word. Not one fucking word.”

I suppress a chuckle but keep my mouth shut. Thankfully, so do Isera and Orion. Instead, we all just take off at a run so that we circle through the woods outside Frostfell in the other direction instead.

My pulse thrums as we run through the forest. The Dryad Queen said that the humans are supposed to live in the woods up ahead, but there is still no guarantee that they will actually help us. They might be too frightened after the failed rebellion to try again. Or too angry with me for the part I played in it.

I sort through several plans for how to convince them to help us while we make our way towards their temporary camp. If we can’t⁠—

A bellowing roar echoes across the entire landscape.

It’s so loud that I miss a step when my hands fly up to instead cover my ears. Whirling towards the city, I stare at the parts that are visible through the trees. A jolt pulses through me as a massive silver dragon shoots up into the air above the Ice Palace.

Empress Jessina Iceheart.

Landing atop the roof of her glittering castle, she opens her jaws and lets out another deafening roar.

Silver dragons begin exploding into view all across the castle as well as the city below.

I draw in a sharp breath.

Looks like it worked.

Lowering my hands from my ears again, I exchange a look with my friends. This is it. Jessina and her entire army are about to leave. We need to finish this quickly so that we can rejoin Draven and the others before the full weight of Jessina’s forces descend on them.

Without a word, we all pick up the pace and sprint through the woods. Trees flash past in the corner of my eye as we hurtle towards the human camp while a mass of silver dragons takes to the skies. Their wings boom above us as they speed away from the city with Jessina at the head of their formation.

Leaves rustle in the canopy above us as the winds their wings create slam down over the woods, but the dragons never look down at the four shady fae who are sneaking along down there. Their eyes are solely on the horizon and the battle that waits beyond it.

“Not another step,” a female voice suddenly yells.

We all skid to a halt as a large group of humans step out from the trees. They close in quickly, surrounding us from all sides, and half of them are carrying bows. I quickly flick my gaze over their faces, searching for the source of the voice, which I recognized immediately.

“Kath,” I say, as my gaze finally lands on a young woman with dark blue eyes and red hair that falls down to her collarbones.

Recognition flits across her face. But instead of smiling at me, her expression darkens like a thunderstorm.

“You,” she growls, eyes flashing. “You’re the reason they’re dead.”

“What?” I draw back in surprise. “Who?”

“Hector. He and half of our organization died breaking us out of the Ice Palace, which we got locked up in because you led us into a trap!”

“I didn’t lead you into a trap. For Mabona’s sake, I had to fight my way out of it as well.”

“You fought your way out? Flying away like a coward while we had to fight in the streets!” She throws her arms out to indicate the forest around us. “Fight until we had to flee out here. Do you have any idea what it’s like to starve and scrape by like this?”

“Do not fucking talk to us about starving and scraping by,” Alistair suddenly growls from my right. Fire flares up and rushes down both of his arms while rage burns in his eyes. “And put the fucking bows down before I incinerate both them and you.”

Shock pulses through the circle of humans, and several of them cast worried glances between Alistair and Kath.

Then a sharp hiss sounds from my other side. I snap my gaze towards it and find a human man holding a knife to Orion’s throat. Orion, who couldn’t see the man approaching from that side because of his missing eye, stares down at the blade in shock. But his expression quickly transforms into humiliation at his inability to see the attack coming.

Isera slowly turns towards them. Two ice blades form in her hands, and the expression on her face is so cold and lethal that half of the other humans behind Orion stumble a step back. Fury burns like cold fire in Isera’s eyes as she stares at the knife pressed hard against Orion’s throat. Then she drags that freezing gaze up to the human holding the blade.

“If you put one single mark on his skin, I will carve your fucking heart out,” she says slowly, emphasizing each word.

Terror washes over the human’s face, but it only makes him tighten his grip on the knife.

Anger crackles through me. I don’t have fucking time for this. Jessina is flying towards Draven. I need to get to him before she can hurt him.

“I’m the reason you’re still alive,” I snarl, whipping my gaze back to Kath. Rage and frustration pulse through me like lightning as I stare her down from across the grass. “I’m the one who made the whole city erupt. If it hadn’t been for me, you and your precious little brother would’ve been executed!”

She hesitates, her gaze flitting towards the guy with red hair and blue eyes standing next to her.

“And now,” I continue, my voice still hard. “We’re here to offer you an opportunity to take your city back. To take Stonehollow back,” I add when I remember that this city used to be called Stonehollow before the Icehearts took it over and made it the Silver Clan’s home instead.

Several of the humans exchange glances at that.

“The entire Silver Clan is flying to a battle they will soon lose.” I stab a hand at the mass of silver dragons that still speed across the forest above us. “So now, we’re going to march right into the city and blow up the Ice Palace.” I keep my searing gaze locked on hers. “So do you want to keep threatening us or do you want to help?”

Almost all of the bows are slowly being lowered now, and the human who held a knife to Orion’s throat retreats while glancing towards Kath instead.

“This is your city!” I yell at them all. “Your ancestors built it stone by fucking stone. The Ice Palace sits on the ruined bones of your castle. Stonehollow is yours. The one place in this world where you belong fully and completely. The place where you can trace your history back through every age of this world. This is the place where your people have lived and worked and loved and lost and bled for generations. It is your land. Your home. It is time to take it back!”

A shuddering breath ripples through the whole crowd.

Then battle cries split the air.

“Spread the word!” Kath calls across their group, determination blazing in her eyes. “We’re going into the city to gather our explosives.” Her gaze returns to me. “And then we will help you blow that fucking Ice Palace to kingdom come.”

A villainous grin spreads across my mouth.

She matches it with a feral one that makes her look more like a wolf than a human.

“We’re taking our home back.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



Thick liquid sloshes inside the small barrel I’m carrying. I glance down at it, worried that the movement alone is going to set it off. Since I have never even seen, let alone handled, this kind of substance before, I have no idea how sensitive it actually is.

“Are you sure this is safe?” I ask, glancing over at Kath instead.

She and the other human rebels are all carrying small barrels as well. And so are Isera, Alistair, and Orion. Kyler and Peter are walking on either side of Kath as we sneak through the streets and towards the Ice Palace above. The only other human I met from their group who isn’t here this time is Ami. Apparently, she died along with Hector in the rescue attempt last year.

“Yes,” Kath replies. With a jerk of her chin, she tosses her red hair out of her face while hoisting the small barrel into a better position in her arms. “It’s safe to transport. Just don’t come near it with any sort of fire.”

Isera, Orion, and I all turn to look at Alistair.

Our snarky fire-wielder starts in surprise and then draws his eyebrows down in an attempt at an offended scowl. “What? I haven’t done anything.”

“Yet,” I say with a teasing smirk.

Orion arches an eyebrow at him. “Need I remind you that you blew up part of my court?”

“It was one building,” Alistair huffs. “And it was an accident.”

“Sure.” Isera’s eyes gleam as she slides him a knowing look while adding, “Flambé.”

An amused breath escapes his mouth before he tries to scowl again, which works poorly when he’s still fighting a smile. “Shut it, ice lady.”

“What even is this anyway?” I ask Kath while nodding down at the barrel in my hands.

“It’s sap from a really strange type of tree that we found growing along the foot of the mountain,” she replies. “At first, we thought it might be edible. But then when some people tried to cook with it…” She grimaces. “Well, boom.”

“But more importantly,” Kyler begins next to her. “How do we get it inside?”

We all trail to a halt as we reach the end of the street. Ahead, the path that has been cut into the mountain stretches up towards the Ice Palace. I tilt my head back and stare up at the massive ice walls that surround it.

The soldiers might have all left, but there are still people milling about up there on the mountainside. Probably the normal civilians who work as servants and messengers.

I adjust the small barrel in my hands, bracing it partly on my hip bone, while I consider our options. Fighting our way inside would be problematic. Both because Alistair won’t be able to use his fire magic without the risk of the barrels blowing up, but also because all the humans we have with us are so fragile. If they get hurt, it takes them a very long time to recover, and some wounds don’t even heal properly for them.

“You can show people someone else’s memories,” I begin, glancing to Orion.

It’s more of a statement than a question, since I’ve experienced it more than once, but he still nods in confirmation. “As long as they’re physically close.”

“There must be lots of people here who have bad memories from…” I hesitate, casting a quick look at the rebels around us, “when the humans attacked the castle last year. Can you show those memories to the people up there now? Preferably in short but repeating flashes, so that they think it’s happening right now. And then I can amplify that with my magic.”

He stares at me, eyebrows raised. “That’s… actually very clever.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Wanna try that again without the tone of surprise?”

A short laugh rips from his throat before he snaps his mouth shut. Cocking his head, he levels a sly look on me and clicks his tongue. “Careful now, or I might actually start to think we’re friends.”

“I thought we already were friends.”

He blinks, looking genuinely caught off guard. I just look back at him with my eyebrows slightly creased in confusion, since I did mean that sincerely.

“Did you seriously think we’re not friends?” Alistair presses, a scowl on his face. “Now, I’m actually insulted. Why else do you think I’ve been giving you ridiculous nicknames like squeamy? I don’t do that for just anyone, you know.”

“Uhm…” is all Orion manages to reply.

He looks from me to Alistair, and his black and silver eye is wide with both disbelief and a heartbreaking sense of hope. And I know why. I remember him telling me earlier that he has never had friends before. Since his goal was always to claim and then keep the title of Unseelie King, he has never been able to trust anyone.

Orion has never trusted anyone else before.

Isera has never trusted anyone else before.

Alistair has never trusted anyone else before.

And no one has ever trusted me before.

But after everything we’ve been through, we have somehow all come to trust each other.

“I hate to interrupt what sounds like a very heartfelt moment,” Kyler drawls in a voice that suggests that he isn’t really sorry at all. “But these barrels are getting heavy. You said you had a plan?”

Orion quickly wipes the expression off his face and clears his throat. Then he shoots Kyler a haughty look and declares, “One does not rush a king.” After clearing his throat yet again, he seems to finally compose himself fully. “But yes, we have a plan. I need to be closer, though.”

“Alright, so we start moving to the different underground tunnels you mentioned,” Kath picks up. “We need to split up anyway to reach them all.”

I nod. “Alistair and I will⁠—”

“No,” Orion interrupts. His gaze is hard as he sweeps it over me, Isera, and Alistair. “The four of us do not split up.”

“Why not?” I ask, perplexed.

“Because Draven begged me to keep you all safe.”

“You mean he ordered you,” Isera adds, a sly smirk ghosting across her mouth.

“He said please.”

“No, he didn’t,” Alistair comments. “I was there too, remember?”

“Fine. But he did ask. Which, coming from Draven, is practically the same as begging.”

“Uhm…” Alistair tips his head from side to side. “Not sure he even asked either.”

“Regardless,” the Unseelie King grinds out, and pinches the bridge of his nose for a second as if trying to hold on to his patience. “We do not split up.”

“Fine,” we all agree with a half sigh, half amused breath.

I turn to Kath and the other humans. “The four of us will handle the archives underneath the castle, since that’s the biggest space anyway. You can split the hidden tunnels between all of you. And we’ll also create the distraction, so once you see them all start running away in panic, make your way inside.”

She nods. “Remember to stick the rope firmly into the liquid.” Shifting the barrel to one arm, she reaches her other hand into her pocket and draws out a small watch. “Here. Set the rope on fire at exactly fifteen minutes before the hour is full. With the coating it has, it will take fifteen minutes for the flame to travel to the liquid. That way, everything explodes all at once.”

“Yeah, and I probably don’t need to say this,” Kyler adds, sweeping his gaze over us. “But whatever you do, make sure you’re out well before then. Because when this all goes kaboom,” he nods up towards the massive castle above us, “that is all gonna come crashing down all at once.”

I swallow as a hint of worry flits through me. There can be no mistakes now. We need to time this perfectly, or all of us are going to die.

“Noted,” Orion says drily. Then he turns to me. “Well then, shall we?”

After giving him a nod, I turn back to Kath, Kyler, and the others. “Good luck.”

Kath grins. “Let’s bring this son of a bitch down.”

The other humans let out dark chuckles, full of wicked anticipation. Then they all spread out, taking off along different paths up the mountain to reach their respective spots.

My friends and I exchange a glance. Then we start jogging up the slope as well.

The liquid sloshes against the sides of the wooden barrel as I run up the path with Orion beside me. Isera and Alistair took the lead, and they start pulling ahead slightly since both of them are more physically fit than I am, and Orion is wearing his impractical royal garments and shoes instead of proper fighting gear.

I scan the massive ice walls up ahead while the side gate draws closer. If there is a guard left there, he will spot us soon.

“Are you ready?” I ask Orion over the sound of sloshing liquid and my own breathing.

He gives me a long and far too knowing look. “Are you?”

A jolt shoots through me when I remember that he witnessed my horrible breakdown in the Seelie Court yesterday. Clearing my throat, I draw in a deep breath both to refill my lungs and to brace myself.

“Yes,” I reply. “Draven and I found a… solution.”

“Good.”

My heart skips a beat. That’s it? No other comments? No remarks? No pressure to explain what the hell I was thinking or what kind of miraculous solution we found to solve such a devastating problem?

But when I look at him, I realize that there is absolutely no judgement on his face. In fact, there never has been. The Unseelie King has a reputation for being cruel, but he is actually one of the most accepting people I’ve met. He sees people exactly for who they are. Not for who he wishes them to be.

A small smile blows across my lips. He and Isera really would be good together.

“Thank you, by the way,” I say, holding his gaze.

He raises his eyebrows in surprise. “What for?”

“All of it. For what you did for me in your dungeon. For what you offered me afterwards. For giving me time to try to handle it on my own without telling anyone. But also for actually going to get Draven yesterday. I needed help. But I was too desperate to ask for it. So thank you.” I smile. “For getting me the help I needed.”

His features soften for a moment in a way I have rarely seen. “You’re welcome.”

For a few seconds, we just continue running up the slope. I have to adjust the barrel several times as my muscles begin to tire.

“Will you tell them?” Orion eventually asks with a nod towards where Isera and Alistair are running a little ahead.

I consider in silence for only a moment before replying, “Yes. Yes, I will.”

And just speaking those words out loud lifts the final remnants of that heavy weight I’ve been getting crushed under all this time. I’m no longer ashamed. Addictive pleasure is a side effect of my magic. No matter what I do, it will always be there. There is nothing I can do to change it. Having to deal with those difficulties doesn’t make me weak. They don’t make me a burden. Everyone struggles with something. And just like my friends lean on me, I need to remember that it’s okay for me to lean on them too when I need help.

So yes, I will tell them what I’ve been struggling with all this time. And besides, I kind of need to explain to Alistair that I’ve already killed some of the people that he said he was going to ask for Isera’s help to kill.

“Who’s there?” a man’s voice suddenly yells from the side gate up ahead.

“Selena? Pretty boy?” Isera calls back to us over her shoulder. “Any time now.”

I look to Orion again and give him a nod. “Let’s do this.”

A villainous smirk spreads across his lips, and his eye begins to glow as he channels his magic.

Summoning my own, I throw it out across the entire Ice Palace in search of yellow sparks of panic. It connects to a mass of flames now that Orion is flashing nightmares through all of their minds. With a shove, I blow those flames into wildfire.

Chaos erupts across the castle grounds.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



Screams echo through the glittering ice halls as servants stampede towards the exits. I let out a huff as a messenger slams right into me while skidding around the corner. The impact makes me stumble back and hit the wall, causing the liquid in the small barrel to slosh loudly against the wooden sides. For one single second, the messenger stares at me with terrified eyes.

Then he bolts down the corridor.

“Watch it,” Isera growls as a group of panicked dragon shifters dart past, jostling her in their haste.

But none of them stop, or even look back at her. With my and Orion’s magic wreaking havoc with their memories and their emotions, the entire castle is lost in blind terror and a mad scramble to get out. I keep my magic connected, increasing all those flames of panic.

Pounding feet and screams of fear echo all around us as everyone we meet rushes for the nearest exit. And not one of them tries to stop us as we weave through the throng in the other direction.

Alistair jumps out of the way as two male dragon shifters come hurtling around the corner before sprinting down the corridor in the direction we came. After adjusting the small barrel in his arms, he shoots me and Orion a look.

“I knew that you were scary from the moment I saw you standing there smirking on the other side of your wards,” he says to Orion before shifting his gaze to me. “But you, I can’t believe I actually tried to pick a fight with you during the Atonement Trials. You’re terrifying as hell, Soulstealer.”

I laugh. Warmth spreads through me when I think about how far Alistair and I have come from where we started. When this is all over, I look forward to just sitting down and sharing a drink with him. With them all. Goddess above, we really do deserve that.

“It’s here!” Isera suddenly calls.

I’m just about to turn towards her, but right then, an entire group of servants pours out of the stairwell to our right. Leaping backwards, I press myself flat against the wall as they crash into the corridor so fast that they just end up shoving each other and not getting anywhere. I decrease the strength of their panic a little.

The chaotic shoving stops long enough for the first couple of people to untangle themselves from the rest and start sprinting down the corridor. Once that gap has opened up, the rest finally follow as well.

I suppress a chuckle and shake my head.

Next to me, however, Orion is swaying slightly. But he quickly braces his back against the wall to hide that fact. We all saw it, though.

“Orion,” Isera says, her voice sharp. She is standing on the other side of the hall, holding open a door that reveals a staircase leading downwards. But her blue and silver eyes are locked intently on the Unseelie King. “Save your strength.”

“Save my strength?” he huffs, trying to look indignant while also battling exhaustion. “Who do you think I am? Some kind of damsel in⁠—”

“Don’t make me threaten you.” She gives him a pointed look. “And besides, we’re already here.”

He draws his dark brows down in a scowl. But then the glow fades from his eye as he cuts off his magic. Dragging in a deep breath, he pushes himself off the wall and tries to walk as steadily as possible to the door she’s holding open.

Because Orion is larger than life in so many ways, I sometimes forget that we have a lot more raw magical power than he and the other Unseelie fae do. He’s powerful. Incredibly powerful. And if it was just one person, or a handful of people, he could keep going for hours. Like he did with me in his dungeon. But now, he has been using his magic on an entire castle full of people. At the same time. Without pause. Ever since we got here. No wonder his magic is draining unusually fast.

“Let’s go,” Isera says, and jerks her chin at me and Alistair. “The archives are apparently not the only part of this basement. Lavendera said that there are lots of storage rooms as well, and if we’re going to have time to set these explosions in every corner and get out before it all blows up, we need to get a move on.”

Alistair and I leap into motion. After cutting off the flow of my magic as well, I jog after Orion through the doorway, followed quickly by Alistair and then Isera.

Our feet thud against the steps as the four of us hurry down into the basement.

Once we reach the bottom, we end up in what looks like a library. It’s not as massive as the Green Clan’s archives, which occupy an entire building down by the barracks close to the city, and it’s not nearly as neat either. Rows upon rows of books look to have been shoved onto shelves in a haphazard fashion, and several of them even have loose papers sticking up from the pages. I sweep my gaze over the chaotic space until it snags on a map that has been pinned to the back of one shelf. It’s crooked, but it clearly shows this city. The name Stonehollow is written at the top in ink so faded that it’s barely visible.

The humans were right. This city used to be called Stonehollow before the Icehearts claimed it as their own.

“There are four corridors,” Alistair points out, and nods towards the four doorways that lead away from the archives in every direction.

“Then let’s split up,” I say.

“No,” Orion snaps. “I just told you. Draven⁠—”

“We’re still in the same place. Just opposite sides of what is basically one massive room.” Shifting the barrel into one arm, I pull out the pocket watch Kath gave me. My heart leaps when I see what time it is. Looking up, I meet all of their gazes while trying to swallow a sudden flash of alarm. “And besides, we don’t have much time.”

Their faces pale when I show them the time.

Since the humans didn’t need to deal with the distraction, they could just run straight into the secret tunnels at the edges of the palace grounds without interference. But we not only had to make it all the way to the middle of the castle, we also had to fight our way through a tide of panicked dragon shifters who were running in the other direction. It has taken much longer than Kath and the others estimated that it would.

Orion curses under his breath but jerks his chin down in a nod. “Fine, we split up. But we all meet back here before we leave so that no one gets left behind. The four of us leave together or not at all. Understood?”

“Yes, Mom,” Alistair says, a teasing grin on his mouth.

Orion shoots him a warning look. But before he can start to threaten him, Isera speaks up.

“How are we supposed to set these on fire at the same time if Alistair isn’t there?” she asks while casting a stressed glance down at the pocket watch.

“Oh, good point,” Alistair answers, and carefully sets down his barrel.

Then he walks over to the nearest bookcase, grabs one shelf and rips it out. Books tumble down on the floor in a heap, loose pieces of paper fluttering around them. I wince, but Alistair just stomps his foot down on the wooden plank, shattering it into smaller pieces. A small flame appears in the palm of his right hand while he picks up three pieces of wood with his other. They catch fire with a whoosh as he brings his hand towards one side.

“These will burn through pretty quickly, though,” he says as he hands each of us a burning stick. “So better hurry.”

“We’re supposed to set the rope on fire in four minutes,” I say, nodding down at the pocket watch, which we only have one of. “So count out four minutes in your head and then set it on fire regardless of where you are. Then we all run like hell back here. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” the others echo.

After exchanging a long look, which confirms the apprehension we all appear to be feeling right now, we take off in opposite directions.

My heart pounds as I sprint down the corridor.

If I remember Lavendera’s map correctly, there are supposed to be several twisting halls and storage rooms spreading out on all sides down here. Ideally, we will all be able to reach the edges of the space so that the explosions come from every corner. But we don’t have much time left now.

I draw in a sharp breath as the corridor splits into two up ahead.

Shit. Left or right?

Going on just pure instinct, I choose the left one.

The liquid splashes around in the barrel as I veer left and dart down the next hall. I make sure to keep the small barrel in my left arm while carrying the makeshift torch in the others, so that I don’t accidentally blow myself up. But the fire is creeping farther down the wood with every passing second.

I cast panicked glances between it and the pocket watch that I keep wedged between the wood and my palm. If the fire reaches the end of the wooden stick before it’s time to set the barrel aflame, I’m screwed.

While willing the fire to burn slower, I sprint down the next corridor.

A ripple of stress shoots through me when another fork appears in the path. Two more doorways. Since I took a left last time, I take a right now. While hoisting the barrel into a better position, I turn right and rush in through that doorway.

And come face to face with a solid wall.

Skidding to a halt, I narrowly manage to stop myself from crashing right into it.

With my pulse thrumming in my ears, I whip my gaze around the small space I’ve ended up in. A few empty crates are stacked along one wall, but other than that, the room is empty.

Indecision flashes through me. Should I set the explosion here or turn back and try the other corridor?

Making a split-second decision, I dart back out and then take off down the other corridor instead. I need to make it as far in this direction as possible to make sure that the explosions really take out the support structure.

Several rooms open up on either side of me as I run, showing more crates and piles of everything from linen to food. I ignore them all and keep going. More forks in the path appear, and I chose the directions randomly. While casting stressed glances at the pocket watch, I try to remember each turn I take so that I will be able to make it back in time for⁠—

I screech to a halt.

Dread crashes over me as I realize my mistake. The farther in I run, the longer it’s going to take me to get back. If I spend all four minutes running, it will take just as much time to get back. And then the time we will have to make it up from the basement, through the castle, and then out past the blast radius, will be even shorter.

A terrible clanging starts in my head. Mabona’s tits. I need to go back.

Snapping my gaze down at the watch, I find that I only have one minute left now before I need to light the rope on fire.

I whip around while a panicked noise comes from the back of my throat. Sprinting back the way I came, I cast desperate glances down at the pocket watch.

The fire on the makeshift torch splutters.

With a jolt, I realize that the added draft almost made the fire go out. Yanking it back so that it’s in front of me instead, I hold the barrel as far away from me as I can. My muscles shake from the effort, but I keep at it while I hurtle back down the corridor.

The seconds tick by.

I need to start setting up the rope soon.

Dragging in short, shallow breaths, I look more down at the watch and the torch than I do at the path ahead of me.

I skid to a halt.

Wait. Did I take a right or a left back there? I was so focused on the time that I wasn’t paying attention to the corridor. I was supposed to take a right, but now I’m not sure if I did.

The seconds continue ticking by mercilessly.

With a cry of desperation, I slam the barrel down on the ground right where I am. I can’t wait any longer now, or I will miss our set window of time.

After carefully placing the torch on the floor, I grab the small barrel with one hand and pry open the cork at the top. Then I yank out the rope that Kath gave all of us earlier. It’s coated in some kind of stiff material.

Ten seconds.

I shove one end of the rope into the barrel.

Eight seconds.

Grabbing the other side of the rope, I pick up the torch as well and quickly start unfurling the rope as I move.

Then that flash of panic hits me again. I don’t know if I took a right or a left. If I did take a right, I should keep going straight ahead. But if I did make a mistake and turn left instead, I need to go back first.

Five seconds.

Goddess damn it, I need to know.

Four seconds.

I will just have to run back and check quickly first.

Three seconds.

Placing the other end of the rope on the ground, I straighten it as much as possible.

Two seconds.

I bring the torch down to the rope.

One second.

It catches fire.

And the other end of the long rope falls out of the barrel.

I cry out in panic.

Throwing the torch aside, I sprint forward. I was supposed to go back and check that this was the right corridor, but now I don’t have time. I need to fix the rope.

With my heart hammering against my ribs, I race down the corridor. As soon as I reach the other end of the rope, I yank it up and then shove it back down into the liquid. After making sure that it stays there this time, I cast one last desperate look back at the doorway that may or may not have been the right one.

Then I take off down the hallway and pray to Mabona and every god who will listen that I’m right.

Corridors and rooms flash past on either side of me as I race through the basement while panic clangs like giant bells inside my skull. I take the same turns I did last time, but since the hallways all look the same and I didn’t have enough time to memorize what the different rooms looked like, I have no idea if I’m going in the right direction or not.

Please let it be right. Please let it be right.

Another doorway appears up ahead.

I throw myself through it.

And slam right into Isera.

She sucks in a sharp breath as I crash into her from the side, and both of us tumble down on the floor from the force of the collision. Pain pulses through my hip as I land on some of the books that Alistair tossed aside earlier when he ripped down the shelf. But all I can feel is the immense relief that flows through me when I scramble onto my knees to find both Isera and Alistair there.

“Mabona’s tits, Selena,” Isera huffs as she pushes herself into a sitting position as well. “You couldn’t⁠—”

She abruptly stops speaking right in the middle of her sentence. Her eyes widen in shock as she stares down at one of the books she almost landed on top of.

Confused, I follow her gaze.

A thick tome is lying there on the floor, and on the front, the title reads: Register of Fae Life Slaves.

Isera yanks the book towards her and flips open the cover right at the same time as Orion skids into the room.

“Done,” he announces. “Let’s go.”

I scramble up from the floor, but Isera remains there on her knees.

Emotions pulse across her entire face as she starts frantically flipping through the pages.

“Isera,” Orion growls. “We need to go.”

She doesn’t even seem to hear him.

“Now!” Alistair snaps, and reaches for her arm.

She yanks it out of his grip, ice curling like spikes along her arms. Alistair stumbles back, wide-eyed, but makes no move to grab her again.

Paper rustles as she shoves sections of pages back. Then a snarl rips from her throat and she slams the book over on the other side and starts from the back instead.

“Just bring the whole book!” Alistair yells.

I whip my gaze down at the pocket watch. We now only have ten minutes to make it up from the basement, through the castle, and out of the blast radius before this entire palace explodes. This is going to be tight.

“Isera,” I call. “We⁠—”

She sucks in a hiss. The pages fall open to reveal a drawing of a woman who looks almost identical to Isera. Lots of text is written on the other side. Pain crackles across Isera’s features, but she takes a firm grip on both pages and then rips them out of the book.

“Run,” she says as she leaps to her feet and shoves the pieces of paper into the pocket of her fighting leathers.

None of us hesitate.

Whirling around, we sprint back up the steps.

Air saws through my throat as we hurtle towards the door up ahead. We need to make it out. If we’re not far enough away from the castle when the liquid catches fire, we’re going to get buried underneath several tons of ice. And not even Isera would be able to protect us from that.

The door bangs against the wall as Alistair throws it open and darts out, followed by Isera. I cast a glance over my shoulder to find Orion falling behind slightly. Because he used up so much magic to clear the castle of people, he is still trying to build his energy back up, which isn’t exactly easy when we’re doing physically exerting things at the same time.

Reaching the top of the stairs, I grab the door before it can slam shut again after bouncing off the wall. Then I hold it open while Orion sprints out through it as well. He draws in deep breaths, trying to hide the exhaustion. But it lines every part of his beautiful face.

“We need to make it at least halfway down to the city,” Alistair says while he and Isera wait for us to catch up. “Otherwise, we’ll get caught in the debris.”

Isera’s eyes turn worried as she locks them on Orion. “Can you⁠—”

“I’m fine.” He takes off at a sprint. “Just run.”

We all lurch into motion.

Stress courses through my veins like crackling bolts of lightning as we race through the glittering ice halls and towards the closest exit. But at least the corridors are not clogged by panicked civilians anymore. I try to estimate distances in this massive castle as we dart around the next corner and into yet another hallway. Now, we just need to⁠—

“There they are!” a male voice bellows. “Attack!”

Skidding to a halt, I gasp as I find the entire corridor before us blocked by a mob of angry people.

Dread slams into me like a gut punch.

The horde of dragon shifters charges towards us.
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Fire roars down the corridor. The dragon shifters scream and throw themselves through the doorways that line the hall, barely managing to get out of the way before Alistair’s flames wash over them. Not all of them make it.

Short cries are interrupted as several people are incinerated on the spot. But the others rush out from the doorways and charge forward in a furious frenzy.

Isera shoves a massive block of ice towards them while I call up my magic and throw it towards our attackers as well.

“We don’t have time for this!” Orion yells from my left, still breathing heavily from his earlier exertion. “We need to get out. Now!”

Latching on to the bone white sparks of fear in their chests, I blow them into wildfires while Isera is forcibly shoving them all backwards with her ice in an effort to get them out of the narrow corridor so that we can make it past.

I cast another panic glance down at the pocket watch I’m still clutching in my hand while I flare the flames of fear even higher. But instead of it causing our attackers to flee in terror, it just makes them erupt into total panic.

Screaming their lungs out, they run back and forth while shoving blindly against each other and the block of ice. In their fear, they can’t seem to work out which way is out.

Isera lets out a snarl.

With a flick of her wrist, she lets the block of ice disappear.

The dragon shifters immediately start dashing towards us. I quickly break the connection to my magic and instead summon a violet flame of pain. With a shove, I slam it into the chest of the guy who is running at the front.

A howl of agony rips from his throat, and he crashes down on the ground. It causes the others behind him to trip over him. They tumble to the ground while the ones behind instead try to jump over them. But it buys Isera enough time to summon a new block of ice, an entire wall this time, and slam it right into them from straight ahead.

More cries of pain echo between the walls as the ice wall crashes into them with such force that the entire group of attackers is thrown halfway down the corridor.

“Alistair!” Isera calls.

“I know,” he yells back.

The ice wall disappears.

Then a tidal wave of fire surges through the corridor.

Panicked screams rip from our attackers’ throats as they desperately try to scramble to their feet and out of the way. But it’s already too late.

The roaring wave of fire crashes over them, and the almost blue-colored flames incinerate them straight away. Blackened bodies hit the floor with a thud as their charred corpses topple backwards.

“Run!” Orion snaps.

We lurch forward.

The stench of burning flesh hangs over the corridor. It makes my stomach turn, and I barely dare to breathe as we dart forward and jump over our dead attackers before we finally reach the other end of the corridor. Clutching the pocket watch in my hand, I cast another desperate glance down at it while we hurtle towards the side door that has finally appeared at the end of this next hall.

My pulse pounds so hard in my ears that I can barely hear anything else.

We have to make it. Please, Mabona, we have to make it.

Isera shoves the door open. It slams against the wall while the four of us leap out onto the stone ground outside.

The midday sun streams down from a clear blue sky, making the ice glitter like jewels around us as we dash towards the closest side gate.

In my hand, the clock ticks mercilessly.

Two minutes left.

Oh Goddess, we will never make it.

A cry of pure dread rips from my lungs as we race towards the side gate. The guy Isera killed on the way in is still lying there slumped against it, keeping it open for us.

We clear the gate.

One and a half minutes.

Wind rips through my hair and clothes as we sprint down the path along the mountain towards the safety of the city below. The secret tunnels that Kath and the other humans were rigging with explosions run underneath the mountainside outside the walls as well. If we’re too far up, the ground will explode right underneath our feet.

One minute left.

“RUN!” I bellow with all the air I have in my strangled lungs.

We pick up the pace, sprinting so fast that the mountainside blurs around us.

Thirty seconds.

The shadows from the massive ice walls that loom behind us still stretch across the ground. We’re not far enough away yet. When the explosion happens, the debris alone will be enough to kill us.

Twenty seconds.

My lungs burn and my throat aches as I run heedlessly down the path with my friends around me.

Ten seconds.

The shadow from the ice walls ends up ahead. If we can just clear it, we should be mostly out of harm’s way. We need to make it. We need to⁠—

The castle explodes.

A boom echoes over the mountainside, so loudly that it rips the air apart, and a massive shockwave pulses out from behind me.

I scream as my body is thrown forwards from the force of the explosion.

Hitting the ground, I try to twist my body to protect my head. Stones scrape against my cheek, tearing open the flesh.

“Isera!” Orion screams, the word tearing from his chest with such force that I can hear it even over the ringing in my ears.

While tumbling uncontrollably across the ground, I desperately search for my friends. But all I can see is the sky and the ground that flip over and over before my eyes.

Then I slam to a halt against a small boulder. Air explodes out of me from the hit. Gasping, I try to refill my lungs while also pushing myself up from the stones.

Shadows are falling over the ground around me.

And my terrified and disoriented mind can’t make sense of it.

But then my vision clears slightly. I blink hard, trying to stop the world from spinning around me long enough to see where my friends are. Alistair is lying on his stomach farther to my left, and his eyes are sliding in and out of focus as he tries to push himself up.

On my other side, Orion is already on his feet again and he is sprinting towards something. It takes me another second to realize what it is. Isera. She is also lying on the ground. Her head is right next to a rock, and blood smears both it and the side of her head.

I scream her name, but I can barely hear my own voice over the pounding of my heart.

Then the first chunks of ice hit the ground.

Stone and ice crash down over the entire mountainside as the Ice Palace, the massive ice defensive walls, and the ground it was resting on, all fall back down after being blown sky-high in the explosion.

Dread crackles through my spine as I realize what those dark shadows I saw earlier were.

Debris.

We are still in the blast radius.

I try to shoot to my feet, but the moment I push myself up, the world around me sways so much that my knees buckle and I collapse back down on the ground. Farther away, Alistair looks like he is screaming while he points his palm at the ice crashing towards us. But his fire magic fizzles out before it can even leave his hand since he can’t concentrate enough through his pain and dizziness to use his magic properly.

Blocks of ice smack into the ground all around us.

Scrambling away on my hands and knees, I barely manage to get out of the way as a chunk the size of a boulder crashes down right where I used to be. But there is no escape. I stagger to my feet and run, but I only make it a few steps before the next hail of stones hit. Throwing myself sideways, I roll across the ground to avoid the biggest ones.

Agony pulses through me as the slightly smaller stones rain down over me, burying my body. I desperately shove them aside.

Across the ground, Orion finally reaches Isera. My heart breaks as he throws himself over her unconscious body, protecting her with his own.

Boulders and blocks of ice slam down all around us.

Pushing desperately at the stones, I try to free myself. But my leg is now stuck underneath two of the bigger chunks. I scream in panic, trying to yank my leg out while a massive shadow suddenly appears above us.

True terror grips me as I whip my head back and stare up into the sky.

Because it is not the sky that meets me up there.

It’s an entire section of the massive ice walls that used to surround the Ice Palace.

And in that moment, I know that this is it. There is no escaping this. When that massive section hits, we are going to get squashed underneath it like bugs.

A furious scream of rage and hatred against this unfair world rips from my lungs as the ice crashes down.

But right before it can hit, something huge and black shoots through the air from my left.

My scream is transformed into a shocked gasp.

Lyra.

The ground underneath me shakes as Lyra in her dragon form lands above us. Her four legs hit the ground on either side of us all. I stare up in shock at the huge dragon body that now protects us all like a roof.

Then the massive section of the ice wall slams down.

Right on top of Lyra.
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Alistair screams. It’s such a raw and haunting sound that it feels as if someone is raking claws of ice down my spine.

Above us, Lyra’s legs buckle as the massive weight of the ice wall lands on her back. A roar of pain and desperation rips from her throat, and her entire body shakes as she forces herself upwards again so that we won’t get crushed underneath her.

“Lyra!” Alistair screams again, his voice breaking.

Tilting her right side downwards, she shoves up with her left shoulder and hip.

The ice wall slides to the right.

A boom echoes across the mountainside as it hits the stones. The impact makes the ice shatter, and blocks of it roll across the ground. I yank desperately against the boulders that keep my leg trapped, but it’s hopeless, so I just throw my arms over my head to protect myself against the chunks of ice that tumble down the sloping mountainside. Pain pulses through me when some of them roll right over me, burying me further, but now they’re at least small enough in size that they don’t cause any life-threatening injuries.

The moment the ice wall hits the ground, Lyra shifts into a human.

Black smoke rolls over the mountainside, obscuring my view. I push at the rubble I’m now buried under, trying to claw my way out of it. But my leg is still trapped.

“LYRA!” Alistair suddenly screams in a voice that rips the air from my lungs.

I snap my gaze back to the space where the middle of Lyra’s dragon body used to be. For a moment, all I can see is smoke. Then a strong wind blows it clear, and my heart just… stops.

Lyra is lying on her back on the stone ground. Her eyes are glassy with pain, and blood sprays into the air and drips down her chin when she tries to draw a breath.

Chunks of ice roll down the mountainside as Alistair shoves aside the blocks that were burying him. Pure terror pulses across his entire face as he staggers to his feet and runs towards Lyra.

Grabbing my leg with both hands, I once more try to yank it out from the stones that it’s wedged between, but it’s impossible. A short distance from me, a pile of rubble is moving as Orion no doubt tries to get the stone and ice chunks off him and Isera.

Alistair throws himself down on his knees next to Lyra, and he takes her hand with such heartbreaking gentleness that I almost sob. Her eyes flutter closed.

“Lyra,” Alistair yells. “Open your eyes.”

She drags in a wheezing breath and then coughs more blood onto her chin. But a soft smile blows across her lips when her orange eyes focus on Alistair.

“You… made it,” she presses out. Then she draws in a strangled breath and coughs again. “I… don’t think… I will.”

“Yes, you will! Take my magic! It will heal you.”

“Don’t know… how.”

My heart clenches. Of course. Only the Icehearts and the Commander of the Dread Legion gets a fae life slave. None of the other dragon shifters know the technique to take our magic for themselves.

Alistair whips his head towards me and screams, “Selena! How do I give her my magic to heal her?”

Both times that Draven was healed by my magic, when I wasn’t wearing an iron collar, it involved me giving it to him freely. The first time, in the pocket reality during the Great Games, I just did it without thinking. I offered my magic, he took it, and I gave it. Pure instinct in the heat of battle. No explanation behind it. If that had been the only time I did it, I would have no idea how to explain to Alistair what to do. But thankfully, the second time I healed Draven, which was in the cave after the battle above Rin’s floating isles, I actually asked him what I’m supposed to do when I give him my magic. And now, I’m incredibly grateful that I did.

After quickly recalling what Draven told me back then, I yell, “You’re supposed to open the gates to your flow of magic and release your grip on it, and then you just breathe the magic into her!”

Panic and confusion crackle across his whole face, but he leans down over Lyra and presses his lips to hers. I desperately try to pull my leg out from the rubble again, but it still doesn’t budge.

Alistair snaps his head up and locks eyes full of dread on me. “It’s not working!”

On the ground, Lyra coughs again. Blood slides down from the sides of her mouth, and her chest shakes when she tries to breathe.

“I don’t understand what I’m supposed to do!” Alistair continues screaming at me.

“That’s not… what I wanted… our first kiss… to be…” Lyra presses out, and then tries to laugh. But it just turns into a severe coughing fit that sends a cloud of blood spraying from her mouth.

“Visualize a door between your chest and your throat that you open,” I call to Alistair. “And then visualize releasing the grip on your magic like unclenching a hand.”

He presses his mouth against Lyra’s again. But then he snaps his head back up, and locks eyes with me. “It’s not working!” Fear and panic pulse across his whole face. “I don’t know how to visualize something!”

“Create an image of it in your mind.”

“I don’t know how to create images in my mind!”

“Iron, then! Grab something made of iron! Then you don’t need to visualize.”

He whips his head from side to side. Chunks of stone and blocks of ice and pieces of furniture from the ice palace lay scattered all across the mountainside around us.

“Tell me where!” he screams at me.

My heart breaks when I realize that he doesn’t want to leave Lyra to search blindly himself, because he doesn’t want her to die alone if he can’t find anything.

Pushing myself up as far as I can, I sweep my gaze back and forth over the mess around us, desperately searching for something made of iron.

“I don’t… regret… anything,” Lyra gasps out. Blood bubbles pop on her lips with every word. “Only that we… didn’t meet sooner.”

“You are going to live,” Alistair growls. At her. At the universe. At the gods themselves. Deep agony is written all over his features, and tears stream down his face as he cups her cheeks. “I love you, you crazy dragon shifter. So you are going to live. Do you hear me?”

A burst of light glitters in Lyra’s eyes, and another smile touches her lips. “I… love you too… you insane fire-wielder.” She drags in a strained breath. “What a life… we would’ve had.”

“What a life we will have,” he insists, his voice breaking on those final words. “The sun doesn’t die. And you, Lyra, you are the sun.”

She smiles. It’s a broken smile tainted with blood, but her eyes shine like the warmest of sunlight.

“I should have told you months ago,” Alistair says, tears still streaming down his face. “And I would have, if I hadn’t been such a coward.”

“You… were worth… the wait.” She coughs, and her gaze slides in and out of focus several times. Blood trickles down from the corner of her mouth. “And I… will wait for you… in the next life… too.”

A cry of pure agony rips from Alistair’s lungs.

“Alistair!” I scream as my gaze finally snags on something sticking up between two chunks of ice. “The pipe! Grab the pipe!”

“Stay with me,” he forces out, and presses a desperate kiss to Lyra’s forehead.

Then he shoots up from the ground and sprints over to the broken piece of an iron pipe that is wedged between two blocks of ice. Fire whooshes through the air as he melts them in a flash. The metal pipe clangs as it hits the ground.

Lyra’s chest stops moving.

“Alistair!” I scream.

Snatching up the broken pipe, he lets out a hiss as the cold iron touches his palm, but he doesn’t hesitate one second as he sprints back to Lyra and throws himself down on the ground next to her. With the iron gripped in one hand, he cups her cheek with the other.

But Lyra doesn’t open her eyes.

“Come back to me, sunshine,” he pleads.

Tears stream down his cheeks as he draws in a deep breath and then presses his lips to hers. Then he breathes out.

Lyra’s chest rises as he breathes both air and magic into her body.

And for those endless seconds, it’s as if time isn’t moving at all.

There is no mountain looming above us. No shattered ice palace lying broken on the ground all around us. No past. No future. Just this one moment in time.

Then the breath ends.

Alistair pulls back.

For one second, he just looks down at Lyra’s beautiful face. The iron pipe falls from his hand, but his other palm still cups her cheek. Then he topples to the side.

I scream as Alistair just falls sideways, landing hard on the ground. His body tips over and then settles so that he is lying on his back. His hand is only inches away from Lyra’s cheek where the two of them lie on their backs, side by side.

Neither of them opens their eyes.
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“Alistair!” I scream. “Lyra!”

I yank desperately against the stone, but my leg is still trapped.

Chunks of ice roll down from the pile a short distance from me. Then Orion’s arm finally becomes visible as he shoves the last of the rubble away. Pain and worry pulse on his face where he is braced on his hands and knees above Isera. As the final pieces of debris tumble away from them, Isera at last becomes fully visible.

Shock is written across her entire face as she lies there on her back, staring up at Orion. There is still blood on the side of her head, but intense relief washes through me just to see her with her eyes open again. It’s quickly drowned out by fear, though.

“Orion,” I call. “I can’t move! You need to check on⁠—”

Lyra gasps awake.

I snap my gaze to her as she shoots up into a sitting position and whirls towards Alistair. The confusion on her features is quickly replaced by terror when she finds him lying there with his eyes closed.

“Alistair,” she blurts out. Fear pulses in her eyes as she grabs him by the shoulders. “Oh God, what did you do? Alistair, what have you done?”

From the pile of rubble, Orion struggles to his feet and reaches a hand down towards Isera. But she just stretches out her arm to the side instead and shoots a sheet of ice towards Alistair. Lyra jerks back in shock when it stops right above his nose and mouth. Whirling towards Isera, she begins to speak. But before she can say anything, relief crashes over Isera’s features.

“He’s still breathing,” she declares, and then makes the sheet of ice fade out again with a flick of her wrist.

A sob of profound relief comes from Lyra’s throat. Turning back to Alistair, she slides her arms underneath his back and pulls him up so that his chest is pressed against hers where she still sits on the ground. His head tilts forward until it’s resting on her shoulder.

“Oh Alistair,” she breathes, hugging his unconscious body tightly. “You gave too much. You always give too much.”

I draw in a shuddering breath. Alistair is alive. He just gave her so much of his magic to heal her that he passed out from draining himself.

Because that is exactly who Alistair is. He comes across as angry and rude to people who don’t know him, and he doesn’t care about a lot of people. But over this past year that I’ve known him, I’ve come to realize that Alistair is one of the most loyal and dependable people I’ve ever met. He feels everything so deeply, which is why he only opens his heart for a very select few people. But when he does take someone into his very exclusive circle of trust, there is nothing he wouldn’t do for them.

By the pile of rubble, Isera at last grabs Orion’s hand and lets him help her to her feet. She winces and presses a hand to her temple while squeezing her eyes shut for a second. Orion watches her intently, but the moment she opens her eyes again, he quickly wipes the deep worry from his face.

Instead, he dusts off his rumpled garments and pretends as if he has been preoccupied with that this entire time.

After blinking a couple of times, Isera looks up at him, that stunned shock now back on her face. “You…”

That one word is all that makes it out of her mouth, but the expression on her face says the rest. You shielded me with your own body.

For a moment, Orion just looks back at her. The second seems to stretch into eternity. But just when it looks as if Isera is about to say something else, Orion realizes that his eyepatch is askew. In the chaos of it all, it has slid up so that it’s halfway on his forehead instead, leaving the bottom of his empty eye socket visible.

Deep embarrassment flashes across his face, and he takes a step back, looking mortified.

Yanking the eyepatch back down, he clears his throat self-consciously and moves farther away from Isera. And when he speaks, his voice only holds that nonchalant tone that he so often uses.

“We should help Selena,” he declares, and starts striding towards me. “And then get a move on. We still need to locate the Soul of Trees inside all of this… debris.”

She turns towards him and opens her mouth again, but he stalks briskly across the ground. Hesitation blows across Isera’s features as she stares after him. Orion just comes to a halt next to me and arches an eyebrow.

“Would you like my assistance?” he says, his teasing tone suggesting that he would like me to beg for it.

“If you make me say please, I will tell Draven that you let a boulder land on me,” I inform him.

“Ruthless.” He narrows his eye while trying to suppress a sly smile. “I approve.”

Crouching down, he grabs the side of the stone and then heaves upwards.

I suck in a hiss of pain as the pressure disappears but yank my leg out straight away. A thud sounds as Orion drops the stone back down. With my leg now pulsing from lingering pain, I crawl the final distance away from the rubble and then struggle to my feet.

My entire body aches, but when I put weight on my leg, nothing appears to be broken. I wipe some blood and gravel from the scrapes along my cheek. It will take us a few hours to fly from here back to the battlefield. That should be enough to heal most of my cuts and bruises.

I glance towards Alistair.

It should hopefully also be enough time for Alistair to regain consciousness.

Lyra notices my gaze and looks up to meet my eyes. Her arms are still wrapped around Alistair’s chest, cradling him.

“I’ll stay with him,” she says. “Go find the Soul of Trees.”

I sweep my gaze over the two of them, and warmth fills my soul. In the midst of all this pain and destruction, Lyra and Alistair are like two bright flames that have finally found each other. And now, the darkness will never stand a chance.

With a small smile on my face, I give her a nod. “We’ll be back soon.”

She nods as well.

Isera rakes her fingers through her hair, trying to get some of the dried blood out, while Orion and I walk back up to her. Then the three of us start making our way up the mountain slope again.

It’s slow going. Both because all three of us are pretty banged up, but also because there is so much debris blocking the way. Chunks of ice and shattered stone lay scattered all across the mountainside. And in between them are everything from pieces of furniture to burned sheets of paper to flickering faelight gems that used to be mounted inside various ceilings in the Ice Palace.

But we make steady progress as we climb over the rubble and towards the location where Orion said the Soul of Trees was buried.

Once we reach it, we all just come to a halt and stare out at the destruction around us.

We’re standing on top of what used to be Bane and Jessina’s throne room. But the grand doors are gone. The walls are gone. The floor is gone. The high ceiling covered in faelight gems is gone. And the thrones themselves are gone. Now, all that remains is broken ice and shattered stone.

“It was buried deep in the thick ice foundation here,” Orion says, and motions at the area around us. “So it shouldn’t have flown too far in the explosion.”

We nod.

And then we start searching.

Isera’s eyes begin to glow as she summons her magic and starts moving chunks of ice aside while Orion and I peer through them all to see if the artefact is still stuck inside one of them.

According to Lavendera’s drawing, it’s supposed to be a large, golden sphere. I look for any signs of something gold as we sift through the rubble.

“Here,” Orion finally calls.

Straightening from the chunk of ice I was inspecting, I dust my hands off and then jog over to where the Unseelie King is instead. Isera strides towards him as well.

When we reach him, we find him pointing down at a thick block of ice.

A large golden orb is visible in the middle of it.

Isera summons her magic again and moves her hands down in a chopping motion before spreading them apart.

The block of ice splits down the middle, and then the two halves slide sideways. Left in the middle is now the large sphere. I stare at it as it drops down the short distance to the ground now that the ice is no longer encasing it. It looks… familiar. But I’m not sure why.

It’s just a round object in a deep golden color that seems to glow faintly, as if it’s made of light rather than some hard, physical material. Where have I seen⁠—

The orb pulses.

All three of us draw back in surprise.

Then it happens again. Lying there on the ground, the golden sphere pulses several times in rapid succession. It looks remarkably like it’s shaking itself off to get rid of the final traces of freezing coldness from the ice.

“Oh, by Mabona,” I exclaim as I suddenly realize why it looks familiar. “It’s like those spheres that lit the way after the Dryad Queen saved us by dropping us into her underground forest.”

That day when Draven and I fought and he finally broke through the flame of hatred that I had forced into his chest, there were golden orbs floating between the trees. And they pulsed and moved, almost as if they were alive. This sphere on the ground looks like that, except it’s bigger and has a deeper and more intense golden color.

“Well, let’s get this one back to her then,” Orion says, and bends down to pick up the slightly pulsing orb.

He hesitates right before touching it. But when nothing happens, he closes the final distance and gently lifts it up from the ground. It starts pulsing faster again, looking like a small animal that is fluffing out its fur. Orion stares down at it in confusion for a while before turning to me.

“Here,” he says, and holds out the sphere for me to take.

But before I can so much as reach towards it, the sphere pulses as if shaking itself off one last time and then flies up from Orion’s palms. We all jerk back in surprise. The orb, now glowing with warm light, bobs over to Orion’s fancy dark blue shirt and hovers there as if inspecting it. Then it flows down into his front pocket in a way that is similar to liquid being sucked down a drain.

He starts and blinks down at it incredulously.

It must have shrunk its size as well, because the whole sphere now fits in his pocket. Though the glow is much more intense than before, as if it compressed its energy into a smaller vessel rather than simply changed size.

“Uhm…” Orion says, very eloquently.

The orb pulses as it snuggles deeper into his pocket.

“It appears to like you,” I comment, trying and failing to suppress the amusement in my voice.

Tearing his gaze from the now very contented orb, he looks up and meets my gaze with such a baffled expression on his face that I almost laugh out loud. Next to me, Isera gives him a knowing smirk.

However, before he can figure out what to say, a woman’s voice echoes across the destruction around us.

“It worked!” Kath calls, and waves cheerfully at us.

She, Kyler, and Peter are climbing across broken bits of ice as they make their way towards us.

“Yes, it did,” Isera replies in a voice so low that only Orion and I can hear it. “Finally.” Smug satisfaction shines in her eyes as she slides her gaze to me. “I told you I would shatter this Ice Palace one day.”

A chuckle escapes my lips. “Yes. Yes, you did indeed.”

The three humans draw in deep breaths to refill their lungs as they at last reach us. Bright smiles shine on their faces as they meet our gazes. Then they turn so that they’re facing the same direction we are. Standing there side by side, we just look out over the city below in silence.

The secret tunnels ran underneath the massive ice walls that used to surround the castle, so those high defensive walls were completely destroyed in the explosions. With those gone, it now gives us an uninterrupted view of the city that has always been nestled here at the roots of the mountain.

We all gaze out at it.

Light from the midday sun glitters in Stoneshallow River, which runs through the city. The brightly painted doors of the houses in Ember Hill add splashes of color while the stone and wood buildings almost seem to shine with excitement. As if waiting for their owners to return home.

Kath lets out a deep sigh. “Stonehollow is back. Our city, our home, is back.” She turns to me. Sincerity shines in her eyes as she holds out her hand. “Thank you.”

Clasping her hand, I smile back at her. “Go bring your people home.”

Her eyes light up even more. “We will.”

Kyler and Peter flash us all a smile as well. Then the three of them start down the mountain. Next to me, Isera pulls out a piece of paper from her clothes. I keep my eyes on the humans.

However, they only make it a short distance before Kath turns back towards me and calls, “If you ever pass by this part of the world again, make sure to come by The Black Emerald.” She grins and winks at me. “I’ll buy you a drink and show you how thieves and rebels party.”

With a laugh, I raise my hand in acknowledgement.

She lifts hers to her brow in a playful salute and a final goodbye. Then they disappear behind a large chunk of stone and out of view.

“What is it?” Orion asks in a gentle tone.

Tearing my gaze from the city, I turn to look at my friends instead. A jolt shoots through me when I find Isera staring down at the pieces of paper in her hands while tears slide down her cheeks.

The drawing of the woman who looks almost exactly like her stares back up at her from one of the pages. The other one has two words written in large script at the top: Elena Shaw.

I quickly sweep my gaze over the rest of the words written on the page. My heart clenches as I realize what it says.

Elena Shaw, Isera’s mother, died two months before the Atonement Trials started. Underneath the time of death, there is a sentence detailing that her body was burned and the ashes were tossed from the ice walls around the palace.

One final tear slides down Isera’s cheek as she tilts her head back and gazes up at the open sky.

“Closure,” she replies. A shuddering sigh escapes from deep within her chest. “It is closure.”

A smile, full of both sadness and relief, blows across my face.

On her other side, Orion draws a comforting hand down her arm.

I turn back to the city below, giving them privacy.

Kath and the others reappear from behind a massive chunk of ice before disappearing from view behind another boulder as they continue making their way down the mountain and towards Stonehollow.

I cast a quick glance towards the sphere of golden light that is now nestled in Orion’s pocket.

The humans have reclaimed their home.

Now, it is time for us to do the same.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



“See that mountain range up ahead?” Alistair calls over the rushing winds.

Leaning to the left, I look past him where he is sitting in front of me on Lyra’s back so that I can see better.

When Lyra shifted back into a dragon and flew us away from Stonehollow, Alistair was still unconscious, so I had to hold him in place in front of me to make sure that he didn’t fall off. But the hours in the air thankfully gave Alistair enough time to recover the magical energy he gave to Lyra, and he woke up about half an hour ago. It also gave the rest of us enough time to rest and allowed our bodies to heal our wounds somewhat.

We technically promised Lavendera that we would give her the Soul of Trees first. But a detour to the Seelie Court would add several hours to our journey, and I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving Draven to fight alone for one minute more than absolutely necessary, so I convinced the others that it was best to head straight to the battlefield instead. Thankfully, they didn’t need much convincing.

“Yeah?” I reply, gazing out at the tall mountain range before us.

“Lyra says that the battle is just on the other side,” Alistair explains.

Once Alistair woke up, he and Lyra opened their union bond so that they can communicate in their minds while she’s in her dragon form.

“So get ready,” he finishes, glancing at the three of us over his shoulder.

A sudden burst of dread explodes inside my chest, and I swallow as I stare at those imposing gray mountains before us. Draven is leading the charge somewhere there on the other side.

Please, let him be okay. Goddess please, let him be okay.

Lyra’s powerful wings beat the air on either side of us as we draw closer to the stone barrier that separates us from the battlefield. I can’t feel any of Draven’s emotions through our mate bond, which means that he is either keeping them on his side of it, or blocking out his emotions altogether so that he feels nothing at all in order to concentrate fully on the fight and not get distracted. It’s an incredibly difficult skill to master, but one he has truly perfected. As I learned first-hand during that initial power demonstration in the Atonement Trials.

A small smile ghosts across my lips at the memory. It feels like several lifetimes have passed since then.

“She says that she’s going to head straight to Draven and Galen so that you can join them,” Alistair calls. Then he glances back at Isera, who is sitting behind me. “Did you ever end up bonding any of the other dragon shifters?”

“No,” she replies with a tone of finality in her voice. “I don’t want to bond anyone. I don’t like feeling tied up in that way.”

Orion clicks his tongue. “Well, there goes the bondage session I had planned for tonight.”

I can feel her turning around behind me to stare at him.

“When this is all over, you and I are going to have a talk,” she says, though it sounds more like a threat.

“I thought you preferred me gagged?”

She lets out a frustrated sigh while I suppress a chuckle. Casting a quick glance over my shoulder, I find Isera pinching the bridge of her nose and Orion watching her with a sly smile on his lips.

“I am the only one who gets to kill you,” she growls. “Remember that, pretty boy. So make sure you stay alive. Or Malachi is going to have one hell of a fight on his hands when I come to drag you back from the afterlife just so that I can kill you myself.”

“Ah, death threats,” Orion says, that smirk still in his tone. “You really are a true romantic, aren’t you, little viper?”

A low snarl rips from Isera’s throat.

However, before anyone can say anything else, we reach the mountain range.

My stomach lurches as Lyra suddenly beats her wings hard and soars upwards towards the top of the mountains. Tightening my grip on Alistair’s waist, I hold on firmly so that I won’t slide backwards because of the steep angle. Isera does the same behind me.

Then we crest the mountain range, and my stomach drops like a stone again.

Dragons fill the sky.

Black, blue, and purple dragons with fae seated on their backs are fighting together in formation, desperately trying to push forward through the ranks of enemies before them. Orange dragons are scattered among the fray as well, but most of them are guarding a stretch of ground at the back where a woman in orange dragon scale armor is standing on the grass. Rin Tanaka. Her black hair flutters behind her as she uses her healing magic on the rows of people lying on the ground.

On the other side, a huge army of silver, red, and white dragons is spread out in the air above the grasslands and forests. A massive silver dragon is hovering at the back of that army. Empress Jessina Iceheart. I thought she would be leading the charge, hellbent on getting revenge. But maybe seeing Bane die has made her fear the same fate. I also thought that she would fly straight to the battlefield with just her own clan. But she has managed to round up the Red Clan and the White Clan as well.

Alarm streaks through my veins like lightning while Lyra swoops down from the mountain range and heads straight for the front lines. This fight is going to be even worse than I was expecting.

Lyra lets out a roar.

A massive black dragon at the front swings his head around towards her.

My heart clenches at the sight of him.

Draven.

But before he can do anything else, a red dragon breaks through the chaos and shoots straight for Lyra. Draven roars.

Fire streams through the air as Alistair shoots a torrent straight at the red dragon. It screeches and is forced to swerve, which buys Lyra enough time to speed past. But it quickly takes up the chase.

“Get ready!” Alistair yells over the rushing winds and booming of dragon wings.

My stomach lurches again as Lyra suddenly surges up so that she is flying above most of the dragons instead. The red dragon behind her closes in quickly.

Releasing Alistair’s waist, I stand up on Lyra’s spine as she shoots through the air. My legs shake with apprehension, but I keep one hand on Alistair’s shoulder for support while Isera is throwing shards of ice at the red dragon chasing us. My pulse thrums as we draw closer to Draven with each second.

“Good luck!” I call to my friends.

Then I jump off Lyra’s back.

Air rushes in my ears as I free-fall through the sky for a few heart-pounding seconds.

Then I land on Draven’s spine with a thud that sends a jolt through my very bones, but I ignore it and instead immediately open our union bond.

“That was reckless, little rebel,” Draven says into my mind as he swerves to avoid a white dragon while also lunging at the red dragon that is following Lyra.

I quickly sit down and grip the spikes on his neck hard while he twists his body to rake his claws along the belly of the red dragon. It screams in pain and wobbles in the air, buying Lyra enough time to speed towards Galen. While Orion jumps off Lyra’s back and lands on Galen’s instead, I summon my magic and shove it straight at the violet flame of pain in the red dragon’s chest. With a push, I blow it into an all-consuming wildfire.

“But very efficient,” I reply to Draven in my mind.

His rumbling laughter rolls through my head.

The red dragon screeches and throws its head from side to side while dropping towards the ground as my magic courses through its body.

“Did it work?” Draven asks as he whirls around and shoots towards the enemies at the front line instead.

“Yes, Orion has the Soul of Trees,” I reply.

“You haven’t given it back to Lavendera?”

“We came straight here instead. I didn’t want to leave you fighting without me.”

“Thank you.” His voice is serious and full of emotion. “Because I really can’t do this without you.”

The words fill my soul with sparkling warmth. And at long last, I feel something settle deep inside me. Something I have been battling all my life.

I am not untrustworthy and unlikable.

I am not the weak link.

I am not a burden.

I am an asset.

I am powerful.

I am someone who my friends depend on.

I am enough.

With my soul now thrumming, I project a smile into Draven’s mind. “Then let’s go finish this.”

He lets out a roar in confirmation. With his own magic now boosted by mine through the union bond, he summons a massive lightning storm and shoots straight towards the rows of enemies ahead.

They jerk back slightly when they spot him. I immediately shove my own magic at the small sparks of fear that flare up in their chests. Animalistic screams tear from their throats as I increase those bone white flames with one massive push. The dragons flee in pure terror, crashing into the ranks behind them.

Draven roars and throws the flashing lightning storm right into the row of confused dragons.

They screech as the black clouds and crackling lightning bolts slam into them. I release the grip on the fleeing dragons and instead focus on the ones now caught in the storm. Shoving my magic at them, I increase their fear to mind-shattering levels while Draven crashes into their ranks.

He slashes his claws across a white dragon’s chest while sinking his jaws into the side of a red dragon. Cries of pain echo through the air, almost drowned out by the booming thunder. I shove my magic towards those violet flames, increasing them even more. The two dragons thrash in the air, trying to escape. Draven yanks his claws out of the first dragon’s chest and then rips his jaw away from the red dragon, tearing out a chunk of flesh in the process.

Blood gushes down the dragon’s side as it tumbles down through the air.

But the other dragons have recovered.

A whole host of them surge towards us from all sides. Lightning zaps through the air as Draven shoves his storm magic at the ones on the right while slashing with his claws at the dragons attacking from the left. I slam my magic into the bone white sparks of fear around us and force them into wildfires. Dragons screech and jerk back in terror, but far from all of them.

Ice flames shoot towards us from the left while two red dragons attack from the right. Draven rolls in the air to evade the ice flames, but that takes him within reach of the red dragons. Pain pulses through my thigh as one of them slashes its claws across Draven’s back leg.

Since the union bond is open, I feel the same pain that Draven feels.

I gasp, pressing my palm against the phantom wound before my brain can process that there is no physical injury there.

“Are you okay?” Draven asks in my mind.

“Yes,” I reply immediately. “You?”

“Yes. But they’re trying to swarm us. Can you handle the left?”

“Of course.”

My stomach flips as Draven rolls in the air again. Gripping the spikes hard, I press my thighs tighter against his scales while also whipping my head to the left. Three silver dragons and two white dragons shoot out through the black storm clouds and straight towards us while six red dragons do the same on the right. Draven swings his body towards the right and opens his jaws, trusting me to handle the dragons on the left.

I summon my magic. But right before I can release it, a terrifying sight catches my eye.

Outside the storm clouds, Galen, Lyra, and a third black dragon have been surrounded by a mass of silver dragons. Ice flames shoot through the air towards them from all sides while Alistair, Orion, and Isera, who are seated on their backs, desperately throw magic in all directions to protect themselves and their dragon shifters. Galen, Lyra, and the third dragon that Isera is seated on are breathing constant streams of real dragon fire to block the ice flames while also trying to fight their way out of the massive ring that now surrounds them.

The six red dragons crash into Draven from the right. He roars, slashing his claws and snapping his teeth and breathing fire while at the same time shooting lightning and storm winds at them to force them back. On the left, the two white dragons speed towards us while the three silver ones open their jaws. Ice flames shimmer at the backs of their throats.

Panic screams inside me.

If I don’t attack them, Draven is going to get hurt.

But if I don’t help the others, my friends are going to get hurt.

I only have two seconds to make a decision. Draven. Or my friends.

Rage roars through me, so intense that it could’ve burned the world down. I don’t want to fucking choose. I want everything. I want Draven. I want my friends. I want power and freedom and love and happiness. And I am going to fucking get it.

Drawing on every ounce of my power, amplified by Draven’s own through our union bond, I summon bone white flames of fear around me like a ring of burning swords.

Then I shove outwards.

Magic explodes out of me like bolts of lightning.

They shoot through the air and crash into our enemies so violently that they jerk backwards in the air.

Pleasure, the likes of which I have never felt before, washes over me like a massive tidal wave as the thirty flames of fear I created out of nothing smack into my targets. I gasp, almost blinded by the pleasure. But the usually insistent urge for more doesn’t reach the same intense levels because Draven is still taking half of those cravings.

Dragons scream in pure terror as I thrust my arms upwards, increasing the fear I have shoved into their chests until their minds almost shatter.

The twenty-five dragons that surrounded my friends thrash in the air in their haste to flee. Fire and ice magic shoot towards them as Alistair and Isera attack while Orion blinds the ones who were too slow to flee. Galen clamps his jaws through the throat of one of the silver dragons and rips it out while Lyra slashes her claws across another one’s wings. And suddenly, the tide has turned. They break out of the massive ring of enemies that surrounded them and shoot forward to attack instead.

To my left, the five attackers who had aimed for me and Draven screech in terror and crash into each other as they try to flee in a panic.

Magic is draining rapidly from me, and I sway slightly on Draven’s back.

I have never created this many emotions out of nothing at the same time before. I’ve only ever done it to one person at a time. Or two, if I actually used my magic on my parents, but I will never know that for certain. But doing it to thirty people at the same time? And not just people. Thirty dragons. This wouldn’t even be possible if I didn’t have Draven’s magic amplifying my own through the union bond.

At last, the five dragons who were attacking us from the left break and flee in terror.

I immediately cut off the flow of my power, and then sever those final threads as well, removing the magic completely so that it doesn’t drain my energy further. My vision swims, and I grip Draven’s spikes harder.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re fucking terrifying?” Draven says into my mind.

An exhausted laugh escapes me.

Possessive pride pulses from Draven through our union bond. It’s mixed with a slight hint of stunned incredulity. “I can’t believe you’re mine.”

Clutching his spikes to remain upright, I drag in a deep breath while a wide grin threatens to spill across my mouth.

But before I can reply, a huge white dragon shoots up from the rows of enemies before us. Dread washes through me as I stare at that dragon while it hovers there in the air above the others. While he hovers there.

Mithran Sunweaver.

The leader of the White Dragon Clan.

“Close your eyes!” Draven screams into my mind while bellowing out a roar at the same time.

Blinding white light explodes across the battlefield.
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE



Alarm bells clang inside my head, and I barely have time to yank my arm up over my face and squeeze my eyes shut before that blinding light blocks out everything else. All around us, dragons screech in panic. Fear clenches my heart when I realize that I don’t know if it’s our enemies or allies who are screaming.

“Selena!” Draven yells into my mind. And the panic in his voice rakes claws of ice down my spine. “I can’t open my eyes. He’s going to attack while I can’t see. I need you to make his magic stop.”

Mithran, whose clan magic is the ability to create light, can keep us all blinded while he can see through it himself.

“Which direction?” I call back into Draven’s mind.

“Straight ahead! He’s coming! He’s⁠—”

A roar of agony rips from Draven’s throat. I gasp as pain pulses across my chest as if someone had raked sharp claws over it. Dragon fire crackles through the air in front of me as Draven no doubt tries to breathe it at Mithran. But pain just bursts through my ribs instead as the leader of the White Clan slashes his claws across Draven’s side.

The moment I feel the pain spear through me, I call up my magic. I still haven’t recovered since that last massive attack, but I dredge up every ounce of power I possess and slam a huge violet flame of pain straight into the dragon on my right.

Mithran screeches in agony.

And the blinding white light disappears.

Blinking furiously, I try to clear my vision while still increasing the flame of pain in Mithran’s chest. But my magic was almost drained before I even started, and energy is pouring out of me like a flood with every second.

“Draven!” I yell into his mind.

“I’ll take it from here!” he calls back.

I cut the flow of my magic and sever the final thread. The sky full of dragons wobbles around me as my vision swims, and I have to grip Draven’s spikes hard to stop myself from falling off. Dragging in deep breaths, I shake my head hard in an effort to push past the exhaustion while Draven shoots towards Mithran.

The leader of the White Clan throws his head from side to side, no doubt trying to remove the lingering echoes of agony. Draven doesn’t give him even a second to recover.

Summoning a massive storm, he slams churning black clouds straight at his enemy. Mithran roars, and white light pulses out around him. The two forces collide in a storm of light and darkness.

I hold on tightly while Draven crashes into Mithran. The white dragon screams in pain as Draven sinks his claws into his body while snapping his teeth at his throat. All around us, the other dragons have lurched into motion as well.

Galen and Lyra speed forward, slamming into a cluster of white dragons who were about to attack Draven. Torrents of fire roll through the air as Alistair forces the rest of them back. Mithran yanks his head away right before Draven can rip his throat out. More white light pulses around us, but Draven draws on more of his own magic. Thick black clouds spread across the battlefield and cancel out enough of the blinding light to make it possible to see if I squint.

“On the left!” I yell through our union bond.

Draven doesn’t hesitate for one second. Releasing his grip on Mithran, he dives downwards right before a stream of ice flames could crash into him from the left. Mithran roars in fury when they almost hit him instead, but the attack from the silver dragons who are now rushing us bought him enough time to escape Draven. Blood wells out of the deep wounds that Draven’s claws made, and the huge white dragon speeds back through their armies and towards safety, taking his blinding light with him.

Swinging his head around, Draven breathes fire at the silver dragons to block their ice flames while he sends lightning bolts flashing after Mithran.

Lyra roars.

Even though I don’t understand it myself, the sound of it is so panicked that my lungs cease working for a moment. Snapping my gaze towards her, I try to figure out what she’s saying. But only Draven understands now that they’re in their dragon forms.

“Fuck!” Draven screams in my mind, the panic in his voice making my heart stop. “It was a distraction!”

Dragon fire streams out around us as he forces the silver dragons back and then takes off through the sky with such speed that I’m thrown back in my seat. Only my tight grip on the spikes saves me from sliding down his spine.

Black, purple, and blue dragons surge forward, crashing into the ranks of white, silver, and red dragons. Wings boom, fire crackles, magic flashes, and roars echo across the landscape as our two forces slam into each other. The dragons on both sides attack with claws and teeth and dragon fire while the Seelie fae and Unseelie fae who are bonded to our allies shoot magic attacks through the sky.

The battle rages furiously on all sides of us as we speed towards the back of our army. Galen remains on the front lines, leading the charge with Orion who is hitting them mercilessly with his nightmare magic. A short distance from him, Isera throws blocks of ice at our enemies while the dragon she rides breathes fire and tries to charge through. And behind it all, Jessina Iceheart is still hovering in the air. Watching it all. Waiting. Untouchable as a goddess.

Lyra speeds through the chaos towards us while Alistair protects her back by shooting fire behind them. She lets out another stressful roar as she reaches us. My heart pounds in my chest as she and Draven fly at breakneck speed towards the back of our army.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Dread pulses through every word as Draven responds, “They’re going after Rin.”

Fear sinks into my stomach like poison. Rin Tanaka is working tirelessly to heal everyone who gets hurt in the battle. If we lose her, a lot of people are going to start dying.

A noise of panic escapes my throat as a battle becomes visible on the ground up ahead. Instead of dragons clashing in the air, men and women in orange dragon scale armor are now fighting a mass of soldiers in silver armor. On the grass in the middle of the battle, injured dragon shifters in black, purple, and blue armor as well as fae from both our courts try to drag themselves out of harm’s way.

Draven lets out a roar.

“Azaroth’s fucking flame,” he growls in my mind. “They snuck a ground force around the back.” He lets out a frustrated snarl. “And now, we can’t fight them in dragon form without the risk of killing our own injured people. I need to shift. Get ready.”

I draw in a deep breath and flex my fingers before checking the knife in my thigh holster. “Ready.”

He swings his head towards Lyra, who growls in response, while they swoop down towards the panicked battlefield. My stomach lurches at the steep dive. I glance over at Alistair. He gives me a nod.

Black smoke explodes through the air.

And Draven disappears from underneath me.

I suck in a sharp breath between my teeth as I suddenly plummet towards the ground. Then a pair of strong arms appear underneath me, catching me. I draw air back into my lungs as Draven becomes visible right next to me. Holding me in his arms, he speeds us towards the ground.

His boots hit the grass with a thud, and he sets me down and draws the massive sword strapped to his spine in one fluid motion. I stumble slightly but quickly try to straighten again. I’ve used up a lot of magic in a very short time. I don’t have a lot left for this battle.

As if he could read all of that on my face, which he probably could, Draven locks eyes with me while Lyra and Alistair land next to us as well.

“While your magic recovers, can you get our wounded out of the way?” Draven asks.

I nod, grateful that he knows exactly what I need right now.

“Good.” He flicks a glance at Lyra and Alistair. “Rin is getting swarmed. We need to get her out.”

Fire rushes down Alistair’s arms while Lyra yanks out a sword and spins it in her hand.

“Let’s go,” they say in unison.

Draven sends a burst of wind magic around us, clearing the black smoke.

Then we rush forward. Draven and the others plow into the panicked battle. Swords flash and fire roars as the three of them start fighting their way through the mass of Silver Clan soldiers who are surrounding Rin and her people. I dart towards the nearest wounded ally. A dragon shifter in blue armor, which now has deep holes through it. She lets out a sigh of relief as I grab her wrist and start pulling her away from the trampling feet and clashing swords.

“They snuck through the forest,” she croaks. “And attacked right where all of us were waiting for Tanaka to heal us.”

I let out a curse under my breath. The dryads must not have arrived yet. If they were here, our enemies would never have been able to sneak through the forest unnoticed.

“She could have shifted into a dragon to fight back,” the woman continues as I pull her towards a thick bush that three other people are leaning against as well. “But she didn’t.”

“Because it would’ve put you all in danger,” I explain.

Shock flits across her face, and then she casts a long look towards the center of the battlefield where Rin and her people are fighting back-to-back in the middle of a massive ring of soldiers in silver armor.

Releasing the woman’s wrist, I leave her there by the bush and then run back towards the fray again.

A male fae with deep slashes across his thigh is trying to crawl away from a cluster of dragon shifters who are busy fighting some members of the Orange Clan. I dart towards him. But one of our enemies notices him. He casts a panicked look over his shoulder and tries to crawl faster. I pick up speed, charging towards him.

The Silver Clan soldier raises his sword. On the ground, the fae man cries out in panic.

I slam right into the soldier’s side.

Air explodes from his lungs, and from mine as well, as I tackle him with my full weight. He topples sideways and crashes down on the ground with me on top of him. I yank out the dagger from my thigh holster and ram it towards his face.

He twists to the side, kicking his knee up. Pain pulses through me as his knee smacks into my hip and throws me off him. Gripping the dagger tightly, I roll across the ground from the force of the hit. He leaps up from the grass, snatching up the sword he dropped in the process, and swings at me.

Alarm shoots up my spine.

There is no way I’ll have time to get to my feet as well, so instead, I push up only partway from the ground and dive towards his legs. His sword smacks into the grass where I used to be one second before I crash into his shins. Wrapping one arm around the back of his knees, I yank hard. It pulls his knees forward violently, making them buckle. While he’s still off balance, I press the advantage and shove my shoulder up into his stomach. He crashes down back-first on the ground while I’m already raising my knife.

This time, I don’t give him even a second to get his bearings. The moment he hits the ground, I ram my dagger right through his throat.

He sucks in a shocked breath, but only a wet gurgling makes it out.

Sudden grief and regret hit me like a punch to the chest.

The sight of his wide eyes and the blood spilling out of his throat triggers a flood of memories. My parents dying as Jessina slits their throats. The shock and fear on their faces. The blood gushing out of the wounds. The pools of red on the floor. The knowledge that I will never know if they loved me.

Fury roars up inside me like an inferno.

Ripping the dagger out, I slam it back into the soldier’s throat and twist savagely.

Another wet gurgle escapes him, and his body twitches underneath me.

I keep twisting the knife while rage burns through my whole soul. I hate them. I hate them all so fucking much. I want them all dead. I want my revenge. I want my fucking revenge!

A scream rips from my throat as I slam the knife into his neck over and over again while that terrible rage consumes my whole soul. Jessina and her Silver Clan have taken my entire life from me. They have stolen a hundred and sixty-eight years from me that I will never get back. They have destroyed any chance I had of making things right with my parents. They have enslaved my mate and hurt my friends and now they’re forcing me to fight a war when all I want to do is to just have one fucking moment of peace on this goddess damned continent.

That rage and hatred that I have been suppressing all my life sears through my veins until I feel like I’m burning up from the inside.

Screaming my throat raw, I ram my dagger into the soldier’s neck again and again even though he’s already dead. I just want it all to stop. I want it to fucking stop!

Blood drips from my knife as I yank it out of the soldier’s ruined throat and shoot to my feet. I can feel the fury pulsing from my body like waves of fire as I whirl towards the other dragon shifters from the Silver Clan.

Four of them have broken away from the others, who are now fighting both Rin and her people as well as Draven, Lyra, and Alistair, and it looks like those four people had been about to attack me. But now, they hesitate, staring at me like I’m some kind of demon.

I flash them a vicious smile tinged with insanity and point my bloody knife at them.

They flinch.

Summoning my magic, I shove it at those bone white flames of fear. I know that I should be resting to recover more magical energy, but I’m finding it hard to care about anything else right now when those horrible memories of my parents are echoing through my mind in vivid detail. I want my fucking revenge, and since Jessina is untouchable with her shield thing at the back of her army, these people will have to do.

With a shove, I flare those flames into wildfires of terror.

Two of them scream and flee in blind fear. The third one drops to his knees and vomits. The final one passes out. His body hits the ground with a thud. I stalk towards them.

“You should have run when you had the chance,” I growl at the one who is still on his knees, emptying the contents of his stomach. “Because now⁠—”

Lava rushes across the ground towards me.
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Screams erupt around me as a wave of lava rises up from my left. The panic blaring inside my skull finally snaps me out of my blind rage, and I sprint away as the wave sweeps forward. The heat from it is so intense that I feel like my hair is about to catch fire.

My breath tears through my throat as I cut to the right, trying to get out of its direct path. Wounded fae and dragon shifters from our side scream and scramble out of the way while soldiers in silver armor are forced to abandon their attack as well.

A cry of desperation comes from the back of my throat as the wave crests behind me.

Then a shadow of death slams into me from the side. I suck in a sharp breath as Draven scoops me into his arms and flies us out of the way right before the wave of lava crashes down over the ground.

“Why is it that every time I take my eyes off you for more than ten seconds, I always come back to find you fighting wolfbears or hordes of enemies and now waves of lava?” Draven asks, shooting me a pointed look that appears to be half amusement.

I laugh. “Just trying to keep it interesting.”

“Oh, if there is one thing I’ve learned about you, little rebel, it’s that there is never a dull moment when you’re around.”

Another wave of lava builds behind the first one, crashing over the landscape, while Draven sets me down next to Lyra and Alistair. The sudden appearance of lava has stalled the battle slightly since the Silver Clan soldiers were forced to move out of the way as well. But when they realize where it’s coming from, they quickly form up and rush towards Rin and her people again.

Draven curses under his breath as the four of us look up at the source of this lava magic.

A huge red dragon hovers in the air above.

Gremar Fireclaw. The leader of the Red Dragon Clan.

“Alright,” Draven begins. “I’ll⁠—”

“No,” Alistair growls.

The sheer fury in his voice sends a jolt through my spine. But then I remember what happened during the first battle in the Atonement Trials, when I latched on to Alistair’s rage in order to make him take out my competition for me. The depth of that anger was so terrible that it almost consumed me too. To this day, I still remember the endless fury of it. It was the ruthless kind of rage that has been festering in his soul for years.

Flames appear all across Alistair’s body. They burn along his arms and flicker in his hair and reflect in his eyes until he looks like he has just crawled out of the deepest pits of hell.

“This is the guy who made people hold me down and burn me with torches,” Alistair snarls. “He is mine.”

Draven holds his gaze for a second. Then he gives Alistair a slow nod before shifting his gaze to Lyra as well. She just answers with a wicked smile.

“Give him hell,” I tell them.

The grin on Alistair’s mouth as he turns to me is pure demon. “Time to show him what a real fire-wielder is like.”

Black smoke explodes around us as Lyra shifts into a dragon.

“Selena,” Draven begins.

“I know,” I say. “Let’s go.”

A black dragon shoots out of the smoke as Lyra launches into the air with Alistair on her back. I cast one more glance up at them as they speed towards Gremar, then I fall into step beside Draven as we run towards the massive ring of Silver Clan soldiers.

“How’s your magic?” he asks.

“If I only use it to manipulate emotions that are already there instead of creating new ones from nothing, I’ll be fine,” I reply. Then I scan the soldiers before us. “Shouldn’t we just fly into the ring to help Rin in there?”

He shakes his head. “No. We need to force them to split their attention by fighting enemies from both sides.”

“Alright. Then let’s do this the way we usually do it.”

A small smile ghosts across his lips. “Together.”

“Together.”

We crash into the ranks of soldiers.

Draven swings his massive sword in a wide arc, forcing them to leap back to avoid getting cleaved in two. I shove my magic towards the cold yellow sparks of panic in their chests. They scream and flail, stumbling into the people behind them, as I increase that panic in a rapid burst. Draven rams his sword through the closest one’s chest before yanking it out and cutting the throat of another one while he spins around. Black storm clouds gather around him.

In the sky, Lyra roars. A massive torrent of fire streams through the air as Alistair attacks Gremar with his magic while Lyra speeds towards him. The wave of lava on the ground disappears as Gremar instead has to yank up a curtain of it in the air to block Alistair’s flames. Lyra swoops around it and breathes fire at him while Alistair renews his attack.

I shove my magic out at the Silver Clan soldiers around us when Draven sends a storm of lightning flashing above the crowd. They scream in fear as my magic forces their terror into unnatural levels. Chaos erupts and they shove each other aside to escape. Spinning around, Draven swings his heavy sword right into the panicking mass of people. I cut off the flow to their fear and instead latch on to the violet flames of pain that erupted when Draven’s sword grazed several of them. They drop to the ground, howling in agony as I flare those violet sparks. Draven rams his sword right through their chests while I slit the throat of the one closest to me.

Fire rolls through the sky as Alistair pours an entire wave of it straight at Gremar, forcing the leader of the Red Clan backwards. Lyra presses the advantage, shooting through the late afternoon air like an arrow. Her claws slash towards Gremar’s chest, barely missing as he swerves in the air and then throws a ball of lava at them. Alistair yanks up a wall of fire. Flames hiss as the lava crashes into the shield of fire with enough force to make the ball of lava explode and rain down over the ground. Grass catches fire as the red drops splash down over the landscape.

Our injured scream, trying to scramble out of the way as the fire spreads across the grass in a whoosh. But an Unseelie fae manages to summon her water magic, and she washes it across the burning grass before it can turn into an inferno around us.

Draven shoves storm winds at our enemies from the side. They yell in panic as the force of the blast throws them sideways. I increase that panic with my magic until they’re so lost in it that an entire section is just screaming and running around in circles, trying to find the way out of their own forces. Behind them, Rin’s people charge forward with swords raised. Fear spreads through their ranks as Draven does the same from the front. I release the grip on their panic and slam it into those flames of fear instead.

Exhaustion crashes over me, but I flare those bone white flames of fear into massive fires that make our enemies scream.

Lava shoots towards us as Gremar tries to force Lyra and Alistair to defend us instead of attacking him. But Draven just spins around and throws a furious blast of storm winds straight at it. The lava crashes into it and is blown back straight towards Gremar.

With Draven’s attention elsewhere, a Silver Clan soldier lunges at him. I scream in fury and slam a wildfire of pain into the soldier’s chest. He drops to his knees with a howl of agony.

Pleasure washes over me, soothing the aching exhaustion for a moment. But without the insistent need to keep feeling that pleasure, I manage to cut my magic off before I can drain myself completely. Leaving the final thread, I keep that flame of pain in the soldier’s chest while Draven spins back around. His massive sword flashes through the air and cuts the soldier’s head off.

Lyra speeds through the air, heading straight for Gremar. Dragon fire roars from her jaws while Alistair shoots another torrent of his own fire at the red dragon. Gremar bellows in fury as he is forced to dive in order to escape the attacks. But Lyra and Alistair don’t give him even a second to recover. Flying after him, she breathes fire at him again while Alistair throws fireballs towards his wings.

Steel flashes in the corner of my eye.

Gasping, I whirl around and yank my dagger up. But it’s already too late. A sword slams towards my neck.

Right before it can hit, Draven’s huge sword smacks into it with such force that the enemy blade cracks. I ram my dagger into the side of the soldier’s neck while his sword is stuck on Draven’s. Wet gurgles escape his lips as I yank the blade back out while Draven kicks his body aside.

Battle cries echo from the other Silver Clan soldiers as they suddenly surge forward in one massive charge straight at us.

Draven curses under his breath and summons his storm magic again. Wind and rain and lightning crash over the soldiers, shoving sections of them aside. But the others slam right into us. I shove my magic into their chests in rapid bursts. First flaring their fear. Then panic. Then confusion. One emotion after the other until they stumble and hesitate, not being able to make sense of their own feelings. Draven plows into them with his sword while lightning flashes through the air, keeping the others at bay.

My knees almost buckle and my entire body shakes with exhaustion, but I keep pace with Draven as we force our way deeper into the rows of enemies. Gritting my teeth, I shove my magic into them to keep the ones behind us from attacking Draven while his attention is on the soldiers before us.

I will protect him. I will watch his back even if it kills me. Because he is mine. And no one fucking touches what’s mine.

“Kill him!” a soldier suddenly bellows from the back of the crowd. “Take out Draven Ryat first!”

Silver armor gleams in the red afternoon light as the entire horde of soldiers suddenly whirls towards us. Abandoning their efforts to get to Rin, they scream as they all charge towards us instead.

Lightning crackles across Draven’s muscular body as he spreads his arms wide, his massive, bloodstained sword in one hand. Black clouds billow out around him like a rippling cloak.

The soldiers barrel towards us but fear washes over their features as they stare at the Shadow of Death before them.

Storm winds crash into them as Draven throws his magic right into their charging ranks. I slam my magic into their chests, blowing their fear into wildfire. The world around me sways as my energy drains further with every passing second. Twisting and slashing, Draven keeps the soldiers away from me as the first rows reach us. Lightning splits the air, and they scream as they fall. But more soldiers keep surging forward.

Drawing on all my strength, I shove bursts of magic at them. Pain. Panic. Fear. Exhaustion. Soldier after soldier drops. My legs shake with exhaustion, but the enemies just keep coming.

“Ryat!” Rin Tanaka yells across the crowd.

Then the horde of soldiers reaches us.

Streaks of black shoot through the air and crash into the ranks of soldiers right before they can smack into us. I gasp, stumbling back in shock as massive black panthers leap through the air and slam straight into our enemies.

They scream in panic as the panthers claw at their faces and sink their teeth into every bit of exposed flesh.

Dragging in a deep breath, I stagger upright and whip my head around to find Diana Artemisia charging forward with her sword raised. A horde of black panthers follows her like a rippling sea.

Draven draws in a shuddering breath of relief. Blood runs down his imposing sword and stains his hands red. He rakes one of them through his hair anyway, pushing it out of his face before falling into a battle stance again.

As soon as Diana reaches him, we sprint forward together.

Cries of panic echo across the red-stained grass as the panthers Diana has summoned with her clan magic tear through the rows of enemies. Draven’s storm magic slams into them from the other side while he and Diana shear through them with their swords. Gripping my dagger tightly, I watch Draven’s back as we make our way towards Rin at the center.

A screech of agony splits the air.

While still fighting back-to-back with Draven, I whip my gaze up towards the sky.

Gremar Fireclaw roars in pain as a fireball burns a huge hole in his left wing. His lava shield falters for a second. Alistair attacks.

With a scream that seems dragged from the bottom of his soul, Alistair stands up on Lyra’s back and shoves both palms towards Gremar. Magic, boosted by Lyra’s through their union bond, explodes across the heavens.

I gasp in shock as a torrent of fire so wide that it blocks out the sky bursts from Alistair’s palms.

It slams into Gremar before he can recover his lava shield.

Screaming for death and fury until his voice echoes between the mountains around us, Alistair pours every drop of magic into that one massive attack.

Everyone on the ground throws their arms up to protect their eyes as the blazing torrent of fire turns blue. Heat washes down over the ground. The silver clan soldiers scream as they cut and run from the sheer terror that fills the sky. Black panthers hunt them with merciless fury.

The blue fire crashes over Gremar Fireclaw.

He screeches.

Draven pulls me into his arms and spins us around so that his back is to the fire. Darkness envelops us as he wraps his wings around us protectively. It helps block out the worst of the light as well as the heat and allows me to see what is happening in the sky through the gap between his wings.

The huge red dragon thrashes in the air as the blue torrent of fire consumes him. But the screech of agony is quickly cut off as his entire body is incinerated.

Still standing atop Lyra’s back, Alistair is screaming his lungs out while that massive torrent of fire roars through the heavens. The very mountains themselves seem to shake before the intensity of the rage that he has been carrying in his soul all his life.

Goosebumps spread across my skin at the primal sound.

Draven pulls me tighter against his body, his wings still wrapped protectively around us as waves of heat roll down over the landscape. I press a hand over my mouth as Gremar’s huge dragon body melts, still kept in the air by the endless torrent of fire.

Lyra hovers in the air, keeping her body steady while Alistair burns Gremar until there is nothing left but bones.

Then the fire stops. The intense heat fades and the blinding light dies as Alistair’s magic runs out.

Charred dragon bones fall from the sky and crash down on the burned grass below.

A ruthless smile spreads across Alistair’s face.

Revenge at last.

Then he sways to the side.

And his unresponsive body falls straight off Lyra’s back.
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The Red Clan erupts in rage. Across the battlefield, the red dragons who were trying to break through Galen’s disciplined lines roar in fury and charge right into our forces in blind rage. Ice flashes there in the distance as Isera no doubt tries to push them back, and Galen lets out a roar. Rows of black dragons surge forward, crashing into the attacking red dragons.

Above us, dark smoke explodes in the sky as Lyra shifts out of her dragon form. Her smaller black wings beat the air hard as she speeds through the heavens in a half-shift, racing towards Alistair’s plummeting body.

Draven sends a blast of wind at him from below, slowing his fall enough for Lyra to reach him. Alistair doesn’t even react as Lyra wraps her arms underneath his shoulders and pulls him up right before he can hit the ground. Flying the final few strides, she gently sets him down so that he is lying on the grass instead.

“We need to take out Empress Jessina!” Diana yells while black panthers are still racing across the landscape, tearing our enemies apart before they can shift into dragons. “All of this is meaningless as long as she hides there at the back!”

Rin Tanaka tosses her long black hair out of her face as she runs towards Alistair and Lyra. “I’ll take care of him and all the other wounded.” She flicks her gaze over the injured fae and dragon shifters who survived the attack before looking to me and Draven. “Go kill that fucking bitch.”

Draven nods and then turns to Diana. “I need you to take charge of the other clans and hold our defenses so that their army won’t break through. I’ll take parts of my clan and rush them. If we can just create an opening, we should be able to get through to Jessina.”

“Got it,” Diana replies. Then she turns towards the edge of the forest and yells, “Fenriel! Time to go!”

Fenriel comes rushing out of the woods while his hawk Talon sweeps down from the sky where he was no doubt surveying the area for more enemies.

Dragging in a deep breath, I turn back to Draven.

His expression softens as he turns to me, almost looking regretful. “I know you have no more magic to give, but I’m going to ask for it anyway. I need you, Selena. The extra boost of strength, speed, and storm magic that I get from our union bond will be crucial. This will never work without you. So I hate to ask it, but are you up for one more push?”

A smile blows across my lips, and I draw my fingers along his jaw. “You never even need to ask, Draven. I’m always with you.”

Love shines in his eyes as he looks back at me.

From the front of our armies, Galen roars as the rows of furious red dragons try to break through to avenge their fallen clan leader. Both of us snap our gazes towards him and heave a synchronized sigh.

“Let’s do this,” I say.

Draven nods.

Shoving his sword back in his scabbard, he runs a short distance away so that he won’t crush me when he shifts. I slide my own dagger back in its sheath as well while smoke rolls across the ground. Storm winds wash over the grass, clearing the smoke and revealing Draven in his massive dragon form. He turns his head towards me.

“We’ll join you as soon as he wakes up,” Lyra calls from across the grass, where Rin is now working on Alistair.

Her healing magic won’t be able to refill his magical energy, but it will at least make him recover physically after that massive exertion, which in turn will help his magic build up quicker.

I give her a wave in acknowledgement and then run up along Draven’s tail and spine until I reach the spot where his neck meets his shoulders. After sitting down, I grab the spikes tightly and open our union bond. Draven has already opened it from his side, so the connection establishes immediately.

He launches into the air.

My stomach lurches as we shoot up into the sky and speed through the battlefield. All around us, our allies are fighting waves of red, white, and silver dragons while our front ranks are desperately trying to push deeper into the enemy army. Teeth snap and claws flash through the air as the dragons battle. Ice flames stream through the air, crashing into dragon fire so violently that it sends explosions shooting out around us. The fae dragon riders throw attacks back at our enemies, filling the heavens with crackling and sizzling magic.

Keeping my head down, I grip the spikes tightly as Draven maneuvers through the battle, dodging enemies that try to focus on him instead. But our allies quickly press the advantage and attack with merciless fury, allowing Draven to fly through the battlefield almost without interruption.

Once we draw closer to the front lines, Draven opens his jaws and lets out a bellowing roar.

Black dragons immediately untangle themselves from other battles and fall in behind him. I draw in deep breaths as we speed towards the front lines. Since the union bond doesn’t actually require any magic from me, it just boosts Draven’s own magic like an echo hitting a rock wall, my energy at last starts to build up when I can just sit there on his back. I know that he is going to need my help to break through once we reach our enemies, but until then, I preserve as much magic as possible.

Up ahead, Isera is throwing spears of ice at the furious red dragons from where she still sits atop the soldier from the Black Clan. Even without a union bond, Isera’s magic is insanely powerful, and she hammers the red dragons with attack after attack.

A short distance from them, Galen slashes at the wings of another enemy before turning to roar at Draven.

“Galen says that Orion will hit them with his magic the moment we reach the front lines,” Draven says into my mind. “The memories will cause fear, and he wants you to back him up.”

“Will do,” I reply.

“Selena.”

I can hear the worry and the question in his tone. He knows that I’ve been using too much magic too quickly. But this is it. We need to break through their ranks. If we can’t even reach Jessina, this war will never end.

“I can do this,” I tell Draven. “Trust me.”

“I always do.”

Galen and the black dragon that Isera is seated on break away from the onslaught of red dragons as Draven closes the final distance. Our enemies immediately try to surge forward through the gap. Lightning crackles along Draven’s wings as they boom on either side of us, and dark storm clouds gather around him. I summon my magic and then hold my breath.

We crash into the front lines right as Orion hits them with a blast of his nightmare magic.

Dragons screech in fear and throw their heads from side to side as their vision is drowned out by whatever nightmarish memories Orion is showing them all. I don’t hesitate a second. Slamming my magic at them, I latch on to those bone white flames of fear and blow them into infernos.

The rows of dragons jerk back in fear.

And Draven barrels into them.

Galen and Orion, Isera and her dragon, and fifteen members of the Black Clan with Unseelie fae atop their backs crash right into the terrified ranks of enemy dragons. They scream in pain as claws slash across their wings while they’re still blinded by Orion’s magic.

With a roar, Draven throws a massive lightning storm out in front of him. The other dragons screech in panic as wind and rain and black clouds slam into them while lightning splits the air. I release my grip on the front lines we have now passed and hit the rows farther in. They twist and thrash, trying to flee in fear, but only crash into their own companions.

Dragon fire shoots through the air as the entire front line of Draven’s clan opens their jaws and breathes torrents of flames at the enemies. Isera shoots spears of ice at the wings of dragons blinded by Orion’s magic while the Unseelie fae behind us throw attacks of water and stone and fire at the mass of enemies as well.

Another black dragon surges up next to Draven.

“Malachi’s balls, you’ve gotten strong, kid!” the Unseelie fae atop that dragon yells.

My mouth drops open as I find Jocasta sitting there. Her white hair billows behind her and her pink and gold eyes glitter in the light of the sinking sun as she grins at me. I laugh.

Jocasta. The owner of the Black Faction that plays in the Great Games in the Unseelie Court. The one who trained me and the only other person with emotion magic that I have ever met.

I grin back at her. “That’s what happens when you have a great teacher!”

She laughs and gives me a salute in appreciation. Then a devilish glint appears in her eyes as she jerks her chin towards the ranks of enemies that are trying to re-form ahead. “Let’s hit them together!”

“Yes!” I call back, wicked delight in my own eyes as well. “Let’s show them why emotion magic is the most dangerous magic of all.”

Draven lets out a roar.

Dragon fire shoots through the air as his clan members attack at the same time as Draven throws a vicious thunderstorm right into the ranks of enemies before us.

Jocasta and I slam our magic into them.

Cries of pure terror echo across the entire landscape as the mass of red, silver, and white dragons flees in fear.

Next to me, Jocasta lets out a villainous laugh.

“When this war is over, you and I are gonna have a drink, kid!” she yells at me, her eyes glowing with magic.

“Deal!” I call back.

A hole opens up right in front of us as our combined emotion magic forces our enemies to panic and flee from us in pure terror.

And suddenly, the route to Empress Jessina is clear.

Only a long stretch of open sky now separates us from the massive silver dragon at the back.

Imposing mountains flash past on our right as we speed straight for her.

Empress Jessina jerks back as if in shock. Then she throws her head back and breathes a torrent of ice flames straight for us. But Draven, Galen, and the other black dragons just open their jaws and shoot real dragon fire back at it. The ice flames crash into the fire, making the air before us explode into hissing steam.

Hope surges inside me. We can do this. We can⁠—

A deafening rumble comes from the mountains on our right. My heart leaps into my throat as I snap my gaze towards it and find that the tops of the mountains are moving.

No, it’s not the mountains that are moving.

Dread stabs through my chest like a searing blade.

Using her ice magic, Jessina has yanked out the mass of ice that covered the peaks. It rips the snow with it too and crashes out into the air right above us.

“Isera!” I scream as the avalanche of ice and snow slams straight down over us.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO



Draven and the other dragon shifters twist their heads up and breathe fire at the deadly wave, but it’s too wide and too thick. I throw my arms up over my head as the tidal wave of ice and snow crashes down. Isera yanks her arms up and slashes them through the air as if she is trying to cleave the sky.

The thick sheet of ice at the bottom of the attack splits in two with a violent crack. Snow slides along both sides, tumbling down over us. It slams into the dragon shifters’ wings, forcing them down towards the ground. But the massive ceiling of ice that would’ve crushed us plummets down on either side of us instead, crashing harmlessly into the ground below.

Isera slumps down on the black dragon’s back again, breathing heavily. But before I can call out to her, snow thuds down over all of us as the rest of the avalanche tumbles downwards. I shiver violently as the thick clumps hit my body, and I shake my arms to try to get it off before I sweep my hands over Draven’s scales to clear the snow there too.

All around us, the entire squad of black dragons is forced towards the ground as the mass of snow weighs down their wings.

“Hold on,” Draven says into my mind.

I grip the spikes before me hard as he rolls in the air. My stomach lurches, but the snow falls off Draven’s body as well as mine.

The other dragons around us do the same.

Right as Draven levels out again, something silver-colored flashes in the corner of my eye. On instinct, I slam a violet flame of pain into it.

The silver dragon that had been about to tear through Draven’s side screeches in agony and jerks back. Pleasure thrums inside me, but I quickly cut off the magic again to save energy. My attack achieved its goal.

Swinging his head around, Draven bites his teeth right through the thrashing silver dragon’s neck and rips its throat out. Blood drips from Draven’s jaws as he bellows out a roar while the silver dragon tumbles lifelessly to the ground.

But Jessina’s avalanche attack bought her forces enough time to compose themselves and re-form their ranks. Ice flames shoot through the air as silver dragons speed towards us from all sides, backed up by white and red dragons.

Fire roars through the sky, slamming into the ice flames. Isera yanks up another ice shield to protect her dragon companion, but exhaustion lines every inch of her face. Cleaving that massive ice block and moving it away from us used up most of her remaining energy.

My heart pounds in my chest. I don’t have a lot of energy left either. And the Unseelie fae around us have even less raw magic than we do. They must be close to their breaking point as well. We will never be able to take out Jessina in this state. We need a break from constantly using our magic so that our energy levels have a chance to build back up again.

As if Draven could read my mind, he lets out a roar again and then shoots upwards. A massive storm cloud spreads out around him, blocking out the majority of the enemy forces. The ones who get caught in the thick black clouds snarl in rage and frustration. But Draven and his clan are already moving.

Speeding through the sky, they fly back towards our own ranks.

Enemy dragons shoot towards us from all sides, trying to stop our retreat. Isera and the rest of the fae with elemental magic slam attacks back at them in an effort to keep them away from us while the dragon shifters twist and swerve through the sky. I shove my magic at any emotion I can find in their chests, making them hesitate and panic and crash into each other in confusion.

Then we at last break through the final rows and soar back through the part of the battlefield where we hold the sky.

Draven roars again, and a few dragons of various colors from several sections suddenly disentangle themselves and follow us towards the back. Diana is one of them.

Ejnare, the leader of the Blue Clan, immediately flies forward and takes her place at the front instead. The black, blue, purple, and orange dragons that remain rally around him, pushing back the waves of enemies that tried to follow us.

We land on the charred grass outside Rin’s healing station. She is working tirelessly on the fae and dragon shifters who were already there when we left, and some new ones that have appeared since as well.

A weight lifts from my chest when I find Alistair standing with Lyra on the grass a short distance from where we land. I quickly slide down from Draven’s back, and he immediately shifts into his human form.

With a gust of wind, he clears the worst of the smoke from the grass after the other dragons have shifted into humans as well. The fae who were seated on their backs stagger across the grass, gasping in deep breaths.

“She told you to rest,” Lyra is growling at Alistair.

“No, she told me to avoid using my magic too much until the energy has built back up,” Alistair retorts.

“That’s the same thing.”

“No, it’s not.” He frowns. “And besides, since when are you this cautious? You’re supposed to be the reckless one.”

“Not when it comes to you.”

He stops short, his mouth open but no argument making it out. Then his features soften, and he discreetly reaches out and laces his fingers through Lyra’s. His green and orange eyes are full of light as he gently squeezes her hand. “I’m fine, sunshine. I promise.”

Across the grass, dragon shifters in black, blue, and purple dragon scale armor crouch down to check on their fae, who have all collapsed on the ground. The only ones who look relatively well are Trevor, Fenriel, and Kevlin.

An involuntary shudder rolls down my spine when I spot Kevlin. The last time I saw him, he snapped my ankle and crushed all the bones in my hand in his attempt to win the Atonement Trials. Though given that our fight ended with me cutting his hamstrings, I suppose we’re somewhat even.

Draven slides his arm around my back as we walk towards where Lyra and Alistair are standing. “You okay?”

Warmth floods my heart. He noticed even that small shudder. Of course he did. Draven always does.

“Yeah, I’m alright,” I reply, smiling up at him.

Galen comes jogging across the grass while Orion simply strides towards us in that refined way of his, the very image of royal nonchalance. Isera stalks over from the other direction, her long black hair windswept but her eyes as sharp as always.

We reach Alistair and Lyra at the same time as Diana does. Fenriel hurries over after her, Talon perched on his shoulder.

“We need a new plan,” Draven says without preamble.

“Agreed,” Orion says as the rest of them reach us as well.

“A frontal assault clearly won’t work,” Galen adds, raking a frustrated hand through his blond hair. “There are too many of them. If we have to fight our way through, we won’t have enough strength left at the end to take on Empress Jessina.”

Orion clicks his tongue. “Not to mention that she still has that hourglass thing that functions as a shield against magic like mine and Selena’s. We need to separate her from it.”

“I… might have an idea about that,” a hesitant but cheerful voice says.

We all turn towards the source of it. Fenriel blushes at the scrutiny, but the hawk on his shoulder just ruffles its feathers and looks back at us all with determined eyes. After glancing over at Diana, Fenriel begins explaining his plan.

“That might work,” Draven agrees when he’s done. “However, our initial problem remains. We can’t get close to her.”

“What if we do what they did?” I say, looking from face to face. “Sneak a force around the back? If we can get behind Jessina, we could spring an ambush on her.”

“Excellent plan,” a low and smooth voice suddenly says from my left.

We all jump and whirl towards it, weapons drawn. It takes my shocked brain another few seconds to realize what it is that I’m looking at.

A woman made of the woods stands there on the grass. Her dress and hair, all made of vines, ripple slightly around her even though there is no wind here right now. And a pair of ancient brown eyes watch us all with a wicked glint from underneath a crown of red flowers.

The Dryad Queen.

“Mabona’s tits,” Alistair blurts out while extinguishing the fire in his palm. Shaking his head, he stares at the dryad that just appeared out of nowhere. “Where did you even come from?”

She just flashes us all a wolfish smile. Then her gaze sharpens, and she locks intense eyes on Orion. “You have it.”

It’s not a question. But Orion answers anyway. “I do.”

The Soul of Trees pulses cheerfully in his pocket.

A wide smile, so otherworldly that it’s almost terrifying, spreads across the Dryad Queen’s mouth. The fact that the smile is somehow filled with relief and joy but also looks sharp and ruthless at the same time makes a primal sense of fear pulse through me.

“Then the dryads will now go to war,” she says, that vicious smile still on her mouth.

Diana glances around at the otherwise dryad-free landscape around us. “Your people are here?”

“Yes.” Her gaze slides towards the forest a short distance from us. “In there.” She shifts her attention back to us. “We will move through the woods and towards the other side of the battlefield for this ambush of yours.”

“Good,” I pick up. “And we’ll send a small fae strike team around the other side.”

Draven snaps his gaze down to me, no doubt about to protest that he doesn’t want us to split up. But before he can do that, Galen points out the obvious.

“There is only a mountain range on that side.” He motions at the tall mountains that flank one side of the battlefield. “There’s no way you’ll be able to sneak along the bottom of it without being seen.”

“That’s why we’re going through the mountain.” Raising my voice, I call, “Trevor!”

Trevor turns towards us. When I beckon for him to approach, Kevlin and some other fae from the Seelie Court follow as well.

“Look,” I begin while they make their way towards us. “Most of us need a break from using our magic. But we can’t just sit here uselessly and wait for it to build back up. So instead, we’ll use that time to sneak around the battlefield while all of you keep Jessina and her army focused on you.”

“I don’t like splitting up,” Draven says, his eyes narrowed.

“I know. But if you’re missing from the battlefield for too long, she will get suspicious. And then the trap will never work.”

He draws his eyebrows down, looking like he wants to argue but can’t find any actual faults in my plan.

“I’m still waiting for the part where you explain how you will get to the other side unseen,” Galen says, looking at me with raised eyebrows right as the other fae join us.

I turn to Trevor and then point towards the mountain. “Can you open a tunnel for us in that?”

He blinks in surprise and then turns to look at the mountain. Drawing a hand through his blond hair, he considers for a few seconds before saying, “Yeah. It will take almost everything I have, but yes, I could get us through.”

“And if we walk on the other side of the mountain range all the way to the other end of the battlefield, will that be enough time for you to build your energy back up so that you can open another pathway through?”

Tipping his head from side to side, he seems to calculate it. Then he nods. “Yeah.”

I turn to Galen. “There you have it.”

He just looks back at me in silence for a few seconds. Then he lets out a huff of amusement. “Sometimes, I forget what a sneaky little schemer you are.”

“I did too, once,” Draven says. “Then she handcuffed me to my desk, and now I never make that mistake again.”

Everyone turns to stare at him. Heat flushes my cheeks, and I jab my elbow into his ribs. He just smirks down at me.

“So, about the plan,” Isera picks up, mercifully pushing the conversation back on track.

After going through the plan twice to make sure that everyone knows what to do and when, we all fall silent and just look from face to face. Worry suddenly washes through me. It’s a quite risky plan. There is no way of knowing whether this will actually work, and if even one part of our group doesn’t succeed in their mission, the rest are going to die.

Everyone seems to be feeling the same thing. The weight of this plan. This one last desperate plan that we really need to pull off. So there is no need for words.

We just meet each other’s eyes and nod.

Then we go our separate ways.

But right before I can leave, Draven’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm. Yanking me back to him, he slips his hand around the back of my neck and kisses me deeply.

“Be careful,” he whispers against my lips.

I pull him tighter against me. “You too.”

“I love you, little rebel.”

“I love you too.”

“See you on the other side.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

Then we pull back. My heart aches as I stare up at Draven for another few seconds, suddenly feeling like I’m making a huge mistake.

Before I can start second-guessing myself, I tear myself away from the love of my life and run after the small group of fae that are now heading towards the mountain.

This has to work.

Goddess, please, this has to work.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE



Stone grinds against stone as Trevor uses his magic to open a tunnel through the mountain. I glance around at the fae waiting beside me. While I recognize them all from the Seelie Court, I only really know four of them. The ones who competed in the Atonement Trials with me. Isera, Trevor, Fenriel, and Kevlin.

Orion and Alistair had to go with Galen and Lyra to fight with Draven and the others on the front lines, so that it wouldn’t be so obvious that something is going on. But since this is my plan, I needed to see it through personally.

I glance towards the furious dragon battle in the sky across the fields. There at the front, a massive black dragon surrounded by storm clouds and lightning is tearing through the enemy army. But because the Silver Clan has so many more soldiers, more enemies just keep appearing.

My stomach twists as I watch Draven try to fight his way through the never-ending tide. I don’t like leaving him alone. He has always been powerful, but with our union bond, he would be even stronger and faster. And that difference might end up being crucial. If something happens to him because I’m not there, I won’t survive it.

“Selena,” Isera suddenly says. “We need to go.”

Tearing my gaze from Draven across the battlefield, I look back at the mountain only to find that most of my companions have already walked into the narrow tunnel that has now opened in the gray stone. Giving my head a quick shake, I start into it as well.

But then I hesitate when I realize that Isera isn’t following. She’s just standing there outside the hole, drawing in short, shallow breaths while staring at the tunnel.

Realization hits me.

Claustrophobic. Isera is still intensely claustrophobic.

“Do you want me to…?” I offer.

She swallows, as if she has to force the word out. “Please.”

Reaching out with my magic, I latch on to the bone white flame of fear in her chest and then decrease it until it’s barely more than a small flicker. She lets out a long, shuddering breath. I draw my hand down her arm and give her a small smile. Then we start into the tunnel.

Stone keeps grinding against stone, the sound echoing between the tunnel walls, as Trevor continues using his magic to force the mountain to open for us. As soon as we leave the outside world behind, oppressive darkness tries to suffocate us because the tunnel closes after us when we walk. But Kevlin, who has light magic, illuminates it for us. It’s the main reason I asked him to join us, even though I’m still a little uncomfortable around him.

“I’m sorry,” Isera says in a low voice. “I know you should be saving your strength to let your magic build up. Not waste it on… this.”

“I’m not wasting it.” While still continuing to decrease her fear, I glance at her from the corner of my eye. “I am curious, though. You knew that the plan was to walk through a narrow tunnel in the mountain, but you still volunteered to come. Why?”

She swallows, looking uncharacteristically awkward. Her gaze flits to me for a second before she fixes it on the path ahead instead. “Orion and Alistair had to stay behind, and I… Well, I couldn’t let you go alone, could I?”

Warmth fills my soul.

However, before I can reply, Kevlin, who is walking ahead of us, suddenly turns around to face us.

“Your mother really loved you, you know that, right?” he says.

The words are like a strike right to the heart, and I almost miss my next step. Hope floods my chest, because for a split second, I think he’s talking to me.

Then I notice that his brown and lavender eyes are locked on Isera.

“She was so proud of you,” he continues, a wistful smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “You were all she ever talked about when we competed together in the previous Atonement Trials.”

Isera’s lips part slightly, and she draws in a shuddering breath.

“So yeah,” he says. “Now that we all know… what really happened to her, I just figured you might want to know that.” He shrugs. “In case you didn’t already.”

My heart aches from that burst of hope and the crushing reminder that I will never know. Pulling at the collar of my fighting leathers, I try to breathe through the sudden desperate need for that warm pleasure I get from my magic. Thankfully, because Draven is still taking half of that emotion, I manage to suppress the urge.

Next to me, Isera clears her throat and quickly blinks tears from her eyes. “Thank you for telling me.”

“Yeah.” Kevlin shifts his gaze to me, and then winces apologetically. “And you, I’m not sure if I should say I’m sorry or thank you. I was so angry at you after that final trial. I had to grovel and bargain for a doctor to work on my hamstrings, and it took over a month for them to fully heal after you sliced them and then ran away and took the final place as winner of the Atonement Trials.” He scratches the back of his neck awkwardly. “But then the other day when I learned the truth, what really happens to the winners, I was shocked at first. But then I kind of just felt relieved.” He grimaces. “I wouldn’t have survived what you guys did. So thank you for winning, and I’m sorry for being so cruel there at the end.”

Surprise pulses through me, and I raise my eyebrows slightly. I had not been expecting that. Dipping my chin, I give him a nod in acknowledgement.

“Also, I’m sorry about your parents.”

My heart skips a beat. “My parents?”

“Yeah, we all saw that battle above the Golden Palace a while ago,” he explains. “So afterwards, we snuck inside to check. That’s when we found your parents’ bodies there on the floor.” Sympathy fills his eyes as he holds my gaze. “I know you probably would’ve wanted to send their souls off yourself, but we didn’t think you would be coming back to the Seelie Court since you’d won the trials, and we couldn’t just leave them there. So a few of your parents’ friends from their respective guilds gave them both a proper send-off and then poured their ashes into the River Andunir.”

Pain and grief mix with a sudden burst of gratitude and relief. I might never know if my parents loved me, but at least I now know that their souls were sent off to Mabona’s evergreen garden properly.

“Thank you, Kevlin,” I press out, my voice slightly choked as I try to compose myself again. “That means a lot to hear.”

He gives me a small smile, but before he can reply, Fenriel calls from the front, “Guys! We really need to hurry up. Trevor is running very low on magic.”

Alarm crackles through my spine, and we all snap our gazes towards him. There are about ten other fae from the Seelie Court between us and the front of the group, but Trevor is quite tall so I can still see part of his head through the crowd. I swallow down a sense of dread when I notice him swaying with every step.

The fear inside Isera tries to spike up, but I force it down again with my magic.

After exchanging a quick glance, we all hurry forward.

Stone continues rumbling as Trevor forces the mountain to part for us. The tunnel was a little wider when we started, but now it’s getting smaller and smaller with every step until only one person can fit. Falling into single file instead, we squeeze our way between the narrow stone walls that quickly close behind us. The fear in Isera’s chest is so intense that I have to remember to keep my mental shields up so that I’m not affected by it too, but I simply continue decreasing it.

Red and golden light from a setting sun at last appears up ahead.

We all let out a collective breath of relief.

Hurrying forward, we run the final distance out of the oppressive tunnel and into the open air on the other side. The stone rumbles closed behind with a boom. I draw in a deep breath and release the grip on my magic as a wide valley opens up before us.

Light from the slowly setting sun falls across the landscape, while the tall mountains to our left now block out the view of the battlefield entirely. Before us is just a vast open stretch of bare ground. There is not a tree or bush anywhere in sight. Only a broad valley made of gray rock, and then the mountains that rise up on all sides of it.

I shift my gaze to the peaks up ahead. Somewhere there on the other side is Jessina. Hovering in the air, untouchable like a goddess. A wicked smile spreads across my lips. Little does the smug empress know that a small group of fae is now about to sneak right through her defenses. She will never know what hit her.

“Are you okay?” Fenriel asks.

Blinking, I shift my gaze towards him instead. He is standing next to Trevor. Or rather, he is bracing Trevor with his body. With Trevor’s arm draped over his shoulders and his own arm wrapped around Trevor’s waist, he looks up at the stone-wielder with worry on his face. Trevor drags in deep breaths, exhaustion lining his face.

“Yeah, I’ll be alright,” he replies.

Isera narrows her eyes at him. “Will you still be able to open a new tunnel on the other side?”

He draws in another long breath before nodding. “Yeah. The walk over there should be enough to let my energy build back up. At least if I only create a single-file tunnel from the beginning this time.”

The other ten fae around us look from him to Isera and then to me. I quickly realize that they’re expecting me to take the lead, since this was my plan, so I clear my throat and straighten my spine as if I feel nothing but confidence.

“Alright, then,” I say in a determined voice. Then I raise my hand to point to the mountain up ahead and a little to the left. “That’s our exit point. We need to get there at the same time as the rest of our forces who are approaching from other sides. So let’s get going.”

They all lurch into motion.

Since most of us are here because we need to give our magical energy time to build back up, we all just walk in silence as we make our way through the barren valley. I try to relax and just focus on putting one foot in front of the other, but every few steps, my gaze keeps getting drawn to the mountain range on our left. Towards where Draven is. Flexing my hand nervously, I desperately wish that I could at least see what is happening on the other side.

“I’m sorry,” Trevor suddenly blurts out. “Can we just… Mabona’s tits, I just need to catch my breath. Can we just stop for like five minutes?”

I turn towards him. Fenriel is still bracing him with his own body, and sweat trickles down both of their necks.

“We should have taken a break right after we got out of the mountain,” Fenriel says, looking up at Trevor with stern eyes. “You already needed the break back then.”

“I know.” He draws in another deep breath. “But I didn’t want to slow us down.”

Twisting my head, I look back at the progress we’ve made and then towards the mountain that will be our exit point. We’re only partway through the valley at this point, but we’ve been making pretty good time. I flick another glance towards the left, as if I can see Draven through the mountains. Stress and worry pulse through my veins.

But Trevor really does need a break. Otherwise, we will never make it back out through the mountain again.

So I turn back to him and Fenriel and nod. “Alright, let’s take a five-minute break.”

Trevor immediately sits down on a rock. Resting his elbows on his knees, he rakes his fingers through his hair and heaves more deep breaths.

The other fae settle down on the ground to rest as well. A brown-haired woman, whose name I think might be Juliette, summons a small stream of water in the air. We all drink deeply from it before she lets her magic fade out again. With my hands now wet, I rake them through my hair and then re-tie the braid that keeps part of my hair out of my face. And every few seconds, my gaze keeps darting to the mountain range.

Stress streaks through my veins like lightning. Draven was right. We shouldn’t have split up. We’ve been splitting up too much lately. Logically, it makes sense. We’re wasting time and resources when two people as powerful as us are doing the exact same thing. But I still don’t like it. Because I can’t shake that awful feeling that I have somehow made a terrible mistake.

“They’ll be fine,” Isera says.

I snap my gaze to her, quickly trying to hide my worry. But she saw it all of course.

Her gaze is steady as she holds mine. “Both Orion and Draven act as if they’re nothing but ruthless villains, but they’re actually incredibly protective of their own. And now that they consider each other brothers, they will never let anything happen to the other.” Her voice is full of confidence as she repeats, “So they’ll be fine.”

I draw in a deep breath, trying to calm my racing pulse. She’s right. They will protect each other.

But then why do I have this feeling that something bad is about to⁠—

A gasp rips through the air.

My heart leaps into my throat, and I whirl around while everyone scrambles to their feet. I sweep my gaze over the valley before us, looking for the source of their reaction.

Dread explodes inside my chest like cold poison.

Ten silver dragons have crested the mountain ahead. They stop, looking surprised to have found us here as well. My mouth dries out as I watch them hover there in the air.

Fenriel and Trevor stumble back, their faces white with fear. On my other side, Juliette lets out a terrified whimper.

There are only fifteen of us, and all of us are practically completely drained of magic already. There is no way we will survive an attack by ten dragons from the Silver Clan.

Panic screams inside me as I snap my gaze from side to side, looking for anything that can save us. But the valley is completely barren. There is nothing to hide behind. Nothing to use as a shield. The tunnel we came in through is closed, and Trevor is too drained to open a new one.

My heart pounds like a battle drum.

We are trapped here.

“We’re going to die,” Juliette cries, saying what we have all already realized.

Fear ripples through the entire group, and everyone except me and Isera stagger backwards.

For a few seconds, all I can do is to just stare at those silver dragons while my mind refuses to accept the reality of the situation. At first, my brain tries to deny that the dragons are even there. Then it tries to bargain that we can still survive this. But at last, it accepts that there is no chance in hell any of us will live through this.

And then comes the anger.

Fenriel and Trevor stumble another step back, passing me and Isera. The others shrink back even further, and Kevlin lets out a desperate whine.

Fury roars through me. At them. At the world. At myself for making this stupid decision of splitting up from Draven and the other dragon shifters.

“Stand your ground!” I bellow.

Shock pulses through our group, and they all jerk to a halt. Panic and terror flicker in their eyes as they all whip around to stare at me.

“But we’re going to die,” Juliette cries again.

“Yes, we are going to die!” I snap back at her, rage roaring through my veins.

“Then what was it all for!” Kevlin screams back at me. Despair pulses in his eyes. “What was this fucking war even for if we’re all going to die here? We’re not even sacrificing our lives for a cause right now. This won’t help the others win the war. We’re just going to die here. For nothing!”

“You’re right!” Furious determination and searing rage burn in my eyes as I sweep my gaze over all of them. “Our deaths won’t matter. They will not make a difference to the war.”

“Then what the hell are we doing here?”

“We are making a choice! All our lives, we have been trapped and controlled. We have never been allowed to make our own choices. So we are making one now!”

The silver dragons surge forward.

Juliette’s knees buckle. Fear crashes over Fenriel’s features, and he bends over and vomits.

“We chose to be here!” I scream at them all. “We chose to fight for our freedom. And now we will choose to die on our fucking feet. So get up!”

Ten massive dragons speed across the sky, heading straight towards us.

“We are going to die, but before we do, we are going to take some of those bastards down with us!” I bellow and stab a hand towards the storm of dragons barreling towards us. “So get on your fucking feet and get ready for one last charge!”

Next to me, Fenriel wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and straightens. His blue and gold eyes begin to glow as he summons Talon. Tears roll down his cheeks, but he keeps his chin up as he pets his beloved hawk.

“Sorry, Talon,” he says. “Looks like we won’t be able to go on all those adventures after all.”

Talon lets out a small noise and bumps his beak against Fenriel’s cheek.

Fenriel smiles through the tears and draws his hand over the hawk’s feathers. “So let’s make the afterlife our greatest adventure of all, yeah?”

Beside him, Trevor drags in a choked breath. “I just wanted to open up a bakery. Oh Goddess, I wanted that bakery so badly.” Tears slip down his face. “I wish I could’ve tasted at least one of those pastries I’ve been reading about all my life. Just one.”

Wings boom through the valley as the dragons draw closer.

“At least I will see my mom soon,” Isera says softly. Her face is stoic, but she swallows thickly as she adds, “Do you think she will forgive me?”

Kevlin sucks in a desperate breath. “I regret⁠—”

“No regrets!” I scream. “Our friends will carry on this battle after our deaths. Our memories will live on through them. They will make our hopes and dreams reality in our stead. And when we see them again in Mabona’s evergreen garden, we will all raise a drink together and they will tell us all about it!”

A surge of determination pulses through our ranks.

I yank out my dagger and point it straight towards the death that is flying right towards us.

“No regrets!” I bellow.

“No regrets!” they all scream back.

“CHARGE!”

We surge forward.

Boots thud against stone as we sprint right towards the row of dragons. Their booming wings echo between the mountains, beating in tune with my hammering heart and our pounding feet.

They speed through the air, closing the distance rapidly.

Gripping the knife tightly, I scream in rage and fury as I run towards my death with my friends next to me.

Everything inside me tastes of blood and iron.

My magic roars as I summon it.

One last time.

All ten dragons open their massive jaws. A pale shimmering starts at the back of their mouths.

“DEATH!” I bellow.

Ice flames shoot through the sky.

Juliette and Isera yank up shields of water and ice while Kevlin sends a blast of light magic right at them. They screech, twisting their heads to the side. But the magic is not enough to stop the dragons or the attack.

I throw myself to the side as a torrent of ice flames crashes down over the ground. Juliette screams. Rolling across the stones, I whip my head towards her as the sound is abruptly cut off.

Pain sears through me as Juliette’s entire body disappears into the stream of ice fire. Kevlin screams as his left leg is caught in it as well.

Summoning my magic, I slam a flame of fear into one of the dragons while leaping to my feet. It jerks back right before it can bite Fenriel in half. But the other nine don’t hesitate.

Cries of agony rip from my companions as the dragons swoop down over us and slash their claws. I throw myself sideways right before one of them can slice my chest open. Ice shoots through the air, smacking into another dragon as Isera dives and throws a shield up at the same time.

Blood sprays into the air as a dragon’s claws cut right through Kevlin’s chest where he’s still lying trapped halfway in ice. I scream as his lifeless body crashes back down on the ground, his vacant eyes staring up at the sky.

The dragons swoop around.

My pulse pounds in my ears as I try to run from the next wave of attacks. But the dragons barrel forward mercilessly. Talon screeches and swoops through the air, trying to distract them while Fenriel desperately tries to hack through the ice that is trapping Trevor in place. I shove another blast of fear at the dragon at the front. It jerks back, causing the others to bump into it.

The move buys Fenriel enough time to get Trevor’s foot free.

Isera rushes up next to me, throwing ice spears at the charging dragons. I slam my magic into them again and again, trying to stop their assault. But I don’t have enough left to make the emotions strong enough for them to flee.

Wings boom around us as the dragons surge towards us again.

“Down!” Isera screams.

I dive forward as claws slash through the air right above me.

Trevor screams.

Clutching my knife to my chest, I roll across the ground while a massive draft whooshes past above me from the squad of dragons. My hair ripples in the wind that their huge wings create.

Ice shoots through the air as Isera tries to bombard them with spears and shards aimed at their wings, but she barely has any energy left either.

I snap my head up right as a heartbreaking scream rips from Fenriel’s throat.

Trevor hangs in the air, stabbed through by a dragon’s claws. Blood runs down from the holes in his body as the dragon shakes its leg. Trevor’s body slides off the sharp claws and lands with a thud on the ground.

“NO!” I scream.

But the dragons swerve around in the air again.

“Take them down!” Isera bellows. “We’re going to take at least one of them down!”

Talon screeches as he swoops through the air towards Fenriel. He, Isera, and I are the only ones still standing.

My voice is broken and everything inside me hurts. But I raise my knife and scream in defiance as the ten dragons surge forward again.

Fenriel and Isera join in, our voices echoing through the air like death itself as we throw everything we have into one final suicide charge.

Our feet pound against the ground as we race towards our death.

Ten silver dragons open their jaws. Ice flames shimmer at the back of their throats as they let out bellowing roars. Their wings boom through the air as they speed right for us.

I scream for revenge and freedom and a choice that is finally mine as the dragons smash right into us.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR



Aroar to shatter hell itself splits the air. And right before the first silver dragon can slam into me, Draven shoots past me from behind and crashes right into them. They screech as he rips through their wings and bodies with a fury that makes the mountains tremble.

I throw myself down on the ground as four more black dragons and a huge purple dragon plow into the other silver dragons. Our enemies scream, throwing their heads from side to side as if they suddenly can’t see, while torrents of fire roar towards them from above. Claws slash and teeth flash.

Leaping to my feet, I stare at the scene before me in shock.

Draven, Galen, Lyra, two other black dragons, and Diana tear through the ranks of enemies while a furious thunderstorm booms around them. Lightning crackles over Draven’s black scales, making him look like part of the storm itself. Atop Lyra’s back, Alistair is shooting fireballs at the silver dragon’s wings while Orion is blinding them with his nightmares from his place on Galen’s back.

A cry of pure relief tears from my throat.

Staggering sideways, I drag in a deep breath and try to convince my screaming mind that I am not dead. Isera rolls to her feet a short distance from me and starts shooting spears of ice at the silver dragons from below.

They screech in fear and panic as they’re attacked from all sides. I would have latched on to those flames of fear and made them bigger, but I have nothing left now. My magic is utterly drained. And so is the rest of me. It feels as if a soft wind could knock me over right now, so I grip the dagger hard in my hand to brace myself. And it is only by sheer willpower that I remain upright.

Blood rains down from the sky as Draven and the others mercilessly slaughter the silver dragons. I’m forced to sprint to the side as a silver dragon body tumbles through the air straight towards me. Throwing myself the final distance, I barely manage to get out of the way before it slams down into the stones with enough force to make the ground shake.

“Trevor!” Fenriel screams.

Talon swoops over to his shoulder as Fenriel throws himself down on his knees next to Trevor’s broken body. Deep holes puncture his chest and abdomen, and his entire body shakes when he tries to draw in a breath. Blood pours out of his wounds and trickles down from the corners of his mouth.

“Fenriel,” he gasps out, his eyes sliding in and out of focus.

Fenriel grabs his hand and leans closer, his long red hair sliding over his shoulder and hiding the tears that stream down his cheeks. “I’m here.”

“Try every pastry…” A wet cough racks his frame. “And then tell me all about it…” His eyes glitter as he smiles up at Fenriel through the blood. “When I see you again.”

Then the light in his eyes goes out.

His shaking body stops moving as he dies, that last smile still on his lips.

Fenriel throws his head back and screams.

Above us, silver dragons are falling from the sky while blood rains down over us. It splatters my face and my black leather armor until everything is stained red. But I can barely feel it. I can barely feel anything other than the fury that roars through my head.

They’re all dead.

Trevor. Kevlin. Juliette. Everyone else who followed me on this mission. Who trusted me and believed me when I told them that this was the best way. The only way. And now, only broken bodies and shattered souls remain.

The guilt threatens to eat me alive, so I drown it in more fury.

That awful rage that I have unleashed inside my soul surges up again as I turn towards the final silver dragon, watching it die. I hate them all. They always ruin everything. I want them all dead.

Flexing my hands, I try to breathe through the waves of fury as that centuries-old rage and hatred roars through my body. I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t want to stop it. I just want revenge. For every life lost. For every year stolen. For every hurt and every heartbreak. I hate them all so badly that I think it’s going to consume me.

Draven and the other dragons land on the ground with a boom. But only Draven and Diana shift into their human forms.

Unending rage and hatred still course through my entire body like lightning when Draven rushes up to me and pulls me into his arms.

“Are you okay?” he demands.

The sound of his voice and the feeling of his arms around me pull me out of that blinding fury enough that I at least manage to draw in a full breath. It clears my head slightly, and I force my gaze away from Trevor’s mangled body. Wrapping my arms around Draven, I bury my cheek in his chest and just breathe him in, trying to ground myself.

Isera is still alive.

Fenriel and Talon are still alive.

I am still alive.

Right now, that is going to have to be enough.

“Yes,” I reply. “I am now.”

“This is the last time we ever split up,” Draven says as he strokes his hand over my hair and kisses my forehead. “You hear me?”

A broken laugh escapes my throat. “Agreed.”

“We need to go!” Diana calls from somewhere behind Draven. “The dryads will be there soon. If we’re not in position when they make their move, they’re going to get slaughtered.”

Draven reluctantly releases me, and I draw in another steadying breath as I take a step back while I wipe the worst of the blood from my face. It only smears it across my cheeks, but it clears my vision at least.

Looking from face to face, I shake my head. “The plan is ruined. Trevor is dead. We won’t be able to sneak up on her from behind.”

“So we adapt the plan,” Draven replies. Then he turns to Diana. “Get ready for a frontal assault.” He tilts his head and grimaces. “But from the side.”

A wolfish grin spreads across Diana’s mouth. “I like the way you think.” Then she slides her gaze to Fenriel, who is still kneeling next to Trevor’s dead body. “Fenriel, we need to go.”

“I can’t just leave him here,” Fenriel presses out, his voice broken.

Diana’s features soften. “We’ll come back for him. I promise.”

Across the grass, Galen lets out an urgent growl.

Draven squeezes my hand. “Are you ready?”

I sweep my gaze over the broken and bloody bodies of the fae who followed me here. Rage rolls through my soul like waves of fire as I draw in a deep breath and nod. “Let’s end this.”

While Isera climbs up onto the back of one of the other black dragons, Draven and Diana shift again. Closing my eyes, I make a vow to every god and goddess that will listen. This ends now. Jessina dies now. No matter what it takes, I will watch her die before the sun sets.

As I climb onto Draven’s back and he launches into the sky, I open our union bond and then dredge up every last remaining smidgen of energy that I possess.

I will honor the promise I made to all of the fae who now lie dead on the ground. We will carry on this battle for them. We will take on their dreams and hopes and bring them to life in their stead. We will end this war. I will end this war and get our fucking revenge. For all of us.

Wind rips at my hair and clothes as Draven flies straight for the mountain that we had planned to sneak through. There will be no sneaking now. Part of me is glad for that. I want Jessina to see me coming. I want her to watch as death comes for her.

Galen flies up on Draven’s right while Lyra flanks him on the left. Next to her, Diana soars up while the two remaining black dragons fall into line on Galen’s other side.

“Oh, little viper,” Orion calls, a villainous smile on his lips as he looks towards Isera. “If you only knew how hot you look with the blood of our enemies splattered across your face.”

She lets out a short laugh and then flashes the Unseelie King a sly smile.

I sweep my gaze over the two of them and then turn towards Alistair and Fenriel on my other side. Words are unnecessary. They can see those words on my face, and I can read the answers in their eyes. So they all just give me a slow nod in acknowledgement.

My hair streams behind me as Draven and the other dragons shoot up towards the top of the mountain. I check that my dagger is secure in its sheath and get my magic ready. Red and golden light from the setting sun paints the gray stones below us the color of blood. Clenching my jaw, I grip Draven’s spikes hard as we soar upwards.

Then we crest the peaks and fly straight down behind enemy lines.

A massive silver dragon whirls towards us in shock.

I flash Jessina Iceheart a vicious smile as Draven lets out a battle cry that makes the very mountains tremble. Silver dragons shoot towards their empress to protect her as we speed straight for her.

Pale shimmering appears at the back of her throat.

My heart hammers in my chest.

Storm clouds spread out behind us like a fluttering cloak as Draven summons his powers.

Her forces fly towards us, trying to intercept us.

Jessina opens her jaws.

I draw in a sharp breath and brace myself.

Ice flames shoot through the air.
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Dragon fire roars across the heavens, spreading out like a flaming shield in front of us. Jessina’s ice flames crash into them, exploding into hissing steam. But the mass of silver dragons that is heading to protect their empress barrels straight at us from the side. I grip Draven’s spikes hard, bracing for impact.

A tidal wave of water crashes over the battlefield. White, red, and silver dragons cry out in shock as the mass of water hits them, soaking their wings and extinguishing the white and red dragons’ fire.

Gasping in a breath, I whip my head towards the left just in time to see a huge blue dragon shoot forward. Ejnare, the leader of the Blue Dragon Clan.

“Good thing he still knows how to follow orders,” Draven says into my mind, his voice smug.

“So that’s what your battle cry meant,” I reply with a grin.

Ejnare roars, and our entire army surges forward. Most of Jessina’s allies are forced to abandon their assault on us and instead desperately defend themselves as a horde of black, orange, purple, and blue dragons sweep across the heavens with the fury of a thunderstorm. Ejnare sends another blast of his water magic crashing over our enemies.

But the ones closest to us still hurtle towards us.

“Draven!” I yell into his mind while Jessina opens her jaws again. “Left!”

He roars. Galen, Lyra, and the other two black dragons break formation and charge to the left before the mass of silver dragons reach us. Ice and fire and huge dragon bodies smack into each other as the two forces collide.

Jessina breathes a torrent of ice flames straight at Draven and Diana while she shoots upwards into the sky to claim the high ground. My stomach lurches as Draven rolls to evade the ice flames while surging up after her. To our right, Diana roars while Fenriel clings to her spikes. Talon flies above his shoulder, keeping pace with the speeding dragon.

Storm winds howl around us as Draven slams his magic straight at Jessina. She roars in fury and breathes ice flames like a wall before her. The winds smack into it, followed by bolts of lightning that crack into the ice with enough force to make chunks fly through the air. Draven presses the advantage, breathing fire at her. With the help of our union bond, the fire roars through the air stronger and farther than before, and Jessina is forced to dodge as it burns through her already cracking shield.

Ice shards shoot towards us from one side as Jessina uses her magic to attack from the right while breathing more ice flames at us from the front. Diana dives, barely escaping before the shards can slash through her wings, while Draven throws a blast of wind at the ice. Both of them breathe torrents of fire straight at the ice flames, melting them before they can hit.

I press my thighs harder against Draven’s scales as he swerves in the air and then shoots forward. Lightning crackles around his massive black body. Jessina roars in a challenge and charges straight towards him.

“Draven!” I yell into his mind.

He closes his side of the union bond right before Jessina slams into him. I scream as her claws slash across his chest. But because he closed the union bond, I feel none of the pain.

Clawing at her body, he tries to keep her trapped while he lunges for her throat. She yanks her head back right before his teeth can sink into her flesh. With a furious roar, she rips her claws out of his chest. Draven screams in pain but then breathes fire straight at her face.

Desperate, I shove at Jessina with the meager energy I have recovered, but the shield that Severin made for her remains intact, so my magic can’t get through.

“Open the fucking union bond!” I scream at Draven.

With it, he is faster and stronger, and both his dragon fire and his magic are more powerful. He needs every advantage he can get.

Jessina sends a block of ice shooting towards Diana while she snaps her teeth towards Draven’s throat. He twists his head out of the way, lightning flashing around him. It cracks into Jessina, and she roars. Losing her final hold with her claws, she is forced to jerk back as Draven tears himself out of her grip.

“You thickheaded overgrown bat!” I bellow and thump my fist down on Draven’s scales. “Open it!”

He yanks himself the final distance away from Jessina’s claws and then finally opens the union bond again.

“Don’t ever fucking do that again!” I growl into his mind.

His exhausted laugh, laced with pain, rolls through my head. “So bossy.”

Before us, Jessina swings back around and breathes a massive torrent of ice flames all across the sky. Draven and Diana shoot upwards, barely escaping it. But Jessina anticipated the move. Surging upwards as well, she speeds straight for Diana.

“Watch out!” I yell.

Fenriel ducks.

Jessina barrels forward.

But right before she can crash straight into Diana, a massive cawing cloud slams into Jessina instead. She shrieks in shock as a huge flock of birds flies out of Draven’s storm clouds and swarms her.

With a roar of challenge, Draven lurches forward. Speeding through the air, he aims straight at Jessina while the birds scratch and claw at her scales, blocking her vision. She slams her wings, trying to force the birds back while breathing ice flames all around her. The birds screech while trying to get out of the way, but whole sections of them are caught in the ice.

Diana, who summoned them all with her magic, screams in agony.

I duck as Draven flies right into the storm of birds, aiming for Jessina. She snaps her head towards him and shoots more ice flames, but she is forced to retreat as the birds try to rip at her wings.

Keeping my magic at the ready, I wait for the right moment. It will come. I know it.

Jessina lets out a furious roar as she is forced backwards through the sky.

The dragons around her go completely insane.

“Selena!” Alistair bellows from somewhere on my left.

I snap my gaze towards him.

Panic clangs through my skull as a horde of red, white, and silver dragons breaks past our own forces and barrels straight for us. Draven and Diana are still desperately forcing Jessina backwards through the sky.

Ice and fire and magic from the Seelie and Unseelie fae flash through the red-streaked sky as dragons clash and roar and tear through each other. A torrent of ice flames crashes into a Seelie fae seated atop a blue dragon. She screams for only one second before she is knocked off the dragon’s back, completely encased by ice. The blue dragon drops out of the sky, falling lifelessly to the ground below as the still open union bond claims the shifter’s life as well.

Dredging up what remains of my magic, I shove it towards the violet sparks of pain I hope to find in the attacking dragons’ chests as they hurtle towards us to protect their empress.

I gasp as my magic connects.

With a shove, I yank up their pain until half of the dragons shriek and fall out of the sky.

Dragging in desperate breaths, I cling to Draven’s spikes while the world slides in and out of focus around me. I don’t have much left now.

Fire and ice magic shoot through the heavens as Isera and Alistair try to take out the horde that’s about to collide with us. Draven and Diana don’t even hesitate. They trust our friends to protect them. With single-minded focus they lunge and claw and snap at Jessina while thousands of birds flap around her, cawing madly and tearing at every inch of her body. She screams and sends a massive wall of ice shooting towards us.

Red and white dragons screech in fear as Orion blinds them with his nightmares while Isera throws spears at their wings and Alistair hurls a torrent of flames at Jessina’s ice wall. It smacks into it, barely stopping it from crushing Draven.

But exhaustion lines our friends’ faces, and they all sway dangerously atop Galen, Lyra, and the other black dragon.

I try to summon more magic, but there is nothing left to give.

The remaining enemies who survived our friends’ attacks speed towards us. Jessina roars and then suddenly charges forward.

I scream in desperation as massive jaws open from all sides.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX



Trees shoot up from the ground.

Jessina and half of her army roar in panic as vines and branches and entire trees explode up from the forest we’ve been pushing them towards all this time.

Tilting my head back, I bellow out a cry of relief.

Sheer terror flashes across Jessina’s face as the trees and vines twist like snakes around her legs and wings, trapping her in the air. The entire forest below us thrums with a feral hiss as the might of the entire dryad realm ensnares our enemies. Dragons scream and breathe fire desperately as the vines tighten around them, strangling their throats and trapping their wings.

In the chaos, the cloud of birds surges forward, churning furiously around Jessina.

Then a magical hawk shoots out of the fray, carrying a small object shaped like an hourglass.

“It worked!” I scream into Draven’s mind.

Jessina, distracted by the mindless barrage of birds, didn’t notice that Fenriel sent his highly intelligent hawk into the chaos to steal the shield device that was stuck to one of her spikes. It must have taken all of Talon’s strength and cunning to finally get it free.

He lets out a victorious screech as he swoops back towards Fenriel.

Jessina roars in utter panic and terror. Ice flames shoot through the air, heading straight for Talon. Fenriel screams.

But right before the hawk is engulfed, Diana sends her entire cloud of birds straight in front of the flames instead. A cry of agony rips from her throat as her birds are engulfed by the ice flames. But their sacrifice buys Talon enough time to shoot through the air and out of the way.

Draven speeds forward.

Jessina thrashes furiously, trapped by the dryads and exposed without her shield. Pure terror shines in her eyes for a second before fury and insanity take over. She roars.

And black smoke explodes through the air.

Flying right into it, Draven shoots towards her while slamming a blast of wind magic into the smoke from the side. Leaves tremble below us as the winds sweep through the landscape, clearing the sky.

I whip my head from side to side, looking for Jessina.

Alarm cracks through my chest as I spot her.

By transforming into her half-shift form, she has managed to free herself from the dryads. Her silver wings flap hard on either side of her, and her glittering silver dress flutters behind her as she flies away from the forest. Branches and vines shoot up after her as the dryads try to catch her again. But she slashes her arms through the air, sending sheets of ice cutting through them before they can reach her. The dryads in the woods hiss in pain and fury.

“Orion!” I scream while Draven surges forward, heading straight for Jessina.

Galen swerves in the air, changing direction and flying after Draven while Orion clings to his spikes. Exhaustion rolls off every inch of Orion’s body, but his eye glows as he throws his magic towards Jessina.

She screams and almost crashes into a red dragon when her vision disappears and is replaced by nightmares. Flying jerkily through the air, she bellows, “The Unseelie King! Kill the Unseelie King!”

The parts of her army that aren’t being strangled by the terrible might of the dryads tear themselves away from their battles and shoot towards Galen. Ice flames roar towards him from every direction. Galen jerks back, but the attacks are coming from all sides. Whirling around, Draven bellows in panic as his best friend is about to be consumed by ice flames. Atop Galen’s back, Orion keeps his chin raised, the crown glinting on his head as the attacks reach them.

Shields of ice and torrents of fire blast out right in front of Galen and Orion as Lyra and another black dragon crash into their ranks.

“Touch him and I will fucking kill you!” Isera bellows across the battlefield.

“Take him out!” Jessina screams.

Draven whirls back towards her, but the horde of dragons swarms Galen and the others. Ice flames and dragon fire clash as they slam into each other.

Jessina suddenly speeds away, heading deeper into the battlefield. Orion must have been forced to release his magic. Or he ran out of energy. I cast a panicked look back, finding Isera and Alistair practically slumped over their dragons’ backs. We’re all running on fumes now. And Jessina is getting farther ahead.

With a bellowing roar, Draven tries to clear the sky as he chases after Jessina. But in her half-shift form, she is able to slip effortlessly through the mass of battling dragons while Draven’s massive form is blocked by our two fighting armies.

“You need to shift too!” I yell into his mind.

“If I shift, you will fall off my back,” he growls.

“It’s worth the risk! You need to catch her before she can slip away. If we lose her now, we will never get this kind of chance again. She’s panicked and scared and without her shield. We need to kill her now. So transform into your half-shift form and chase her. I’ll try to grab a different dragon on the way down.”

“If you think I’m going to risk your life in that way, you don’t know me at all. I would rather lose this war than lose you.”

I snarl in frustration and shove my magic towards Jessina. But the violet flame of pain I’m aiming for isn’t there. And if I target her fear or panic, it will just make her flee faster.

Desperation surges through me. I need another minute before my energy has recovered enough for me to create an emotion out of nothing. But we don’t have a fucking minute. Jessina is getting farther and farther away with every second.

Black storm clouds explode around us as Draven throws them across the battlefield, enveloping friend and foe alike. He roars, and our allies speed out of the way as he hurtles towards Jessina. But the red and silver and white dragons just surge forward.

“Kill him!” Jessina screams as she zigzags between their bodies. “All of you, kill Draven Ryat!”

Blinding light explodes through the sky as the leader of the White Clan sends his magic pulsing through Draven’s storm clouds. Draven growls and draws them tighter around us, but I can tell that he’s squinting as he speeds after Jessina.

Waves of water crash into the enemies on our left as Ejnare attacks the leader of the White Clan. The light around us dims enough for me to blink my vision back into focus.

Panic crackles through my spine at what I find.

Jessina has turned in the air and is trying to speed past underneath us while all the rest of her soldiers barrel straight for Draven. Ice flames shoot towards him. He breathes fire back at them in a desperate attempt to defend himself while throwing storm winds to shove the others’ ice attacks off course.

A glittering silver dress flashes below.

The mass of dragons crashes into Draven.

And it’s with terrifying clarity that I realize that we are going to lose her. Claws rip at Draven’s sides. Pain spikes through my ribs as well when the agony is mirrored by the union bond. Draven roars, trying to rip himself free from the cluster of pale dragons that try to trap him from all sides.

Jessina flies past underneath him.

I make a split-second decision and leap up onto Draven’s spine.

This is it. Draven won’t be able to get himself free in time. Jessina will disappear into the throng and then we will be right back where we started. And everyone will have died for nothing. Trevor. Kevlin. Grey. My parents. Orion will have lost his eye for nothing. Isera will have suffered for nothing. Jessina will return to Frostfell and kill all the humans who worked so hard to reclaim their city. Both the Unseelie Court and the Seelie Court will remain trapped inside the wards, too afraid to go outside.

We will all have suffered for nothing. If we lose Jessina now, she will be able to rally her forces and then the war will just start all over again. I can’t let it happen. This ends. Now.

“What are you doing?” Draven screams into my mind as I sprint down his spine and towards his tail.

Dragons slash and snap at him from all sides, and it’s all he can do to defend himself.

I yank out my dagger as I rush the final distance out onto his tail.

“Selena!” Draven screams, his voice breaking with fear and panic.

“I’m sorry,” I reply.

Then I close the union bond and leap off his body.

Winds rush in my ears as I free-fall through the sky.

Above me, Draven bellows in panic. But the mass of dragons yanks and tears at him from all sides, and he can’t get free of them.

Silver wings and a glittering silver dress flutter below me as I plummet downwards.

Raising my dagger, I grip it tightly and brace for impact.

Jessina only has time to jerk her head up and stare at me in shock and fear.

Then I slash my dagger right through her gleaming silver wings.

She screams in agony as I rip through the thin membrane of her wings before my body slams right into hers. Throwing my arms out, I wrap them around her torso, clinging to her thrashing body as both of us plummet towards the ground far below.

Blood runs down from the massive tears in her wings, and she flaps them furiously. But with the holes, they no longer bear her weight. I summon my magic and slam it right into that huge flame of pain in her chest before she can concentrate enough to shift into a dragon or summon her own magic.

A cry of pure agony tears from her lungs as I flare the violet flame into a wildfire.

She shoves at me with furious rage and panic while we tumble around and around as we fall through the sky. But I cling hard to her body, keeping a firm hold on her while I try to maneuver my dagger into place.

“Get off me!” Jessina snarls at me, pain and fury crackling in her voice. “I will fucking kill you for what you did to my mate!” Insanity flashes like lightning in her pale gray eyes as we tumble through the sky. “Where is he? What did you do with his body?”

“I buried his body face down in a grave of worms!” I scream back at her and flare the pain in her chest.

Fear pulses across her face at my words even as she screams from my magic.

Releasing the grip on her pain, I slam it into that bone white flame of fear instead and flare that wide. She thrashes hard, trying to break my grip. Winds rip at my hair and clothes as we flip over and over in the air.

“Liar!” Jessina screams back at me. “You can’t touch him! You are slaves! You are all slaves! You can’t kill me. You can’t kill him⁠—”

“We already did!” Yanking my knife up, I ram it towards her throat.

She throws her arm up, smacking her forearm into mine and stopping the blade before it can reach her. I growl and push it towards her, but we keep rolling over and over through the air, which removes my leverage time and again.

“We killed Bane and now I am going to kill you!” I bellow, trying to force the blade down into her chest.

Her wings flutter uselessly on either side of her, blood staining the air around us as we fall. The terrible pain from her shredded wings makes her eyes slide in and out of focus and prevents her from concentrating enough to summon her own magic. So instead, she yanks her other arm up and drives her fist into the side of my ribs. Air explodes from my lungs, and I almost lose the grip on my dagger.

“I am over six thousand years old!” she snarls back at me, slamming her fist into my side over and over again. “I am immortal. I am an empress. I rule this entire world. You cannot kill me!”

I yank up my dagger and slam it down again. Her forearm sinks lower, but not low enough for the blade to hit home. She beats the side of my ribs furiously. I release the grip on her fear and instead slam it into the violet flame of pain. A cry tears from her throat, and she stops hammering my ribs as pain flares through her every nerve. I drive the knife farther towards her chest

“You might be an immortal empress,” I growl into her face. “But you made a mistake. You killed my parents. And now, I am going to destroy everything you have ever touched.”

Winds rip through my hair as I throw my entire body weight to the side, straightening us out and stopping our constant rolling so that I am instead straddling her hips. And now that the world has stopped spinning, I can see how close the ground is.

Above us, Draven roars.

A shadow of death shoots down through the sky heading straight for me.

The ground rushes up towards us.

Summoning every last smidgen of magic I have left, I create a black flame of despair and slam it right into Jessina’s chest.

She cries as hopelessness and despair flood her entire soul. A vicious snarl twists my mouth. Because this is the final thing I want her to feel before she leaves this world. All-consuming, endless despair. I increase it until it’s all she feels. Until there is nothing left inside me to give. And like a pure fucking villain, I drink in the sight of the hope dying in her eyes as she drowns in a black sea of despair.

The arm blocking mine wavers as tears pour from her eyes.

I yank up my hand.

And slam my dagger right into Jessina’s heart.

We crash into the ground.
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Pain explodes through my abdomen. It’s so violent that my vision blacks out. For a few seconds, my mind cannot comprehend what just happened. Then I stare down into Jessina’s pale gray eyes.

Tears of despair still roll down her cheeks, but agony now fills her entire face as well. She coughs blood into my face. Then her body jerks underneath mine. Once. Twice.

Revenge and relief crash over me like a flood as her body goes still.

I memorize every second as her eyes at last glass over.

And so dies Empress Jessina Iceheart.

In pain and despair.

And with my blade, stained by fish guts, buried in her heart.

I scream in victory.

But only broken wheezing and blood escape my mouth.

Shifting my gaze down, I at last take in the source of the agony that is pulsing through my body like wildfire.

When we hit the ground, I drove my dagger into Jessina’s heart. But because I was on top of her, the hilt slammed right into my own abdomen due to the force of the impact. I pry my fingers from the hilt, but the top part of it is still stuck in my abdomen.

With a cry of desperation, I manage to yank my body back. But my legs don’t move when I try to crawl off her. Everything inside me hurts so much that I can barely feel anything at all. The impact must have shattered half of the bones in my body and damaged most of my organs.

With a wheeze, I simply roll over. I hit the grass on my back and gasp in a strained breath right at the same time as Draven smacks into the ground.

Black smoke washes over the landscape, obscuring the sky for a moment.

“SELENA!” Draven screams.

It’s a scream torn from his very soul, and raw enough to break the heavens.

Winds wash over me, clearing the smoke. And then Draven becomes visible. His face is white with terror as he rushes over to me. Grabbing Jessina by the dress, he tosses her corpse away and drops down next to me.

In the sky above, the silver dragons have jerked to a shocked halt. Around them, white and red dragons are casting panicked looks between us and the rest of our army. And somewhere to the right, a large orange dragon is speeding through the air.

Then the view is blocked out entirely as Draven bends down over me.

“Selena,” he presses out, fear pulsing in his eyes.

Agony courses through my entire body, and all I manage is a strained groan of pain.

Tilting his head up, Draven bellows, “Rin! Hurry!”

Black dragons slam down around us as Galen, Lyra, and Isera’s temporary partner reach us as well. Alistair, Isera, and Orion leap down from their backs before Galen and Lyra shift into humans as well.

Draven gently cups my cheeks while tears stream down his face. “Hold on, little rebel. Please. You need to hold on.”

“I’m… sorry,” I gasp out. Every word makes my chest burn with agony. But I drag in a strained breath. Raising my hand, I attempt to wipe his tears away, but I just end up smearing my blood across his cheek. “I wish… we could’ve had… our future.”

“We will have our future. Please, just hold on.” He snaps his head up again and bellows, “Rin!”

A huge orange dragon slams into the ground. More smoke washes over us before Draven blows it all aside. I vaguely register that I couldn’t feel the wind this time. In fact, I’m having trouble feeling anything at all.

“Heal her!” Draven screams.

Rin’s glittering magic surges towards me, but dread quickly washes over her features.

“It’s too late,” she gasps out. “Her body is too damaged. She will die before I can heal wounds this severe.” Her black eyes are full of regret as she shakes her head. “If I still had a union bond, maybe. But my fae partner died in the sneak attack.”

“Then bond me!” Isera snaps.

I drag in a shuddering breath.

Then the world suddenly goes dark.

Fear and regret pulse through me as I desperately try to claw my way back to consciousness. I don’t want to die. I want to see every inch of this world with Draven. I want to find out what’s on the other side of the Western Sea. I want to build a home. I want to have an entire room full of children running around. I want to create a family with Draven. The happy, loving family that I’ve always wished I had.

Oh Goddess, I don’t want to die.

“Selena!” Draven’s voice is screaming at me from what sounds like very far away.

With a heave of desperation, I drag myself towards it.

Draven’s beautiful golden eyes suddenly become visible above me.

I smile, tears slipping down my cheeks and blood trickling from my mouth. “At least now… you’re free.”

“Freedom means nothing without you,” he whispers in a broken voice.

Next to us, a dragon roars.

Then magic surges through me.

I gasp as a prickling sensation starts in my chest and then spreads through my entire body. Tilting my head back, I find a huge orange dragon standing there with a streak of blood between her nostrils. Rin Tanaka. Beside her is Isera. A wound cuts across Isera’s palm, and blood drips down on the grass, but her eyes are solely fixed on me.

Draven lets out a shuddering breath. Tipping my head back down, I stare at the hole in my abdomen that the hilt of my dagger caused. It’s closing with rapid speed. And every breath I draw is getting easier and easier as Rin’s now boosted healing powers sweep through my body, repairing all the damaged organs and shattered bones. I let my head fall back down on the grass and heave a deep sigh.

With his hands still cupping my cheeks, Draven bends down and presses his forehead against mine. “You troublesome, infuriating, insubordinate little rebel.”

A laugh escapes my lips. It’s an exhausted and broken sound, but also full of hope and joy.

“Don’t ever do that to me again,” he whispers.

“I promise,” I breathe back.

“You’ve already fallen off my back and almost died once. This makes it twice. Never again.”

“Technically, I jumped this time.”

“I know. Hence, troublesome, infuriating, insubordinate little rebel. Try that again, and I’ll handcuff you to me for the rest of your life.”

“You know what? I might actually be okay with that.”

He laughs. It’s as breathless and exhausted and wonderful as mine. Pressing his lips against my mouth, he kisses me deeply. I lift my arms and feel a burst of surprise when they move perfectly and without causing pain. Sliding my hands through Draven’s messy black hair, I kiss him back possessively.

And I meant what I said. From now on, we never split up again. We will face this world the way we always should have. The way it always should be. Together.

“Alright,” Orion drawls from somewhere close by. “If you are quite finished making out, an army just landed on the grass.”

Draven reluctantly breaks the kiss and raises his head. We turn towards Orion to find him pointing at the horde of silver dragons that are suddenly landing on the grass and shifting back into humans. Above us, white and red dragons are speeding across the sky, fleeing the battlefield in all directions. None of our allies chase them.

With Jessina dead, our enemies apparently have no reason to keep fighting. Gremar Fireclaw is dead as well, so the Red Clan has no leader. And the White Clan apparently only obeyed the Icehearts out of fear. But with both Bane and Jessina dead, as well as Gremar, they appear to have lost their courage and motivation to fight.

A short distance from us, Rin shifts back into a human again. She sways and then collapses down on the ground. Diana quickly hurries over to her, but Rin seems to only be exhausted from using so much magic so quickly.

Sitting up, I glance down my body to find it completely healed. I draw in a deep breath, feeling my lungs expand fully and no pain pulse through my nerves. It’s such a remarkable feeling. Twisting around, I meet Rin’s tired gaze.

“Thank you,” I say.

She smiles and gives me a nod. “Thank you for ending the rebellion I tried to start a century ago.”

Draven clears his throat awkwardly, no doubt remembering that he was the one who crushed that particular rebellion. After pushing to his feet, he reaches down and holds out his hand to me. I take it and let him help me to my feet.

Then I turn towards Isera. She meets my gaze for a second before glancing away and discreetly wiping her bloody palm on her thigh. Alarm flits across her face when I start towards her. Taking her wrist, I hold up her hand and then look down at the cut across her skin. Then I meet her gaze with serious eyes.

“You didn’t want to bond anyone,” I say.

Her gaze darts to Rin for a second before she admits, “No.”

“But you did it anyway.”

“Yes, well…” Trailing off, she looks uncharacteristically uncertain as she glances around at us all.

Orion, Alistair, Draven, Lyra, Galen. They all meet her gaze with eyes full of everything from relief and gratitude to surprise and warmth and love. She looks back at me again and swallows, as if she doesn’t know how to deal with all of these emotions. It makes her look young and uncertain in a way I have never seen before. Then she draws in a breath before finally finishing her sentence.

“It’s what you do for family.”

Her words hit something deep in my heart. Something fragile but strong at the same time. Something broken but beautiful. Like a shattered sculpture that has been repaired with gold, making the cracks a beautiful part of the design instead of a flaw.

I pull her into a hug.

She stiffens in surprise. Then she lifts her arms and hugs me back. Awkwardly at first, as if she has never hugged anyone before. Then fiercely, as if she needed this hug as much as I did.

“Family,” I whisper.

“Family,” she echoes, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

A steady certainty fills my soul, and I give her one more squeeze before we step back.

Because she’s right.

Turning slightly, I gaze out at all of my friends. I lost my family to the Icehearts. Isera did as well. Alistair lost his family in a different way when they shunned him for having fire magic. Orion has never had anyone he can trust. None of us has a real family.

So we made our own.

My heart swells, and warmth floods my entire soul like glittering sparkles as they all smile back at me.

All my life, I have been alone and mistrusted. Always desperately trying to make people like me. Desperately fighting to establish a connection with someone. Anyone.

Now, I don’t have to fight anymore.

Now, I’m not alone anymore.

And after everything we have been through together, there is nothing that can break these bonds that we have formed through blood and pain and sacrifice. These people, these wonderful people who have changed my life, will forever be family to me.

“Oh,” Lyra suddenly exclaims. “Have I mentioned that I have five brothers? And a crazy grandma? Also my parents are pretty cool. And I have like an entire barn full of cousins.” She flashes us a beaming grin, her orange eyes glittering. “So if anyone wants more family, I’ve got loads.”

A laugh ripples through our entire group.

Alistair tips his head towards her appreciatively while sweeping his gaze over us. “Her brothers are actually really cool.”

“One of these days, you’ve gotta tell us how you survived that meeting,” I reply, a grin on my mouth.

He just wiggles his eyebrows, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

“Draven Ryat!” a voice calls.

We all turn towards it to find the soldiers of the Silver Clan, now in their human forms, gathered on the grass before us. A male shifter with a few decorations on his silver dragon scale armor is standing at the front. The rest of the soldiers cast nervous glances up at the sky. Ejnare and the rest of our army, all still in their dragon forms, circle above them like predators watching defenseless prey.

After exchanging a glance, we all walk towards them. The man at the front keeps his chin raised and his eyes locked on Draven as we spread out in a long row before them, with me and Draven in the middle.

Alistair lets a little fire flicker down his arms while Isera just narrows her eyes at them. Orion fixes them with his most condescending stare, ruthless power rolling off his toned shoulders like effortless waves. Galen and Lyra flank me and Draven. Galen’s violet eyes are sharp as he sweeps his gaze across the crowd, looking for signs of threats. His hand rests on his sword while Lyra just crosses her arms as if daring them to try something.

They don’t. Instead, most of their ranks just shift their weight nervously while glancing between Draven, the dragons above, and the man at the front who appears to be their temporary leader now that Jessina is dead.

“As the highest-ranking, surviving member of our army,” the man at the front begins, his voice carrying across the grass, “I speak for the whole Silver Clan.”

“So speak,” Draven demands, authority dripping from every word.

The leader swallows. “On behalf of the Silver Clan, I offer you our unconditional surrender.” He drops to one knee and bows his head, followed immediately by the rest of the soldiers. “And beg the Shadow of Death for his mercy.”

Draven slides his gaze to me. There is not a single ounce of judgement in his eyes. Only a simple question. And I can hear his words from earlier echo through my mind.

You wanna be villains? Let’s go be fucking villains.

If I tell him that I want to slaughter all of these soldiers right here, he would help me do it. Without question.

And I want to. Goddess above, I really, really want to. Because when I gaze out at the crowd of kneeling Silver Clan soldiers, all I can see is the faces of everyone they have hurt. Everyone they have killed. My parents. Isera’s parents. Grey. Trevor. Kevlin. Juliette.

I see Draven’s wings whipped to shreds. The pain in his eyes as he is forced to obey the Icehearts while his own clan hates him because they don’t know that he has been enslaved with dragon steel. I see Orion break down and cry because he lost his eye. I see Alistair collared in the kennels, having a panic attack. And Isera kneeling half-naked in the middle of a banquet hall. I see myself crawling on my hands and knees while that whole banquet hall laughs at me.

I see us all. Me. My friends. All the fae in the Seelie Court who have been suffering for millennia. All the dragon shifters who have been brought to their knees by the Iceheart Dynasty. All the Unseelie fae who have been forced to hide behind their wards all this time. All the humans in Frostfell who became second-class citizens in their own homeland.

The Silver Clan is responsible for all of it.

And I hate them for it. I hate the people who did this to us so much that I can barely breathe. The rage and hatred consume my entire soul. Like a fire, feeding on the oxygen in my lungs until there is nothing left for me to breathe with. I just want to kill them all. I want to scream and rage and burn this whole world to the ground for all the suffering we’ve had to endure. For all the suffering I have had to endure.

That searing fire inside me is screaming for blood and vengeance.

I open my mouth to tell Draven that I want them all dead.

But right before the first word can make it out, my gaze snags on a body on the ground. Empress Jessina Iceheart, lying like a broken doll on the ground with my dagger still buried in her chest.

I am not her.

The words clang through my skull, drowning out the roaring rage inside me long enough for me to drag in an unsteady breath.

With great effort, I forcibly pull myself back from the edge of that unfathomable chasm of fury and hatred inside me. Taking a small step back on the grass, I draw in another breath while I stare at Jessina’s body.

That is my revenge.

I have already claimed it.

Jessina Iceheart died in pain, heartbroken over the lies I told her about Bane, weeping from despair that my magic forced into her, and with my own dagger in her heart. I wanted my revenge, and now I have it.

I have killed and hurt people without remorse. I’ve used dragon steel to force the leader of the Gold Clan to do my bidding. I’ve been vicious and ruthless. And I’ve been cruel. I didn’t just kill Jessina. I made her suffer as she did. And I feel nothing but brutal satisfaction about that.

I became a villain.

But I will not become her.

I will not become a new Jessina Iceheart.

So I force in another deep breath and pull myself fully back from the edge of insanity.

“Tell them to go back to their home,” I say to Draven. “That wasteland in the north that they destroyed in the last war. Tell them to take their whole clan and go back there to rebuild what they ruined.”

He holds my gaze for a few seconds before giving me a nod. Turning back to the soldiers of the Silver Clan, he begins issuing orders like the Commander of the Dread Legion that he was for so long.

My chest still aches with rage and hatred, so I turn around and walk away.

Winds wash over me as I leave the army of enemies behind.

It’s enough.

We won the war. Draven is free. My friends are safe. And the Icehearts are dead.

It’s enough now.

That rage that is still burning inside me keeps trying to consume my soul, eating me alive from the inside.

Shaking my head, I force myself to let that terrible anger go. With a massive push of pure willpower, I throw the gates of my soul open and let all my raging fury drift away across the already blood-soaked plains.

Goddess above, I’m exhausted.

Being angry all the time is so fucking exhausting.

Vengeance has been claimed.

Now, it is time to live.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT



Several other people know the passphrases to the wards now, so by the time Draven and I reach the Seelie Court, everyone else is already there. While the dragon shifters say goodbye and take off back towards their own homelands, the fae of our court remain out there on the grasslands, glancing in confusion between our strange group and the lone woman who walks out of the thorn forest.

Lavendera keeps her head held high as she strides towards us. But I can practically see the anxious worry and the fragile hope flitting across her beautiful face. She has been waiting for this moment for six thousand years.

Next to me, the Dryad Queen is gliding across the ground, the vines of her hair and dress rippling behind her.

It took most of the night to wrap everything up on the battlefield, find the wounded who could still be saved, and burn the dead we have lost. Afterwards, the rest of Draven’s clan flew to the Unseelie Court to let Orion’s citizens return home, while Diana, Ejnare, and the other dragon shifters who bonded the Seelie fae returned here to drop them off before heading back to their own homelands.

And now, as Draven, Isera, Orion, Alistair, Lyra, Galen, the Dryad Queen, and I walk towards Lavendera, the first rays of a new sun begin peaking up over the horizon.

“So, how was your first dragon flight?” I ask, giving the Dryad Queen an amused glance.

She just glides along in silence for another second before cocking her head in an oddly human gesture. “Surprisingly pleasant.”

Since it would have taken her too long to travel back to the Seelie Court on foot, she agreed to let Draven fly her back instead. I have never seen such a giddy expression on such a normally so wise and immortal face before. She was practically grinning the whole way here.

“Well, you and your people are welcome on the Western Isles any time,” Draven says, sliding her a look as well.

Her brown eyes gleam in the light of the rising sun. “We might take you up on that one day.”

“Do you have it?” Lavendera calls as she runs the final distance to us.

We all come to a halt, forming a semi-circle before her. The rest of the fae from our city edge closer behind us, no doubt curious about what’s happening.

“Yes, we do,” I reply, giving her a smile.

Relief crashes over her features. It’s so heartbreaking to see that I have to force myself not to show it on my face.

A little to my left, Orion pinches the fabric of his fancy shirt and pulls it outwards slightly, opening the pocket. That intensely glowing orb of light pulses inside it.

“Come on now,” he says to it. “Out you go.”

It burrows deeply into his pocket, pulsing several times as if cuddling him, and then finally flows out in a smooth motion.

“I have never been snuggled by a piece of divinity before,” Orion remarks. Then a sly smile curves his lips and his eye glints as he slides his gaze to Isera. “Though I suppose you come pretty close to that.”

Heat flushes her cheeks, and she snaps her gaze away from him. I suppress a chuckle. But Orion watches her with a serious expression that I suddenly can’t read.

Lavendera gasps as the tiny ball of light returns to its original size. The intensity of its light fades slightly as it no longer needs to compress its energy into a smaller vessel, but the deep golden glow is still enough to paint gilded highlights across the grass as it floats towards Lavendera.

The Dryad Queen follows it. Ancient words in a language I have never heard spill from her mouth as she gazes at the Soul of Trees. I don’t understand what the words mean, but they’re filled with so much primal power that it makes goosebumps spread across my skin.

“Uhm,” Lyra begins a little to my right. “Is anyone else seeing that?”

Tearing my gaze from the Dryad Queen, I look towards where she is pointing. Hundreds of small golden orbs are floating out of the thorn forest. They look exactly like the ones who guided us to the right place after the Dryad Queen saved us by opening the forest floor.

“Yes,” Alistair replies.

“Oh good. I was beginning to think it was the sleep deprivation.”

Awed silence spreads over the grass as we watch those glowing spheres flow towards us until they surround Lavendera and the Dryad Queen like a halo of gold. They pulse faintly as they bob there in the air.

The Dryad Queen walks up so that she is standing to Lavendera’s left, with the Soul of Trees glowing in front of them.

“Are you ready?” the ancient dryad asks in the gentlest voice I have ever heard.

Lavendera draws in a shuddering breath, tears of relief in her eyes. “Yes.”

My heart patters as I watch her slowly raise one hand.

Then she places her palm on the large glowing orb.

A surge pulses out from the two of them.

It’s so forceful that all of us stagger back from the shockwave. Blinking, I try to straighten and clear my vision at the same time. My jaw drops when the view before me becomes visible again.

Opposite Lavendera, on the other side of the Soul of Trees, now stands a majestic dryad. The Mother Dryad. She is an entire head taller than the Dryad Queen, and her flowing dress, made of vines and branches, burrows into the soft grass. Her pale green skin is weathered like rough bark, and her brown eyes are so deep that I feel like I’m looking in through a hole in the universe itself.

Lavendera drags in an unsteady breath and presses a hand to her head. Another sob of profound relief rips from her throat. “It’s so… quiet.”

The Mother Dryad smiles. Golden light falls across her face as the Soul of Trees floats up to hover above her shoulder instead.

“You have been so brave, my friend,” the Mother Dryad says.

Shivers roll down my spine at the sound of her voice. There is something so raw, so primal and powerful, about her voice that I suddenly feel as if I am listening to a goddess speak. And all I can do is to just stand there, rooted in place, and stare at the awe-inspiring being before me.

Another sob escapes Lavendera’s throat, and her bottom lip trembles as she looks back at the Mother Dryad.

Then a collective gasp echoes across the landscape.

I snap my gaze towards the rest of the Seelie Court behind us before I realize what caused their reaction. Whirling back around, I gape in open-mouthed shock as the thorn forest begins to shrink.

Twisted trees and vines and sharp thorns sink into the ground like a flower blooming in reverse.

My heart pounds against my ribs as I watch the thorn forest that has imprisoned me all my life disappear until all that is left are lush green plains and an open horizon, stretching all the way to the Peaks of Prosperity.

A small noise comes from the back of my throat, and I grip the fabric of my leathers right above my heart as a pang hits my chest.

We did it.

The Seelie Court is free.

A wave of joy explodes across the grass as all the fae behind us whoop and cheer and scream with relief and hope for the future.

Lavendera watches it all, a soft smile on her face.

And I can see it then. Lavendera Dawnwalker. Daughter of the Seelie Queen.

Then her gaze darts to us, as if suddenly remembering that we are all here, watching her.

Letting her hand drop down from her head, she sweeps her eyes over us all. The other fae behind us quiet down, watching her with anticipation.

“Can you show them just one first?” Lavendera asks, flicking a glance at the Mother Dryad. “And the rest later?”

“Of course,” she replies.

I suck in a sharp breath as vines suddenly grow up from the ground and wrap around my feet. Based on the yelps coming from both my friends and the fae behind me, the same thing has happened to them.

But before I can even ask what is going on, an image pulses through my mind.

A beautiful fae woman with flowing light brown hair and eyes that are purple and gold. Her golden dress shimmers in the light as she sits on a throne inside the Golden Palace, and a breathtaking crown gleams on her head. To her right stands another fae woman, tall and proud, with eyes that are gold and red. And to her left is Lavendera. No scar mars her cheek and jaw in this image, and her pink and purple eyes are clear and bright. All three women, with so very similar facial features, gaze out at a crowd of richly dressed Seelie fae.

I gasp, stumbling back a step as the image suddenly ends.

“I am Lavendera Dawnwalker, second daughter of the Seelie Queen,” Lavendera calls across the crowd of stunned fae. “And because my mother and sister are dead, the title of Seelie Queen now falls on my shoulders.”

Shocked silence rings across the grass as everyone stares at her. But we all saw the vision from the Mother Dryad, so no one questions her.

“I have no children, and I will bear none,” Lavendera continues. “But the royal line must survive. Therefore, I hereby name Isera Shaw, now Isera Dawnwalker, as my heir.”

Everyone’s jaw drops. Including Isera’s.

Clothes rustle as we all turn to stare at her.

Shock pulses across her entire face as she gapes at Lavendera and just blurts out, “What?”

Lavendera smiles. “I have watched you. When you were young, and in the Atonement Trials, and during this war. You have all the right traits for this position.” Sincerity shines in her eyes as she holds Isera’s gaze. “You will make an excellent Seelie Queen.”

“What do you…” Isera stutters. “You can’t just… I don’t know how to… What are you⁠—”

Her words are cut off by a gasp as Lavendera suddenly staggers backwards. We all lurch forward, but the Mother Dryad has already caught her. With gentle movements, she lowers Lavendera down so that she is lying on her back in the soft grass.

Dropping down on our knees around her, we all watch her with worried eyes. The Mother Dryad settles herself next to her and gently holds her hand.

“Lavendera,” I begin, scanning her body for injuries. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong.” She smiles up at us all, her eyes glittering in the light from the rising sun. “Everything is as it should be.”

A tremor passes through her body, and she drags in a shuddering breath. Closing her eyes for a second, she lets it out and then looks up at us once more. There is an almost sad smile on her lips as she looks from face to face.

“For a while there,” she begins, her voice suddenly soft and fragile. “You reminded me what it’s like to have friends.”

My chest tightens with pain. “Lavendera, why does it sound like you’re saying goodbye?”

“Because I am. I am over six thousand years old. My body should be ashes in the wind right now. I have only lived this long because of the Mother Dryad. Without her, I cannot survive.”

“You’re dying?” I press out, my voice choked.

“Yes. Don’t look so sad. This is what I wanted.”

“You knew this would happen? You knew you were going to die? And you… you want it to be this way?”

“Of course.” A knowing smile ghosts across her lips. “Why do you think I looked so happy when I walked into the thorn forest where you were waiting to assassinate me?”

Shock pulses through me.

But Lavendera just smiles again. “I was hoping you would succeed.”

Next to her, the Mother Dryad squeezes her hand. There is no judgement on her ancient face, even though Lavendera’s death would have meant that the Mother Dryad died too. As if she knows exactly why Lavendera was hoping for it and sympathizes with her.

Shaking my head, I stare at her. “I don’t understand.”

She draws in a shuddering breath as another tremor rolls through her body. Age-old hurt flickers in her eyes for a second, and she presses her trembling lips together. Then she drags in another deep breath before sweeping serious eyes over us all.

“I was nineteen years old when I was taken,” she says, her voice breaking on the last word. “Nineteen. My entire life has only been filled with pain. An endless cycle of torment and agony and despair.” A sob rips from her lips, and tears slide down her cheeks. “I am tired. I just want to rest now. I want to finally be with my mother and sister, who have been waiting for me for six thousand years. I am tired of hurting. I am tired of being alone and in pain. After everything I have been through, I think I deserve peace.”

Tears burn behind my eyes, and I swallow against the thickness in my throat.

Another ripple goes through Lavendera’s body, and her eyes flutter.

The Mother Dryad holds her hand and strokes her cheek, wiping away the tears. “We have had six thousand years together, my friend. And you have been so strong. But now, you can rest.”

Lavendera sobs, her entire chest shaking and tears streaming down her face as she squeezes the dryad’s hand back.

The ancient dryad makes a soothing sound, and draws her fingers over Lavendera’s forehead, brushing away a few loose strands of hair. “Goodbye, my friend. I will watch the sunrise for you.”

Broken sobs full of relief and pain and centuries of friendship spill from Lavendera’s lips.

Still holding her trembling hand, the Mother Dryad cups her cheek. “Daughter of the Dawn, who has seen too much and suffered for too long. Rest now. I will walk the dawn for you.”

Lavendera lets out a deep sigh.

And then she smiles.

Her eyes sparkle in the glowing light of the rising sun.

Then her body turns to ash as the six thousand years of her life catch up with her all at once.

Tears stream down my cheeks as I watch her ashes drift away on a warm summer wind.

They glitter in the golden light as a new dawn rises over the Seelie Court.

.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE



Aripple goes through the crowd as the Mother Dryad suddenly stands up. My friends and I, who were seeing Lavendera’s soul off to Mabona’s evergreen garden, get to our feet as well and move aside as the ancient dryad spreads her arms.

But vines quickly shoot up from the ground, encircling our feet.

When I glance towards the other fae a short distance away, they all have the same vines around their ankles as well. The Mother Dryad’s imposing dress ripples around her as if on a phantom wind, and the movement is mirrored in the vines around our feet. This is the same thing she did when she showed everyone that Lavendera was the daughter of the Seelie Queen. But I have no idea what she plans on showing us next.

“Now, I will fulfill a promise to my friend,” the Mother Dryad says. “We normally do not let other species into our hive mind, but Lavendera has been one of us for six thousand years, so I made an exception when she wanted to show you the image of her with her family. And now, I will make one last exception to honor her final wish.”

Morning sunlight falls across the soft grass as the new dawn rises over the Seelie Court. I keep my eyes on the Mother Dryad as she spreads her arms wide, her hair streaming out around her.

“Lavendera told me that you know nothing of your own history and culture,” she says. “That it has been taken from you and forgotten over the millennia. But Lavendera Dawnwalker did not forget. She knew your history and lived inside your culture before the Icehearts took it from you. And because I have lived inside her head, I know it too. Now that I am finally free to access our hive mind again, I can use it to fulfill her final wish. Which is to gift it all back to you.”

I gasp as images suddenly flood my mind.

The faces of our entire royal line. The holidays we used to celebrate. The style of clothes we used to wear in different eras. Food we used to make. Games children played. Stories and legends and entire books. Paintings and maps. Weird mannerisms that used to be common. Hair styles. Drinking games. Odd inventions. Our history with the Unseelie Court. Forgotten prayers. The alliances we had with the different dragon clans. The war.

All of it flashes through my mind like a massive flood, filling in the gaps where our empty history used to be. Everything Lavendera remembers. Everything from tiny insignificant details about everyday life to the crucial things like our roots to this land.

I stumble back from the sheer shock of it all, but Draven catches me immediately. Sliding a comforting arm around my back, he pulls me against his side and holds me there. The Mother Dryad must only be showing this to the fae of the Seelie Court, since Draven could apparently see me stagger backwards. I lean into his steady warmth while I soak in every detail of my very rich history.

All my life, I have been told by the dragon shifters that we fae have no history worth mentioning. That we only ever were the wicked descendants of untrustworthy people who broke a truce and ruined this entire world with our cruelty. That we created nothing. Contributed nothing. And while I didn’t want to believe them, it’s hard to convince yourself otherwise when that is all you have ever been taught.

But here it is. Our history. Our culture. And it’s rich and vibrant and ours. And it’s worth remembering. It’s worth celebrating. Because this is us. Both the wonderful traditions and the very strange things we used to think were normal. It is who we are.

I smile as the knowledge fills my mind.

Lavendera Dawnwalker, secret Seelie Queen for six thousand years, has given us back the soul of our court. She would have made her family proud.

A pang hits my heart as I think about my own parents. Oh how I wish I could do something like this with them so that I could finally find out the truth. But I guess some regrets last forever.

I blink as the flood of images at last fades, and the world around us comes back into view. Draven is still standing beside me with his arm wrapped around my waist. Leaning my cheek against his muscular chest, I heave a long sigh.

“Wow,” Alistair blurts out. “That was…”

“Yeah,” Isera and I reply in unison.

Across the grass, all the other Seelie fae are looking equally stunned. But when I gaze out at them, I realize that it’s not just shock. Light now fills their eyes, and hope for the future pulses through the crowd like waves of sunlight.

Next to Isera, Orion clicks his tongue while a sly smile tugs at his lips. “You didn’t want to share all your court’s secrets with me?” Pressing a hand to his chest in mock offense, he shakes his head with an exaggerated look of hurt on his face. “I’m wounded.”

My friends and I chuckle. Though Isera tries her best to suppress it and instead jabs him in the ribs with her elbow.

He just rubs a hand over the spot on his ribs and smirks wider as he turns that sly smirk on her. “Is this your way of saying that you like it rough?”

Heat flushes her face again, and she snaps a panicked glance towards the crowd of fae who are still staring at us. Though I don’t think they heard his comment since he kept his voice low.

“Oh, that’s right,” he continues in that deliberately teasing voice. “You’re the Seelie Queen now.” He arches an amused eyebrow at her. “Did I just cause an inter-court scandal? Perhaps I should have offered to worship your body instead. Just tell me what you want, little viper, and I will make all your wicked little dreams come true.”

“Orion,” she hisses under her breath. While desperately trying to force the blush away from her cheeks, she turns to the now slightly confused crowd and raises her voice. “We will figure out how to deal with… the new queen situation and everything else tomorrow. For now, I suggest you all go back home and get some rest. Thank you for your sacrifices and your contributions to this war.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” a cheerful voice calls.

We all shift our gazes towards the sound of it and find Fenriel standing there with Talon perched on his shoulder. He runs a hand over the hawk’s feathers and gives us all a wink. Then he bows to Isera before strolling back towards the city.

His public acceptance of Isera as the new Seelie Queen works as intended, because the rest of the crowd seems to snap out of their hesitation. They all bow to her as well and then start towards the city.

Out on the sunlit grass, Fenriel turns to his hawk and gives its beak a gentle push upwards. “Come on, Talon. Let’s see if we can find some pastries.”

The hawk lets out a cheerful call and leaps into the air.

Another crack in my heart heals as I watch Fenriel stroll away with Talon soaring through the warm summer air above, on their way to fulfil Trevor’s dreams for him.

“I have a gift for you as well,” Orion suddenly says in a serious voice.

I turn back towards him.

And then start in surprise when I realize that he is looking at me. Draven, who still has his arm around my waist, raises his eyebrows at the Unseelie King in silent question while all our other friends watch him as well. Even the two dryads study him curiously.

“For me?” I ask, glancing from side to side in confusion.

“Yes,” he replies.

The gravity in his tone sends a bolt of worry through my spine. Draven seems to feel it, because he tightens his arm slightly around me.

“While Galen and I were flying back here,” Orion begins as he holds my gaze with that serious expression on his beautiful face, “I thought about what you told us all while we were bringing our wounded back from the battlefield.”

My heart skips a beat as another flash of worry hits me. While we were working to clear the battlefield, I finally told them all about my struggles with the addictive side effects of my magic. How it started out manageable and then got worse after the grief and regret I felt when my parents died and then how it all culminated when Orion was forced to make me see those memories over and over again to save me from Kander von Graf’s magic. Orion already knew about it, of course. So I don’t know why he is bringing that up again.

Not that it matters. The only people who are still here are him, Draven, Alistair, Isera, Galen, and Lyra. Well, and the two dryads, the Soul of Trees, and that entire cloud of glowing golden orbs, of course. Everyone except the dryads and the floating spheres of light already know everything. But that serious tone of his voice is making me worried, so I detach myself from Draven’s embrace and straighten my spine to brace myself for whatever this is.

Orion holds my gaze. “And I realized that I can give you the answer you so desperately want.”

I jerk back in shock. Blinking, I just stare at him in silence while fighting down the treacherous burst of hope that tried to flutter in my chest. Because there is only one question that I desperately want an answer to. But it can’t be that question that he is referring to, because there is no one left alive to answer it.

“How?” I breathe, still trying to keep those fluttering wings of hope from taking flight. “I don’t know if I used magic to make my parents hate me, so there is no memory like that in my head. And my parents are dead, so you can’t access their memories.”

“Yes, there is a memory like that in your head,” he replies, his entire face full of sincerity. “You have just been watching it from the wrong angle all this time.”

Drawing in a shuddering breath, I swallow while my chest tightens with both hope and pain. If this is true…

“Would you like me to show you?” Orion asks.

Not trusting my voice, I only manage a desperate nod.

“Hold on to Draven’s wrist so that you don’t try to move around,” he says, nodding to where Draven is standing next to me.

I reach out and wrap my hand around his wrist, probably squeezing more than is comfortable for him. But Draven doesn’t say anything about it.

“Ready?” Orion asks.

I nod again.

The sunlit grass and my friends disappear from around me as a tidy but worn kitchen instead takes their place.

Agony stabs through my chest when I recognize the room. It’s my parents’ kitchen. Our kitchen. And I recognize the memory too. It’s the one Orion has shown me many times by now.

However, this time, I’m not in my own body. Instead, Orion has put me inside my mother’s body and made me a spectator in my own memory.

For a few seconds, all I can see is the inside of a drawer as my mother searches for something. Then she casts a distracted glance over her shoulder, and I see myself.

A jolt shoots through me. Goddess, I look so young. In the memory, I’m leaning against the counter on the other side of the kitchen, watching my mother with slightly furrowed brows. It’s so strange to see myself from the outside like this.

My mother, whose eyes I’m still watching this memory through, raises a hand and points towards the cabinet behind the younger version of me.

“Selena, can you check the top shelf?” she says. “I’m sure I put it here.”

The younger version of me turns around and opens the cabinet before reaching towards the top shelf. I’m briefly forced to look down into the drawer again as my mother turns her eyes down to it and continues searching. Beside her, my father is peering into another cabinet.

Then my mother casts another quick glance over her shoulder, and I see the younger version of me standing on tiptoes, reaching for something on the top shelf.

I already know what happens next, because I have seen this memory from my own eyes, so it doesn’t matter that my mother turns back to the drawer. Because I already know that behind her back, I slip. Then I yank my arm down to catch myself on the wooden counter, but instead, I smack my hand into the edge of the dish rack. It flips over, sending the glasses that were drying on it crashing down on the floor.

My mother and father whirl around at the same time as the younger version of me does.

That version of me is staring down at the broken glasses while gasping out, “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Since my mother is now looking straight at the younger version of me, I can see the tears that stream down my cheeks as I stare down in panic at those broken glasses.

Then my mother flicks her gaze down at the glasses on the floor, and from seeing this memory from the other direction earlier, I know that my father, who is standing beside her, is doing the same.

I don’t need to see the expression on my face. I already know exactly what is going through my head during those seconds. Panic. Fear. And a terrible conviction that my parents now hate me for ruining the only drinking glasses we had.

Then all three of us look up from the glasses at the same time.

Watching my younger self through my mother’s eyes, I can see that my turquoise and lavender eyes are lined with tears and swirling with intense emotions.

I gasp. The real me. Not any of the people in the memory. Shock clangs inside my skull, and only my tight grip on Draven’s wrist keeps me from staggering backwards from the sheer force of that shock.

Because now, watching this from my mother’s eyes, I see something that I never could before.

The moment that the younger version of me looks up from the broken glasses and meets my parents’ gazes in panic and fear, glowing magic flashes in my eyes.

Digging my fingers into Draven’s wrist, I drag in unsteady breaths as I stare at those glowing turquoise and lavender eyes. My eyes. And there is absolutely no question about it. Magic. I am using magic on my parents.

Panic flashes across my young face, and that version of me begins frantically pleading, “No, no, no, please. Please, don’t hate me. I didn’t mean to… Please, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

Orion pulls me out of the memory.

I draw in a shuddering breath.

For a few seconds, I just stand there on the grass, shellshocked. I feel like I was just hit in the head with a blacksmith’s hammer.

That memory. That memory when I had to watch my parents’ features so clearly and so suddenly transform into hatred when they looked at me… The exact moment it happened, the exact moment they began looking at me with resentment in their eyes, I was unwittingly using my magic on them.

Which can only mean one thing.

A broken sob rips from my lips, and I slap a hand over my mouth. Tears well up in my eyes.

I was using magic.

Oh Goddess above, I accidentally used magic on my parents which made them hate me.

Tears of profound relief stream down my cheeks as I gasp in unsteady breaths. My heart feels like it’s both full of sparkling warmth and a thrashing storm of emotions at the same time.

My parents loved me.

My parents did love me.
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CHAPTER SIXTY



“Kings do not hug,” Orion declares. “Hugging is for peasants.”

So I give him another extra tight squeeze before whispering, “Thank you.”

His stiff posture softens, and he pats me gently on the back. “You’re welcome. I’m glad I could give you closure.” Then he drops his voice low enough that only the two of us can hear as he adds, “I’ve heard it’s what people do for their… friends.”

I grin, but since my back is to everyone else, they can’t see it. I also keep my voice low as I reply, “You really have a massive heart underneath that ruthless façade, don’t you, Unseelie King?”

“If you ever imply something so ridiculous again, I will lock you in my dungeon and trap you in your nightmares for the rest of your life.”

I chuckle. “Sure.”

But as I release him from my embrace and step back, his black and silver eye is gleaming with unspoken emotions. He quickly shoots me a threatening look, daring me to comment on it. I press my lips together to stop a smile as I step back and turn to face the rest of our friends again.

“Orion Nightbane hugging,” Draven says, a sly grin full of teasing on his mouth as he shakes his head at the Unseelie King. “Now, I have truly seen it all.”

“Watch it, brooding beast,” Orion warns as he narrows his eye at Draven.

Draven’s golden eyes glint as he cocks his head. “Or what, preening princeling?”

For a few seconds, they just stare each other down like that. Then both of them let out a synchronized chuckle.

Shaking my head, I draw a hand through my hair as the two very unlikely friends exchange a knowing grin.

A short distance from us, the two dryads are speaking softly with each other. The Soul of Trees floats above the Mother Dryad’s shoulder, casting golden light over her rippling hair and dress, and the other hundreds of smaller orbs pulse gently where they bob in the air around us. It adds a gilded hue to the light from the swiftly rising sun.

“Our people are waiting,” the Dryad Queen says. The red flowers that grow like a crown around her head look even more vibrant in the glowing light as she and the Mother Dryad turn to face us. “So the time has now come for us to leave as well.”

We all turn towards them as they move a little closer to us.

“Where will you go?” Lyra asks, looking almost sad that they’re leaving.

The two ancient beings come to a halt in front of us. Their brown eyes glitter in the golden light as they meet our gazes and smile. Power thrums around them, and with the glowing spheres spreading out on both sides of them like a veil of golden light, it feels as if I am looking at divinity itself. Maybe I am.

All this time, I have believed that this world has only four divine beings. Azaroth, the dragon shifter god. The two fae deities: Mabona and Malachi. And the human god, who they just call Father Almighty. But now I’m starting to wonder if there might actually be more than that. After all, if the dryads are older than our gods, what does that make them?

“Home,” the Dryad Queen replies, light shining in her eyes. “Thanks to your sacrifices and efforts in bringing down the Iceheart Dynasty, we no longer need to hide underground. Now, at last, it is time for us to return to this world’s forests.”

“Will we ever see you again?” I ask.

“Of course. But even if you don’t see us, we are always there.” She smiles. “Whenever you wander through the woods, and you hear the trees whisper in the wind, know that we are there, guarding our world.”

Warmth flows through me, and I feel a deep sense of comfort knowing that the dryads will always be here, protecting this messy but beautiful world that we now all share.

A twinkle appears in the Mother Dryad’s eyes, and she glances down at the Dryad Queen before she adds, “We might even plant some new trees in the Silver Clan’s homeland. There was a forest there long before the Icehearts drew their first breaths. There should be one there again. One that remains long after Bane and Jessina’s names have been forgotten by history.”

“Are they…?” I begin, not sure how to finish the question.

The Dryad Queen’s eyes glint, and her smile sharpens. “Exactly where I told them they would be.”

Barred from every afterlife and forever lost in empty darkness.

A shiver rolls down my spine, and I once again thank Mabona that the dryads are on our side. Because yes, I think I was right before. These beings are the primal gods of our world.

“However, before we leave, we have one more debt to repay,” the Dryad Queen says.

Next to her, the Mother Dryad gracefully raises a hand and holds it there, palm up. One of the small golden spheres breaks away from the rest of the cloud and floats towards her. It bobs slightly as it comes to a halt above her open palm.

“Orion Nightbane,” the Dryad Queen says, and beckons him forward. “Come forth.”

Surprise flits across Orion’s face, but he hides it quickly as he approaches her. She says nothing. Only watches him. Instead, it is the Mother Dryad who begins speaking.

“I cannot raise the dead,” she says, her voice thrumming with ancient power. “But as the Mother Dryad, I possess the power of life. A power that should not be used lightly. However, what you have done justifies this one small exception. So in repayment of a debt greater than this world, I will gift you something that has never been gifted another race before.”

The small golden orb pulses in the Mother Dryad’s palm as she moves her hand towards Orion. He draws in a sharp breath and jerks back slightly as she suddenly removes his eyepatch. But she just calmly presses her palm, with the glowing orbs still in it, straight over his empty eye socket.

Golden light pulses from underneath her hand.

Orion gasps.

Then the Mother Dryad removes her palm.

My jaw drops.

A new eye has appeared in Orion’s previously empty eye socket. And not just a new eye. It looks exactly like his original one. Even down to the placement of the silver flecks in the swirls of black, perfectly recreating the same beautiful composition that makes his eyes look like slivers of the night sky.

Orion staggers a step back, staring wide-eyed at the two dryads before him. Reaching up, he touches the side of his face while shock crackles over his features.

The scar is still there, cutting through his eyebrow from his forehead to the top of his cheek. A reminder of his sacrifice. But his eye…

A sob rips from Orion’s throat, and his knees buckle.

Isera is there immediately, catching him before he can fall. Sliding her arm around his waist, she keeps him upright while he drags in unsteady breaths. Tears slide down from his eyes. His two now fully functioning eyes.

“When you rushed to our realm to save our people and bring them to the Unseelie Court, Grey lost his life,” the Dryad Queen says. “The Mother Dryad cannot bring him back. But we can restore something else you lost. Because without you, there would be no dryads left to protect this world.”

Both of them incline their heads.

“Thank you, Orion Nightbane,” the Mother Dryad says as she meets his gaze again. “For protecting my children when I could not. Your new eye has been created using your own body’s memories. It is your eye, in every sense of the word.” A mischievous sparkle appears in her own eyes, and a slight smile blows across her lips. “Though because it has been created from a soul of a tree, it also possesses some… extra abilities. Which you will discover over time.”

I glance at the small golden orbs floating around us. They are the souls of trees? Are these small glowing spheres the offspring of that large sphere we rescued from the ice? Seeds that, with the help of the Mother Dryad, will later become new dryads?

Orion draws in a shuddering breath. Straightening again, he bows his head deeply to the Mother Dryad. “Thank you.”

She places light fingers under his chin, tilting his head back up. A warm smile shines on her ancient face. “Keep your chin raised, Unseelie King. You have much to be proud of.”

Then she steps back. The wall of glowing orbs flutters out around the two dryads like wings. With smiles on their faces, they sweep their gazes over us all.

“Until we meet again,” the Dryad Queen says.

“Until we meet again,” we all reply.

They give us all a nod. Then they turn around and walk away. Rippling vines and the glowing souls of trees flow behind them as they stride away towards the great forests beyond.

Orion smiles after them, tears glittering in his two beautiful eyes.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE



The Golden Palace is filled with people. Excitement bounces between the shimmering walls as everyone who can manage squeezes themselves into the throne room. An elegant throne has been carved, and it now waits atop the short dais that runs along the back of the room. Light from the massive golden chandeliers in the ceiling cast glittering sparkles over it.

“How nervous do you think she is?” Lyra asks, a grin on her mouth.

“I told her to remember to smile, and she threw an ice spear at me,” Alistair replies.

A burst of laughter rips from my lungs. Then I give Alistair a sidelong look. “To be fair, that was probably not the best thing to tell her.”

He raises his eyebrows in surprise. “Why not?”

“Because Isera doesn’t need to smile more,” Orion replies before I can so much as open my mouth. There is an intense look in his eyes as he keeps his gaze fixed on the door that Isera will be walking out of any moment now. “She is perfect the way she is.”

Turning my head slightly, I hide a smile.

Draven, on the other hand, is not so merciful. He flashes the Unseelie King a smirk from where he is standing on my other side. “Are you about to compose another poem?”

“You’re just jealous because you can’t even spell poem,” Orion replies, a sly smile on his lips. “I thought my superior manners would begin to rub off on you after all the time you have spent in my marvelous presence. But alas, I guess refinement and style cannot be taught. After all, in order for something to rub off, there needs to be something there that can receive it. And you, my dear Shadow of Death, clearly have no class at all.”

“That was a very longwinded way of saying, fuck off,” Alistair comments with a chuckle.

“My point exactly.” Orion bestows a kingly smirk on us all while motioning towards himself with a flourish. “As I said, style and class.”

Both Draven and Alistair roll their eyes, but amusement tugs at their lips. However, before Draven can retort, the door a little behind the throne is opened.

A hush spreads through the massive throne room as everyone quiets down and turns towards the dais.

Isera strides out, wearing a beautifully tailored dress, and walks up to the edge of the platform. Her glossy black hair ripples down her back, and her silver and blue eyes sparkle in the glow from the faelight gems. She looks the way she always does. Calm and in control. As if nothing in this world can faze her.

Next to me, Orion draws in a sharp breath.

We all pretend not to hear it.

“This is the beginning of a new era,” Isera calls across the throne room, her voice pulsing with steady authority. “Normally, a member of the royal family or a high priestess would crown the next Seelie Queen. But we have no priestesses and no royal family. All we have is a blank page. A beginning. So by necessity, I will take this first step alone. But after that, I will need you all to help me take the next step. Only together can we rebuild the Seelie Court to its former glory.”

A massive cheer rises from the crowd in response.

Isera holds up an elegant golden crown.

Pride swells inside me as I watch her move the crown towards her and then place it on her own head.

“Long live the Seelie Queen!” I call.

“Long live the Seelie Queen!” the entire room echoes.

Cheers and whoops pulse through the crowd as everyone celebrates the restoration of our royal line. I watch with a wide smile on my face as Isera stands there before the throne, looking like a true queen as she ushers in a new age for the Seelie Court. Lavendera truly couldn’t have picked a better person for the job.

“Tomorrow, our work begins,” Isera calls across the sea of cheering fae. “But today, we celebrate.” Spreading her arms, she motions towards the tables full of drinks and food that line the walls. “Enjoy!”

Another cheer echoes between the shimmering walls. Then excited chatter and laughter break out again as the crowd moves towards the refreshments or towards the ballroom farther down the hall.

Isera remains standing on the dais until everyone has turned their attention elsewhere. Then she quickly strides down from it and approaches us instead.

“Nice speech,” Galen says as she reaches us.

Now that there is no longer an entire throne room watching her, she lets her royal mask slip and graces us all with an eye roll. “I felt ridiculous.”

“You were magnificent,” Orion immediately replies.

A jolt goes through her body, and her gaze darts to him. She opens her mouth, but no words make it out.

“You have always been a queen.” His intense eyes are fixed on her as if she is the only person in the room. “I’m glad everyone else finally sees that too.”

She looks back at him, a mess of emotions flitting across her beautiful face. Then she swallows and shakes her head. “Don’t…”

“Why not?” A flicker of pain appears briefly in his eyes before he manages to hide it behind a teasing smile instead. “Now that I finally have my eye back, there should no longer be any reason for you to feel embarrassed to be seen next to me. So why not let me show you⁠—”

“What?” She jerks back, staring at him in shock. “What are you talking about? Your eye? What does your eye have to do with this?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. Everyone knows.” Shame flashes across his face, and he swallows. “I could barely look at myself in the mirror when that gaping hole was staring back at me. So I can only imagine the disgust you must have felt when⁠—”

“You,” she growls.

Grabbing him by the arm, she pulls him with her as she starts stalking away. But then she comes to an abrupt halt after only a few steps when she seems to remember that we’re inside a crowded throne room. All around us, people are chatting and laughing while they eat the food they grabbed from the side tables.

Isera casts an alarmed glance at them all before looking back at us. Apparently deciding that she would rather have us overhear this conversation than the strangers in here, she just swings Orion around so that he is facing her instead while remaining there a few steps away from our group.

We all discreetly turn a little so that it’s not so obvious that we’re all still looking at them. And when Isera speaks again, we can still hear every word.

“If you think that I, or anyone else for that matter, thought you were any less attractive when you were missing an eye, you are the most delusional person I’ve ever met.” Releasing his arm, she instead raises her hand and points it at his face in frustration. “Have you ever even looked at yourself in a mirror? That,” she stabs her hand in the direction of his face again, “should not even be biologically possible. A face that is this breathtakingly beautiful defies all natural laws. Eye or no eye.”

Orion blinks at her, looking completely stunned.

“And it’s not just your face.” Shaking her head as if in disbelief, she blows out a frustrated breath. “It’s everything about you. Your body, your voice, the way you speak, how you carry yourself, the way you move through the world, the effortless power you exude. Everything about you is so damn… distracting that I can barely concentrate when you’re in the room.”

“But then… why?” He stares at her, his eyes wide.

She swallows and glances away for a second, and when she answers, her voice is much softer and almost filled with dread. “Why what?”

“You must know how I feel about you by now.”

“I…” Trailing off, she glances down and to the side again.

Orion grips her chin, tilting her head back up so that she meets his gaze again. And when she does, his eyes are so intense that she draws in a small breath.

“I love you, Isera.”

Panic flits across her face, and she pulls her chin out of his grip before shaking her head desperately. “You can’t. You can’t possibly love me.” Throwing out an arm, she stabs a hand towards me. “I’m not kind and thoughtful like Selena.” She flicks her wrist in Lyra’s direction. “I don’t brighten up a room like Lyra.” She shakes her head again, her eyes desolate as she looks at Orion. “I’m cold and unfeeling and difficult.”

“Cold? Yes. Unfeeling? No. Difficult? Most definitely.” He chuckles. Then his expression turns serious again as he holds her gaze with eyes full of sincerity. “I love you because you are cold and ruthless.”

“Because you want to see what is hiding underneath the cold façade?”

“No. I love you because that is who you are. There is no soft little flower hiding underneath the ice. You are the ice. You are lethal sharpness and ruthless confidence. And that is exactly why I love you.”

She draws in an unsteady breath, staring back at him with big eyes that are swirling with an entire mess of emotions.

“I know how I feel.” His eyes remain locked on hers, his gaze steady. “And I know that you don’t love me back. Yet. But if you give me the chance, I will⁠—”

“No,” she blurts out.

“Why not?”

“Because I have nothing to give!” Panic flashes across her entire face as she stares back at him. “I have nothing to give you, Orion. You deserve the world. After everything you have been through, everything you have sacrificed, you deserve the world. And I can’t give it to you. I can’t give you anything.”

“You—”

“I have nothing to give you!” Her voice almost breaks. “My entire life, all I had was the anger I felt towards my mother for abandoning me. Then when I found out what really happened to her, all I had was revenge. And now that I have gotten revenge, there is nothing left.” She stabs her hand against her own chest. “I have nothing left. There is nothing inside. I am empty. I want you to have everything, Orion. But I have nothing to give.”

“You don’t have to give me anything.” Emotions shine in his eyes as he looks at her while shaking his head gently. “Isera, you don’t have to give me anything. You, exactly as you are, is all I want.”

She chokes back a sob.

“In case it wasn’t abundantly clear, I have loved you for weeks.” A soft smile blows across his lips. “I loved you while you were consumed by revenge. I loved you when you felt lost and empty afterwards. And if I had known you while you were only filled with rage against your mother, I would have loved you then as well. You never have to be anything other than exactly who you are. Because I love all versions of you. I love you, Isera.”

Her eyes are brimming with tears, and one slides down her cheek as she draws in another unsteady breath.

“I know that you don’t feel the same way,” he says. “But if you give me a chance, if you give us a chance, I⁠—”

“There’s no need.”

He swallows, looking like he wants to argue, but then just drops his gaze and nods in defeat.

Isera draws in a deep breath, as if bracing herself. “Because I already do.”

Orion snaps his gaze up to her face again. Shock and hope flit across his beautiful features. “What?”

“I love you, Orion.” She lets out a soft laugh and shakes her head, as if she can’t believe that she is saying this out loud. “You make me feel safe and protected. I have never, never in my entire life, felt safe and protected the way I do when I’m with you. And at the same time, you somehow also manage to make me feel powerful and lethal. You challenge me. You make me laugh, even when I don’t want to. And you make me… feel things. I never used to feel anything except cold fury. But every time I’m with you, I forget how empty I am inside.”

His lips part slightly, and he stares at her like he’s afraid that if he takes his eyes off her for even one second, this is just going to turn out to be a dream that vanishes like smoke in the wind.

“I have been fighting against it for weeks, because I didn’t want to drag you down into the numb emptiness inside me when you have already endured so much. But I love you, Orion. I love you so much that I⁠—”

She gasps. Jerking back, she blinks hard a couple of times. Then her mouth drops open. With shock crackling across her face, she looks down at her own chest before dragging her gaze back up to Orion.

“We’re fated mates?” she blurts out, her eyes wide.

A heartbreakingly beautiful smile spreads across his lips. “The mate bond has appeared for you too?”

“You knew?”

“Of course.”

“How long have you known?”

“Since that morning when we woke up in the cave after you cuddled me.”

Her cheeks flush, and she tries to draw her eyebrows down in a scowl as she huffs, “I was not cuddling you.”

“Yes, you were, little viper.” He smiles. “Yes, you were.”

She grabs the back of his neck and yanks his mouth down to hers.

I let out a whoop as she kisses him fiercely.

He slides one hand along her waist while resting the other on her jaw and the side of her neck. Holding her possessively, he kisses her back like he has been starving for her.

Draven wraps an arm around me and pulls me closer to him before kissing my temple. His golden eyes glitter and there is a warm smile on his face as we watch Isera and Orion finally admit what we have all known for weeks. That the two of them share a soul.

“Look!” someone calls from across the throne room. “The Seelie Queen and the Unseelie King!”

“They’re kissing!” someone else blurts out.

“What does this mean?”

“Are they together?”

“Will our courts become one?”

“Didn’t we used to be a united fae realm before? Are they going to bring that back?”

“Are they married?”

“Will they rule both courts together?”

Voices, one after the other, echo across the glittering throne room as the fae of the Seelie Court stare at Isera and Orion, who are still kissing each other as if they are the only people in the room.

Then Isera at last breaks the kiss. But she doesn’t pull back. Still keeping her hand around the back of Orion’s neck, she rests her forehead against his and lets out a short laugh.

“Oh, this is going to be trouble, isn’t it?” she says, amusement still in her voice.

“Yes, it is.” Orion grips her chin and tilts her mouth up to his, stealing one more kiss from her. “But you have always been trouble, little viper.”

She laughs against his lips. “Likewise, pretty boy.”

Smiling, he releases her chin and pulls back enough that he can meet her gaze. His black and silver eyes glitter like the most beautiful of night skies. “So what do you say? Should we face this the way our courts always should have been?”

Utter certainty pulses across her face as she nods. “Together.”

“Together.”
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CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO



You’d think that being a part of the most unlikely friend group this world has ever seen would involve something a lot more insane than the events of the past year. But apparently not.

All it took was a round of brutal Atonement Trials, being imprisoned in an ice palace, fighting for our lives as entertainment for the Unseelie Court, a couple of sneaky schemes, some betrayal by allies, a heist, finding a legendary dragon clan, making deals with dryads, fighting the greatest battle of our age, and bringing down a millennia-old dynasty by killing two immortal monarchs.

Piece of cake, really.

“Do you want me to teach you how to write a poem or not?”

Draven gives Orion an incredulous look. “When have I ever said that I want you to teach me how to write poems?”

“Can you imagine?” Galen says with a laugh before Orion can respond. “What would a poem by Draven even sound like?”

Lyra leaps up from the wooden bench they’re sitting on, almost knocking over our table in the process. Glasses of wine and mugs of ale wobble precariously, and the candles on the tabletop flicker. Through the windows, warm light from the golden sunset stream into the cheerful tavern and paints gilded highlights in Lyra’s hair as she tosses the wavy strands out of her face with a flourish.

Placing a dramatic hand on her chest, she mimics Draven’s voice as she recites, “This sword I nab.” She thrusts her hand out. “And with it, I stab!”

I burst out laughing. And so does the rest of the table.

Orion snickers into his glass, and his eyes glint with sly amusement as he shoots Draven a victorious smirk.

Groaning, Draven massages his brow. “Is that what I sound like to you?”

“Yes,” Isera replies, a slight smile tugging at her lips. “Though a little grumpier.”

“And more brooding,” I fill in.

“You too, little rebel?” He gives me a look of mock betrayal while trying to suppress a grin at the same time. “Now, I definitely need another drink. Where is Alistair?”

Right as we all look up and turn towards the open doorway that leads out to the bar and the rest of the busy tavern, Alistair appears in it with his hands full of mugs and glasses. He bites his lip in concentration, trying to stop the alcohol from spilling over the edges as he maneuvers towards our table.

“You know you could’ve just taken two trips, right?” Galen points out.

“My parents didn’t raise no two-trip loser,” Alistair replies, his eyes still fixed on the mugs. “Everyone knows that you should always carry everything in one trip.”

“See!” Lyra exclaims, pointing excitedly at Alistair while looking at Galen. “It’s not just me.”

Shaking his head, Galen chuckles. “Always turning everything into an extreme sport, you two.”

Soft thuds sound as Alistair at last reaches the table, without spilling anything, and sets the mugs and glasses down in front of everyone before he squeezes himself back down on the bench on Lyra’s other side. Across the table, Orion and Isera swap their empty glasses for their new full ones.

Grabbing his own new mug, Draven shoots Alistair a sly look. “You didn’t spit in this one, did you?”

“Or poison it?” I add, a grin on my mouth.

“Hey,” Alistair protests, and holds up a finger while trying to look indignant. “Let’s get something straight. I never actually spit in any drinks. I just said that it was something I would do.” A devilish grin blows across his mouth. “Poison it, however? Yeah, I did have Maximus poison your drinks during the commencement ball.”

“I knew it!” Galen exclaims. Looking between Draven and Lyra, he points towards Alistair. “See, I told you he was cheating back then!”

“It’s not cheating if you get away with it,” Alistair replies, that wicked grin still on his mouth.

“Exactly!” Lyra chimes in excitedly, her orange eyes glittering in the candlelight. “That’s what I’ve been saying!”

“Which is why I never play cards with you,” Galen replies with a pointed look.

“That’s how you won?” Orion interrupts before she can reply. “I thought you were just an expert card player.”

Lyra grins and brushes imaginary dirt off her shoulder. “I am an expert card player. Which is why I cheat.”

“Malachi’s balls.” He looks genuinely impressed as he shakes his head at her. “I lost an entire townhouse in that bet.”

“Which will be a great vacation house for me and Alistair when we come and visit you in the Unseelie Court.” Her eyes sparkle with mischief as she turns to Alistair. “Right, darling?”

He laughs. Sliding his hand along her jaw, he leans over and kisses her. “Yes, sunshine.”

Orion narrows his eyes and leans back while crossing his arms. “I can’t believe I fell for that.”

“Don’t pout, pretty boy,” Isera says. There is a knowing glint in her eyes as she gives him a long look. “You were cheating too. You’re just mad because she was better at it.”

“That is entirely beside the point,” he huffs. A disappointed frown creases his brows as he shakes his head at himself. “I really wanted that house here on the Western Isles that she was betting.”

“Well, you know what to do when life gives you lemons,” Draven says with a shrug.

Orion gives him a flat look. “Make lemonade?”

“No. Squeeze them in people’s eyes.” Draven shoots him a bewildered frown. “What the fuck is lemonade?”

Orion bursts out laughing. Not his usual refined snicker or a smug kingly chuckle. This is a laugh that comes all the way from his soul, and the sound of it warms my heart.

His black and silver eyes glitter as he gives Draven a teasing grin. “Oh you really are uncultured, aren’t you?”

“Careful now, princeling.” Draven smirks back. “Or I might change my mind about the house I was about to gift you and Isera here on the main island.”

Light floods Orion’s eyes, but he still keeps up the pretense of a sly smile while nonchalantly flicking his long dark blue hair back behind his shoulder. “I knew it. You really can’t get enough of basking in my glorious presence.”

I throw a piece of bread at him. “Well, if His Glorious Majesty is finished, let’s make a toast.”

Orion tries to shoot me a threatening look while brushing the breadcrumb off his fancy garments, but it’s entirely ruined by the smile he can’t hide.

Candlelight glitters in the glasses as everyone grabs theirs and raises it.

For a few seconds, I just look at them all in silence. My mate. My friends. This extraordinary group of people that I now call family.

“To us,” I say, holding up my glass. “And new adventures to come.”

“New adventures!” they all reply.

Warmth fills my soul as I drink from the sparkling wine in my glass while watching my friends do the same. The path here was rough. It was filled with pain and grief and sacrifices. Heartache and sorrow and utter exhaustion. But there is no one I would rather have gone through this life-changing journey with than these six people. I have felt alone and unwanted for most of my life. But now, here, I finally feel at home.

Draven pulls me onto his lap and kisses my temple.

I laugh and swat him on the shoulder. But inside, my heart is fluttering with love and warmth.

And as the golden sun sinks into the sea outside and a glittering night rises, I drink in that feeling. This wonderful feeling of light and warmth. Of love and friendship. Of us. And as I do, one thought keeps pulsing through my head. One thought that is now written on the walls of my heart.

I got everything.

I got fucking everything.

And when we at last leave the tavern behind and wander out into the open air outside, I feel drunk. Not on alcohol. On that incredible feeling. I don’t want this night to end. But I also know that there will be many more nights like this to come. Because now, we finally have time. Time to enjoy life to the fullest.

“Don’t forget,” Isera says as we all trail to a halt in the middle of the final crossroads that will take us all back to our respective homes for the evening. “Orion and I expect you all for winter solstice. Actually, the day before. Because apparently,” she gives the Unseelie King a sideways glance, “the celebration is supposed to last for three entire days.”

“Everyone knows that any good party has to be at least three days long,” he replies with a flourishing wave of his hand. “And besides, little viper, you’re the one who couldn’t decide on a single menu, which is why we needed three.”

“Wait,” I interrupt, raising my eyebrows. “You’re cooking?”

“I don’t cook.” She jerks her chin towards Alistair instead. “He’s the one with fire magic.” Her silver and blue eyes glitter in the light of the moon as she flashes him a grin. “Get to it, Flambé.”

He snorts and then chuckles. “Fine.”

“We’ll bring the wine,” I offer.

“What are you bringing then, ice lady?” Alistair asks, still looking at Isera.

She looks him dead in the eye and replies, “Ice.”

A ridiculous giggle escapes my mouth.

“You can’t put ice in wine!” Lyra and Orion exclaim at the same time.

Both of them pause, turning to look at each other in surprise.

“Why not?” I ask.

“It ruins the texture,” Orion declares at the same time as Lyra says, “It dilutes the alcohol.”

We all laugh while they give each other an incredulous look.

“Regardless,” Isera picks up, and gives us all a long look. “We expect you all the day before winter solstice.”

“We’ll be there,” I promise.

The others nod as well.

For a few seconds, we all just look from face to face.

Then Lyra flashes us all a wide grin and lifts two fingers to her brow in a salute. “New adventures.”

“New adventures!” we all echo.

Warmth pulses through my soul as I give my friends one last smile before Draven and I stroll back towards our home here on the Western Isles.

But we don’t make it more than a few steps before he suddenly scoops me up into his arms. I let out a yelp while his wings appear in a cloud of black smoke. My stomach lurches, and I tighten my arms around his neck as he launches into the air.

“You really are doing that on purpose,” I murmur into his chest.

And I can hear the smirk in his voice when he replies, “Always.”

Opening my eyes, I watch the moon glitter in the water around the island as Draven flies us up to the balcony of our bedroom.

It has been over a month since the final battle against the Iceheart Dynasty, and since I haven’t had to use my magic to create emotions from nothing since then, that constant craving has been fading more and more every day. It’s still there, so Draven is still taking half of it to help me. But with time, I think it’s going to drop back to a fully manageable level.

Though if it doesn’t, Draven has said that it really doesn’t bother him to keep taking half of the urge for the rest of our lives. Especially since it just makes him crave my touch even more than he already does. And I can’t exactly complain about that either. Our nights this past month have been… wild.

“Careful now, little rebel,” Draven says as he lands on the balcony and gently sets me down. “If you keep looking at me like that, I’m going to handcuff you to my bed again.”

I flash him a smirk over my shoulder while I saunter over to the balcony doors and pull them open. “And what if that’s exactly what I want?”

“Then I’d say you have thirty seconds to take your clothes off.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’m going to make you beg for it.”

Heat sears through me at the wicked promises in his dark voice. Turning around, I walk backwards into our bedroom while I begin pulling my shirt off. Draven runs his tongue along his bottom lip, his hungry eyes drinking in my body as he follows me inside.

His own clothes hit the floor at the same time as mine. I rake my gaze over his firm chest and down his sharp abs. His wings flare slightly as my gaze drops to his cock.

“Now, you’ve done it,” he says.

With a flap of his wings, he flies across the room, grabbing me in the process. I let out a squeak as he simply lifts me off the floor while flying straight to the bed and then tossing me down on the mattress. My heart pounds as I look up at him where he now straddles me on the bed.

“Bossy and domineering,” I say, smirking up at him.

His wings rustle above me as he lets out a dark chuckle.

Pushing up from the mattress, I sit up on the bed instead. Draven moves with me when I place my palm on his muscular chest while straightening. Then he raises his eyebrows as I begin to twist us around until he is sitting with his back to the headboard instead. I keep my gaze firmly on his instead of looking up at the item we left hanging there before we left for the tavern.

“You were wrong before, you know,” I say while drawing my hands from his chest and up his arms, making him raise them above his head.

“About what?” he asks.

I kiss my way up his chest while I continue moving his hands up above his head. His eyes flutter and a moan escapes his mouth as I trace my lips along his collarbones and over his throat.

Then two metallic clicks sound.

Draven snaps his eyes open. Tilting his head back, he stares incredulously up at his wrists.

I smirk at him. “You look much hotter in handcuffs than I do.”

The handcuffs we left hanging around one of the decorations in the bedframe clank metallically as Draven yanks against his manacles. His golden eyes glint as he slides his gaze back down to me and teasingly warns, “Choose your next move very carefully, little rebel.”

“Careful? Me?” I flash him a villainous grin. “I hate to break it to you, oh Shadow of Death, but that ship has already sailed.”

“Is that right? Then⁠—”

A moan rips from his throat as I wrap my hand around his cock. Drawing my hand up and down, I smirk back at him as his eyes flutter and his wings twitch. They’re spread out wide on either side of him in order to fit between his body and the headboard, so he can’t move them away when I reach out and trace my fingers over the soft membrane at the same time as I jerk my hand up and down his cock again.

Draven throws his head back while the most delicious moans tear from his lungs. His wings flare and twitch, and he yanks hard against the handcuffs, as I tease my fingers over the two most sensitive parts of his body until he’s squirming against the headboard.

“Now, about that begging,” I bait.

Pleasure pulses in his eyes, and he has to blink several times in order to try to clear his vision as I continue my sweet torture. His chest heaves as he drags in highly controlled breaths.

“Beg,” I command, that devilish smile still on my lips.

Draven’s gaze at last focuses on me.

And when it does, a jolt shoots through my body.

A villainous smile spreads across his lips.

Then he yanks his hands apart.

And shatters the handcuffs.

I gasp as pieces of metal rain down from the headboard.

“Oh, you’re in trouble now,” Draven murmurs, his voice full of devilish promises.

I try to scramble back, but before I can so much as lift one knee from the mattress, Draven grabs me by the hips and rolls us over. While once again straddling me, he slides one hand up to my throat and the other down between my legs. His eyes glint as he locks his hand underneath my jaw, trapping me in place against the mattress, while his fingers brush over my already throbbing clit.

A moan escapes my lungs as pleasure crackles up my spine. Draven just rubs my clit again, drawing another gasp of pleasure from my lips. My hands shoot up and wrap around his forearm. But I’m so thoroughly outmatched against his strength that I couldn’t move his hand away from my throat even if I wanted to.

I squirm underneath him as he keeps me trapped there while teasing my clit with expert precision. Desperate moans drip from my lips as he brings me closer and closer to an orgasm.

The veins in his forearm shift as he flexes his hand around my throat. And when he speaks, his voice is low and hoarse.

“Fuck,” he growls. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing to me?”

A ripple of pleasure rolls down my spine at the desperate need in his voice, and I draw in a shuddering breath before opening my mouth to bait him back. But before the first word can even make it out of my mouth, it’s cut off by a gasp as a tiny lightning bolt zaps my clit.

“Draven,” I moan as he teases his fingers over the exact right spot.

He rewards me with another tiny lightning bolt.

I gasp and squirm against the soft sheets while digging my fingers into his forearm.

“So fucking perfect,” Draven murmurs.

Pleasure streaks through me as he removes his hand and instead positions his cock at my entrance. Then another deep moan rips from my lungs as he thrusts inside. Finally releasing my throat, he slides his hand over my jaw instead as he leans down and steals that moan from my lips with a possessive kiss.

I wrap one hand around the back of his neck and draw the other over his wings while he fucks me exactly the way I want him to. Like I’m his and he is mine.

Because he is.

This broody, domineering, troublesome dragon shifter is all mine. And Goddess help anyone who ever tries to take him from me. We have walked through the fires of hell together. We have fought our way back to each other through magic and enemies and death. There is nothing that can break us now. Nothing that can keep us apart. Because we are one. Heart. Body. And soul.

Laying ourselves completely bare for each other in that bed, I drink in every second of it. Of him. And as pleasure washes through me as the orgasm hits, I share the intense emotion with him through our mate bond while he does the same to me. Our very souls thrum with one unmistakable word as we hold each other’s gaze. Mine.

And when the sun at last rises from the sea again, neither of us has slept much. But it doesn’t matter. I could live off this feeling forever. This feeling of being us. Fully and completely us.

Lying there on the soft sheets, we gaze out at the slowly rising sun. With my back pressed against Draven’s chest, I can feel the steady beat of his heart. His arm is draped over my body, holding me close to him. His warmth, his scent, his entire presence, is wrapped around me as we lie there on our sides, watching the sun rise from the glittering sea.

“What do you think they will be like?” I ask.

His warm breath caresses the side of my neck as he replies, “Who?”

“Our kids.” I smile at the images that fill my mind. “Half fae, half dragon shifter. I wonder what they will be like.”

“Well, they’re our kids. So naturally, they’ll be troublesome, bossy, stubborn, sneaky⁠—”

“Broody. Don’t forget broody.”

“And broody.” He kisses my shoulder, and I can feel his smile against my skin. “And absolutely, utterly perfect.”

A smile spreads across my own mouth. “Yes. Yes, I think so too.”

Comfortable silence settles over the warm bed as we just lie there, looking out at the sparkling waves and the golden light that fills the clear blue sky.

“But first, I want an adventure,” I say, gazing out at the vast sky above the sea. “I want to see every inch of this beautiful and messy world.” Twisting around in his arms, I look up to meet his eyes instead. “I want to experience it all with you, Draven.”

He smiles. Leaning down, he kisses me tenderly. “And I with you, Selena.”

“So we really are leaving today, aren’t we?”

“Yes, we really are.”

Giddy excitement floods my body. After stealing one more kiss from him, I jump up from the bed. “Then what are we waiting for?”

He laughs.

After getting ready and flying down to the edge of the island, we find ourselves standing side by side, staring out at the endless sea before us.

My heart thrums.

A new dawn is breaking.

Another era of this world begins.

“This is it,” I say. “This is how it starts.”

“A new life,” Draven replies. “A new beginning.”

“Everything we’ve ever wanted is waiting for us just beyond that horizon.”

“And I can’t wait to meet it all with you, little rebel.”

After tearing his gaze from the open sky and the shimmering sea, he turns towards me. Sliding his hands into my hair, he kisses me deeply. He tastes the way he always does. Like wind and rain and lightning. Like fire and sin. And my undoing.

I gasp, breathless, as he breaks the kiss.

With a gleam in his beautiful golden eyes, he backs away across the grass.

Then black smoke fills the air as he shifts.

As salt-tasting winds blow away the smoke, I gaze up in awe at the majestic black dragon now standing there on the grass before me. He lets out a low rumble and moves his tail towards me. I grin.

My heart flutters like excited birds inside my chest as I run up along his spine. While opening our union bond, I settle myself in that spot where his neck meets his shoulders.

“Ready, little rebel?” he asks into my mind.

“Always.”

Wings boom around us as he launches into the air.

I laugh and spread my arms wide as warm winds rush over us. My long silver hair flutters behind me as Draven flies out across the glittering sea.

Excitement thrums inside my veins and my entire soul sings with endless possibilities as Draven and I fly away.

Straight into the open horizon.
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The next adventure

The Flame and Thorns series has come to an end. Thank you for joining Selena on her journey. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

But Marion, what am I supposed to read now?

I’m glad you asked! I have four other completed series for you to enjoy.

[image: Ruthless Enemy, Ruthless Villains, The Traitor Spy, A Storm of Silver and Ash]


I have a spicy fantasy romance trilogy about a villain who blackmails a smart and strong-willed woman into his service, which leads to an intense enemies to lovers romance. You can find Ruthless Enemy here: books2read.com/ruthlessenemy1
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I also have another spicy fantasy romance series set in the same world, with an equally scorching enemies to lovers romance, except this time both main characters are villains. They hate each other but are now forced to work together to stop the heroes from wiping them out. You can find Ruthless Villains here: books2read.com/ruthlessvillains1
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I also have an epic romantic fantasy series, set in a different world, with a slow burn enemies to lovers romance. A spy who can walk through walls gets caught by the Prince of Shadows and has to spy on her own court. You can find The Traitor Spy here: books2read.com/courtofelves1
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And last but not least, I have an epic fantasy adventure series with morally grey characters, found family and some very slow burn enemies to lovers romance. A master thief with a fondness for throwing knives is blackmailed into an impossible mission. You can find A Storm of Silver and Ash here: books2read.com/astormofsilverandash

[image: A Storm of Silver and Ash by Marion Blackwood]
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