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For my romantasy girlies

who deserve a hero who will

burn down the world

for the woman he loves.

Vexxion sees you.
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A COURT OF WICKED FAE


A woman determined to destroy a conniving king. A fae lord who will sacrifice himself to shield her from harm. Can their love survive the upcoming battle?

A thorny collar controls my every move and betrayal haunts me, but I’m still determined to seek vengeance for my brother’s death. I’ll do it with or without Vexxion’s help. But when he calls in his favor, I’m given no choice. If I don’t make another deal with this secretive fae man I still can’t resist, I’m doomed to fail.

Do I dare trust him again?

Vexxion continues to train my elusive magic. I do my best to evade those trying to kill me while working to free my friends from the realm where their souls wander. In between, I sneak into the castle aerie and work with the dragons, plus serve as lady in waiting to the king’s fiancé. She doesn’t realize how close her death looms.

But our time is running out. To win this deadly game, I may be forced to sacrifice myself to save everyone I love.

In the court of the wicked fae, the weak are exploited, secrets abound, and only the ruthless survive.

A Court of Wicked Fae is Book 2 in the Kingdom of Blighted Thorns trilogy and told in dual point of view. Expect plenty of spice, suspense, a ruthless, determined woman, and a fae lord with shocking secrets who will stop at nothing to claim her as his own.

Trigger warning: graphic scenes of an evil king harming others in brutal ways, weapons and their effect on others, attempts on the heroine’s life, self-defense moves that result in death, a hero doing whatever he must to protect her.
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A NOTE TO READERS:


To give you the full experience in Book 2,

I backed up a bit, skimming you through the last few

chapters of A Kingdom of Bitter Magic.

I don’t recommend skipping this section,

It will not only refresh your memory

and put you in Tempest’s head again,

it reveals some exciting clues.
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TEMPEST
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We arrived at the castle.

After leaving Vexxion’s dragon, Glim, inside the aerie of Bledmire Court, we flitted to our suite inside the castle of the wicked fae king, Ivenrail Levestan. When he heard we’d arrived, he demanded we make an appearance.

Ivenrail wasn’t known for his patience.

My dragon, Seevar, was dead. It was all I could do to make myself function. While I wanted to curl up on the bed and mourn his loss, our game with Ivenrail had begun.

One wrong move, and Vexxion and I would end up dead.

I left the bathing chamber and walked into the bedroom, finding Vexxion standing near the fireplace and servants putting away the few things I’d brought with me.

Then I saw her . . .

“Reyla.” I sprung across the room, barreling into her, nearly knocking her into the closet where she was hanging clothing. My shrill laugh burst out. The foundation of my world had been rocked, and I wasn’t sure it would ever feel solid again, but here she was. My friend.

Reyla said nothing.

She didn’t touch me.

She stared at the floor blankly, her hands hanging limply at her sides. No, they weren’t completely limp. They twitched. Her collar writhed beneath her skin that had a scarlet ring, as if she dug at her neck whenever she could. I itched to do the same, to claw at my collar until I could expose the thorny vines and rip them from my throat. Then I’d destroy it.

Vexxion told me there might be a way to remove it. Could we destroy Reyla’s when we got rid of mine?

“Reyla?” I asked. “Reyla. Reyla!” I shook her, and her head flopped around. When I stopped, she still didn’t meet my eye. Her milky gaze took in nothing.

Don’t. Say. Anything, Vexxion growled in my mind. Back away from her. Come to me. He held out his hand, urging me to join him in the sitting area made up of three plush sofas covered in bright red fabric and six tall-back, squishy-appearing chairs, also covered in the same bloody color. They’d been strategically placed to face the fireplace where flames roared.

Like the pain in my soul.

What’s wrong with her? I screeched in Vexxion’s mind.

She was claimed.

So was I, but I’m still . . . me.

She’s still your Reyla. She’s just . . .

Controlled. I couldn’t stop screaming, though I trapped the shrieks inside my mind.

Nullens fled faerie ages ago but not before the fae stole my people’s magic, guzzling it down like gluttons. Now they were after what little energy we had left.

Right before I killed that Liege in the cave, I thought Nullens only had a tiny bit of energy, that taking it away would make no difference. Now I knew better. The king was taking the only energy keeping us alive.

“One powerful fae lord. Not all. Not yet,” the Liege had said.

The king was doing this to us, of course. He’d drained Reyla. Many others, I was sure. He would never stop.

I told you this wouldn’t be pleasant, Vexxion said.

Had he said something like that? I couldn’t remember.

Calm yourself. Come to me. His outstretched hand didn’t waver.

I had to get control of myself, or this would fall apart.

It was torture leaving whatever remained of my friend, but I couldn’t help her until I’d seen this plan through.

Blocking the thought of her and Brodine . . . I erected a wall so high, even I couldn’t see over it.

More composed, I joined Vexxion in the sitting area, and he dropped onto one of the chairs, tugging me down on his lap. A flick of his finger, and he wore a black tunic with simple gold ornaments on the shoulders. Black pants. Polished boots. His hair lay smooth around his shoulders, not in the wild disarray I adored. Even the white streak appeared muted.

I now wore a pretty green gown with a low-cut bodice, another dress that perfectly matched my eyes.

I look good in red, you know. Yellow. Blue. I tried to inject humor into my words, but it was a dismal failure. How could I laugh when my friend . . . Other colors besides black and green.

He snorted. You look best naked.

The urge to wrap myself around him and kiss him rushed through me. He knew just what to say to relax me—as much as I could relax while inside Bledmire Castle and with Reyla . . . gone. For now. Only for now. I had to believe things would get better.

So do you, I said.

I do enjoy burying my body inside yours.

My anxiety backed down a few more notches. I’d wreck this plan if I started falling apart when we’d only just arrived. So, while it pinched badly enough I could barely breathe, I segmented my worry about Reyla and my grief for Seevar away from the steely part of my mind. I’d mourn later when Vexxion could hold me. Soothe me. Distract me.

Vexxion cupped my face and studied it intently. “You’re ready to go to the king?”

I sucked in a breath and nodded. Guards up.

A flick of a smile softened the harsh lines of his face. Good girl.

He flitted, taking us to the outer chamber of the throne room. Fae guards flanked the tall, closed doors crafted from rich dark wood and carved with writhing dragons.

Vexxion strode toward the doors. Remain behind me. Keep your eyes down. Don’t say a word.

I hear you.

My pulse leaped around in my throat, and my breathing was as jagged as if I’d battled dregs for hours.

Before we reached the doors, the guards swept them open. They gave Vexxion looks of pure terror before sliding behind the enormous panels. Hiding. He’d explain why later. No matter what reason he gave for their behavior, I’d understand.

We walked into another huge room, this one glowing from the light’s reflection on the gold gilt covering every surface. Paintings with unimaginable writhing creatures hung on display along the outer walls, and pillars marched on either side of the aisle, funneling us toward a broad dais with stairs mounted in the middle.

There, the fae king sat on a gilded throne, his face locked in shadows. I couldn’t make out his features, though I didn’t need to see him to carry out our plan.

I’d kill him the first chance I got.

A cluster of staff flanked his right side, universally staring forward.

And behind him on his left . . .

I’d never seen a dragon that large before. His silver scales gleamed in the lights, and smoke coiled from his broad nostrils. His red eyes landed on me, and I froze for a moment, wondering if this was it. He’d sense my intention and it would be over. I could swear he sorted through my mind, but my guards remained solid. My will was just as strong. When he looked away, I dared to breathe once more.

His attention fell on Vexxion, and I was left floundering again, worried the dragon would be able to read him. But that would be impossible. Vexxion’s guards were even stronger than mine. No one and nothing could breach his walls.

I swallowed hard and kept my gaze on the elaborate swirls in the glossy stone tiles underfoot.

Vexxion and I reached the end of the aisle, though we still had a broad distance between us and the edge of the dais.

Vexxion stopped and dipped forward in a bow. I held still beside him.

A subtle movement on the opposite side of the dragon caught my eye. Brodine stood with other collared humans, their throats universally sporting rings of red. He remained motionless, staring forward into nothing.

Like Reyla. Another friend lost. How many more would suffer before I had the chance to end this?

Panic jolted down my spine.

I flicked my gaze to the king, determined to imprint his image on my mind before returning my attention to the floor. It was all I could do not to gasp when I spied his face. Images from the Claiming flashed through me. This man had collared Brodine.

Which meant . . .

The fae were only allowed to claim one person at a time. The king could not collar another until the Nullen he’d bonded with was dead.

In less than seven days’ time, the king would marry Brenna, the long-lost daughter of the Lydel Court. Rather than carry her off to bed, he intended to collar her, then drain her vast power. He’d use it to rule the fae realm forever.

But before he would be allowed to wrap the collar around Brenna’s neck, he’d have to murder Brodine.
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Brodine! I silently cried, my body swaying.

Do not move, Vexxion snarled in my mind.

I needed the stern warning. I was falling apart, and I couldn’t maintain control of anything. I snapped my spine into position and internally growled at myself. If I wasn’t careful, I’d ruin this.

“Please, Your Highness,” someone said from ahead of us. I’d missed the person kneeling in front of the king, his torso bowed to press his forehead against the floor. “I told them what you required but they begged for more time. I granted them a week, until after your upcoming wedding. Surely you won’t need to conclude this matter before then.”

“You’re one of the most powerful lords in my court,” the king growled. “Yet, here you are, a complete failure. You disgust me.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught him lifting his index finger.

The dragon rumbled behind him, slowly slithering forward, a silver menace with rage boiling in his eyes. His scales shimmered like molten silver, each on a polished fragment of the moon. Untamed fury blazed in his red eyes, and his vast wings unfurled behind him, casting shadows that whispered horrifying secrets. His jagged rows of teeth glistened as he let out a low grow, resonating deep in my chest. Every movement was both fluid grace and terrifying power, and I sensed he’d strike without mercy or hesitation.

“No. No!” The man scrambled to his feet and raced toward a door on his right. Before he could reach it, the dragon blasted him with fire.

Like a candle wick snuffed out, the fire cut off. A pile of ashes smoldered on the floor as the dragon coiled backward, retaking his place behind the king. When a light breeze swept through the room, it caught the ashes and skipped them across the floor in a morbid dance.

I gaped, my breathing stuttering in my throat, unable to comprehend what had just happened. I’d seen dragons kill dregs. A few had scorched trainers.

But I’d never seen anything as vicious and torturous as this.

“Vexxion,” the king said with a heavy sigh, casually brushing bits of ash off his tunic. “You misbehaved. However, I’ve decided to overlook that shortcoming for now. Come forward. Bring your little Nullen along with you. She’s pretty, isn’t she, in a quaint kind of way. Send her up to me. I’d like to examine her.”

The Claiming was about more than bonding servants. More than about creating servants.

Access . . .

My collar tightened, and I’d swear to the very fates themselves that my neck blazed red on the surface. Magic churned up from my well in a rolling mass, but I found no comfort in its embrace.

My hands tightened against my sides. No, they’d been pinned to my sides. By whom? The king?

My legs were made to move forward. I was forced to walk past Vexxion, and I was not allowed to look his way no matter how hard I tried. My deadened feet took me over to the edge of the dais. They carried my limp body up the stairs and across the platform toward the king.

That’s when I realized who was controlling me. After all, control was the first step of a Claiming. It wasn’t the king.

Vexxion.

My heart shuddered. I tried to tell myself he was doing this to protect me, but doubts clanged against the side of my skull.

When he pushed, I refused to allow him to magically force me onto my knees in front of the king.

“Where’s your cousin?” Ivenrail asked Vexxion. “He flew with you to the fortress to complete an errand for me, but he hasn’t returned.”

“I’m afraid he won’t be able to make it to the castle for an indefinite length of time.”

The king snarled. “What did you do?”

“Me?” Vexxion’s lips twisted. “What makes you think I did anything?”

The king’s glare only deepened before he turned to where I stood a few feet away, his face coiling into another smirk.

“Interesting,” he drawled, his sharp gaze gouging into me. “She truly is pretty in a humble sort of way. You should dress her nicer. A lower bodice that hints at her rosy nipples. A slash up the side to reveal her legs. Tighter fabric to show off her delectable curves.” His eyes raked down my form.

My skin quivered deep below the surface, but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. I could barely breathe.

The king dismissed everyone, leaving only me, Vexxion, and the silver dragon in the throne room.

“You should’ve left things alone, Vexxion,” Ivenrail said in a sultry voice. “You were only supposed to go to the fortress to handle the issue with the commander. As if I’d allow him to steal Nullen power. The fool.”

The commander was part of this diabolical plan? How could he take power from anyone? He wasn’t fae as far as I knew, so he couldn’t collar anyone. The Liege said only one person was draining energy from Nullens, the monster sitting on the faerie throne.

“I sent Farnoll to tell the commander to send this particular female to the Claiming,” Ivenrail said. “I wanted him to claim her.”

“Why me?” I choked out.

“Some of you have more power than others,” he said. “I find pleasure in seeking you out.”

It all made sense now.

Farnoll would claim those with higher levels of power like me.

The treaty rules clearly stated a fae lord or lady could only take power from the Nullen they’d collared or one of their blood. What if the king had found a way to access everyone? If the commander could drain random Nullens, then so could Ivenrail. He could steal power from whoever he pleased, building the energy he craved until he had enough to rule the entire fae realm. As for the Nullens, they’d be tossed aside, staring into nothing with milky eyes for the rest of their days.

Or killed so another could be collared. A vicious cycle.

And I was the prey.

I’d begged Vexxion to claim me. He hadn’t known a thing about my plan. That meant he wasn’t involved in whatever this was.

“I suppose it no longer matters,” the king said. “This will work as well.” He leaned sideways to look around me. “Why are you standing down there, Vexxion? Come up. Join me. She’s quite delightful, isn’t she? I might even allow you to keep her. When I’m through with her, of course.”

I was no gift for this heinous monster.

I expected Vexxion’s threads of lightning to snap across the open space. Now, he would act. I’d scream with joy when they coiled around this brutal fae king’s neck. I’d grin while Vexxion strangled the life from him before tossing him against the farthest wall. He’d shove aside his fear of the king and act.

Instead, he walked up the stairs sedately and stopped beside me.

What’s going on? I couldn’t hold back the words.

He didn’t answer, and for some reason, I sensed he hadn’t heard me. Why would he construct a wall to keep me out?

Ivenrail flicked his finger at me. “Come closer, rider.”

“Her name’s Tempest,” Vexxion growled.

Yes! Now he’d tell the king I was his fury, that I meant everything to him.

That he loved me.

Although, he hadn’t yet told me that himself.

I was compelled to walk closer to the king and stand beside the arm of his throne.

“Tonight,” the king said jovially, “I’ll take a little sip of her power. Not too much. Nullens like this one are delicacies that need to be savored. I believe even a touch will go right to my head.”

Vexxion’s hands twitched at his sides.

I stared at him, pleading with him in my mind. I tried to pull on my power to flit—and it refused my command. It boiled within the well, but each time I slipped my hand into the froth to scoop some up, it coursed off my fingers.

“I sense reluctance on your part. You’re not willing to share?” The king’s hands smacked onto his throne, tightening to the point the metal bowed. Madrood oozed forward and sucked in a deep breath.

No . . .! Vexxion. Get back. Run!

I met the dragon’s gaze, and his bored into mine, sinking deeply . . .

For a moment, I saw a vast stone city made up of buildings that gleamed like silver in the sunlight. People moving about with joy in their hearts and on their faces. A sea glistened beyond and—

“Zayde was quite generous,” the king said, slicing through the image. It slid away, leaving nothing but this wretched place behind.

Madrood eased back behind the throne.

“Zayde loves you,” Vexxion told the king.

Ivenrail snorted. “Yes, yes, he does. I was disappointed that I had to persuade him to share as well. Surely you won’t deny me this tasty morsel.” The steel in his voice told me this man would not allow anyone to refuse him. The mockery there told me he knew no one dared.

Wait.

My breath caught.

Younger brother.

Zayde.

The king had two sons. A younger one who adored his father and an older son he’d molded in his own image.

Access was the last stage of the Claiming. Per the rules, it could only be shared with someone of the same blood—Vexxion had clearly told me that.

Vexxion shared blood with the brute I’d come here to kill.

At the realization of what he’d done to me, agony rocked through me, a storm blasting onto the shore. I’d . . .

I couldn’t do anything.

My storm had been suppressed.

Collared and controlled.

How could you? I shrieked into Vexxion’s mind.

I gaped at the king, taking in his piercing sapphire eyes so like Vexxion’s before I wrenched my gaze away.

You fucking bastard, I hurtled at Vexxion.

I am aptly named.

It was too late . . . for everything.

Vexxion’s cousin, Farnoll, was supposed to claim me. Instead, I’d begged Vexxion to do it, only to have him bring me to the king as an offering just like Farnoll would’ve. At the Claiming, Vexxion had wrapped those wretched vines around my neck that now gave him and the king complete control over me. He’d awakened my magic for them to access whenever they pleased.

He’d “trained me,” but that was just to give him a chance to seduce me before he brought me here as a gift for his father.

I gave that man my body. My heart. My soul. While he . . .

He never intended to help me. He and the king probably laughed about my foolish plan to kill him.

Control. Awakening.

Access.

The king wasn’t just draining residual Nullen energy. He was having Nullens collared and brought here to be awakened to their trapped power and then drained before they could realize it existed.

“I thought I was in love with you,” I blubbered, feeling unbelievably naïve. Tears slicked down my face. I smacked at them, hating that I showed Vexxion even this tiny bit of emotion. “All this time . . . You. Were. Toying with me.”

“I was, Tempest. You’re just a game piece on the board,” he said in that deadly, sly voice that used to make my heart trip over itself to reach him.

The voice that would make me beg him for whatever he’d deign to give me.

The voice that made me love him.

“From the moment we met, I knew the role you’d play.” He said it so blandly. So . . . sneeringly.

I was trapped.

Drask flew into the room, cawing, but instead of coming to me, he landed on Vexxion’s shoulder. He flapped his wings and leaned into Vexxion’s neck. Pecked him playfully on the cheek like he’d only ever done with me.

He . . . I’d found my pet mortally wounded, healed him. He was my friend.

Vexxion cleared his throat. “Tempest is quite sweet. I’m sure you’ll enjoy her as much as I have.”

I’d slash his throat. I’d kill him. Then I’d do the same with the king.

But . . . I was completely locked down by this collar.

I could do nothing.

“Allow me to ready her, Father,” Vexxion said blandly. “Then I’ll gladly let you have a taste of all she has to offer.”

If I wasn’t glaring at him with the pure, unadulterated hatred blazing across my soul . . .

. . . I would’ve missed it.

He blinked.

[image: ]


My mind roared and something inside me snapped. While the world slowed around me, my power boiled up from the well. It overflowed, blasting out to engulf everything in its path—to engulf me.

It gushed across me, coating me, bathing me in its turbulent beauty.

I guzzled down as much of it as I could.

Then I used it to flit from the throne room.
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Tempest flitted from the throne room.

Yes.

It was all I could do to keep my lips smooth, my facial expression reflecting only boredom, and my eyes away from those of the fiend sitting on the throne in front of me.

My fury was . . . amazing.

Pain crushed through my chest, a relentless, hollowing ache that would soon overrun my soul.

But I revealed nothing on my face. I held a steady position as always.

The look she’d given me before she fled . . .

Her rejection had carved a deep cavern within me, a gaping maw that would never be filled. The fates knew I deserved her rage. When I put us both on this course, I knew it would end like this. I’d delayed it as long as I could, but as I’d just told her, the game was now in play.

I’d purposefully ripped her apart. She was never going to allow me near enough to her to explain. But I’d try. I had to try. I’d find a way to make her understand—somehow.

Not because I needed her to finish this with the king but because . . .

I loved her.

She’d stormed through the walls around my heart and captured me.

Seek, I told her crow. He flew to the end of the aisle, and the flustered guard, controlled by a spell to keep him from hearing anything said inside the throne room, jumped. He opened one of the doors wide enough for Drask to soar through before closing it once more.

“I didn’t think you still had that bird,” the king said.

“He’s been away.” I’d sent him away before Ivenrail could kill him. I thought the bird went wild. I never imagined he’d find her. That would teach me not to periodically look through his eyes.

When Drask found her wherever she’d flitted to now, he’d tell me if she wasn’t safe.

Not long after arriving at the fortress, I saw him perched on her shoulder. He recognized me but remained with her. He was no longer mine, and she adored this pet as much as the golden dragon I was unable to save.

She and I had spent too much time at Weldsbane. I’d taken a slice of life for myself with my fury, and the result? I’d failed, one time after another. Seevar. Reyla. Brodine.

Yes, I’d flitted here within days of the Claiming to do what I could, but it was already too late. I’d live with the knowledge that I hadn’t gotten here fast enough to stop the king.

There was one way I could make it up to her friends, and I’d do it even if . . . I didn’t want to think of what the result might be.

Madrood’s red eyes remained locked on me. The king wasn’t the only being in this room I needed to watch out for.

“Explain to me why that Nullen was wearing a collar,” the king snarled at me. “Yet she was still able to flit. She flitted! How?”

“Some of them can do it with the right training,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck.

“Why haven’t you controlled her yet?”

I would do all I could to avoid using the collar to control her behavior. I’d only done so today because I had no other choice. I adored how impulsive my fury was, how she fought for others, how quick she was to voice her opinion.

Any of which would have resulted in a magical lash from the king she might never recover from.

“Tempest needs a light touch,” I said.

“Nullens need nothing from us. They exist solely to serve us.”

“I don’t wish to break her.”

His sneer deepened. “You disgust me.”

When I was four and wanted to please this man, a comment and look like that would’ve made me flinch. By the time I was five and he’d murdered my mother, I wanted nothing to do with him or anyone related to him. I crafted a mask he would never find a way through. Now he only saw my façade, a cloak of acceptance.

I’d allowed Zayde in but only later.

As for the others? I didn’t know if they truly existed or where they were, though years later, I heard rumors of another and I looked for her, though I found no evidence she existed.

“I assume you don’t need anything further from me today.” With my mask firmly in place, I turned to leave.

“Do not walk away from me,” he snapped.

Madrood shifted forward again, his dark gray lips peeling back to reveal his fangs. He was the largest dragon within the fae realm. The strongest.

And the deadliest.

One look from me, and his lips collapsed back over his teeth. He obeyed no one but the king, but he and I had come to an uneasy truce years ago when he tried to nip me, and I bit back with magic unlike any he’d tasted before in his life.

“I thought you were finished for the day,” I drawled. “What else would you like me to do?”

“Nothing. Leave my presence.”

I merely nodded.

“Prepare your Nullen.” The king’s lips slid back as far as Madrood’s had just been, and I was tempted to use the same trick on Ivenrail, but I deferred. The time was not ripe yet for something like that, though that time was coming.

Oh, how I ached to watch this man die. The moment I’d waited for was snarling offshore, churning with clouds and the thrash of the sea. Soon, it would roar across the fae realm and consume this man. Nothing would ever be the same.

I welcomed the storm with wide open arms.

“Once you’ve located her,” he said with a twist of his thin lips, “I’ll drain her enough that she’ll behave. She can serve in the kitchen or clean rooms after that.”

“She will not serve in the kitchen.”

His head tilted. “Everyone works here.”

Except him. “Didn’t I hear that your fiancé needs staff?”

Tapping his chin, he watched me. I merely lifted one eyebrow.

“Brenna does keep asking me to send her someone. It’s not like we have women just standing around inside the castle, eager to serve her.”

“Tempest would make a good lady-in-waiting.”

“Then see that she does this, assuming she’s able after I’m finished with her.” His lips curled up in a smile that would make every single surviving high lady in faerie quake. “Bring her to my room tonight,” he added. “She’ll be returned to your suite in the morning—or tomorrow afternoon. I might want more than one taste.”

It was all I could do to hold back the growl ripping up my throat. “Tempest. Is. Mine.”

“Nullens belong to no one. Me, if we choose to be picky, son. I insist.” He watched me, and from the way his mouth coiled, he suspected I was holding something back.

I’d spent the last twenty-two years learning how to hold everything back.

Here. An image from Drask flashed through my mind. Again, Tempest amazed me. So much power. It would take a delicate touch to bring it to the surface, to train her to wield it like the blade it must soon be. If the fates were kind, they’d allow me to live long enough to do this for her.

If nothing else, I’d remain close to her for as long as I could. I was always her shield.

Protect, I told the bird. Watch.

I looked up to find Madrood’s speculative gaze on me once more. Creatures were intuitive. Some saw through mind guards to the intentions below.

Did this one?

“I told you that you could have one sip of Tempest’s power,” I said blandly, examining my nails while watching the king as intently as the dragon watched me. “No more.”

“Zayde let me take all I wanted.” Such a petulant bastard.

“I am not Zayde.”

“Yes, you are not Zayde.” Ivenrail snorted with disgust. “And Zayde is not you.”

I’d loved less than a handful of people in my life, and Zayde was one of the few, partly because he’d found a way to keep this wretched fae creature sitting on the Bledmire throne from using him. Mostly because he still saw something good inside me.

For whatever reason, he also saw a bit of good in the king.

“Zayde and I balance,” I said.

The king grunted. His gaze narrowed on the smooth floor. Nothing good ever happened when this man started thinking. “My court does not need balance. I’m the only one with a hand on the scale.”

In that, he was wrong. I couldn’t wait until the time came when I could show him.

“Someone needs to tell the Riftflame high lord that they must hand over their core of power,” he said, musing. While I was grateful he’d moved on from Tempest, danger also lay in this direction. “Once I’ve taken that court’s core power, no one will be able to stop me.”

Except Lydel. Ivenrail had done his best to steal the core from Lydel—a colossal failure to his undying rage. With his upcoming marriage to Brenna, he believed he had that court’s power poised for engulfing.

As for Weldsbane, he’d sucked down my court’s core the moment the last breath leaked from my mother’s crushed lungs. At five, I couldn’t command the will needed to hold him back.

When I was ten, I learned how to tap into the core of Weldsbane’s power. Since then, I’d slowly, carefully taken small sips of it back. If Ivenrail suspected what I was doing, he hadn’t let on, though this man gave away almost nothing.

“If you hadn’t killed the Riftflame emissary a few moments ago,” I drawled. “You’d still have your tool.”

“He failed.”

Complete loyalty was not always for sale. “He told you he needed more time.”

“I don’t have time. The Lieges—”

I lifted my brows. “What about the Lieges?”

“They’re restless.”

They were his minions to command, but they were well aware that he hated them. Yet he still needed them to control the dregs. If he ever found a way to do so himself, he’d kill every Liege on the continent.

“Tell the Lieges to stop being restless,” I drawled.

“You do it.”

“A controller does not handle Lieges.” Killing them gave me much more pleasure.

“A controller obeys his king in all things.”

“Handle the Lieges yourself or ask Zayde to do it.”

“Now there’s a thought.” His head tilted as he watched me. “Do you think Zayde has the strength, let alone the determination, to do something like that?”

The strength? Yes. The will? Probably not, but it would distract the king and buy me time.

“Ask him,” I said. After all, he was the best choice for this.

“Maybe. I might have someone else in mind for that.” The king grunted. “What can I do about Riftflame?”

“Send a courtier to apologize for the unfortunate death of their emissary, someone who can persuade them to relinquish the rest of their court’s core power.”

“Who do you suggest?”

“I’ve been away from Bledmire for some time. You select someone.” Perhaps I should name one of my many enemies since they were sure to fail and find the same end as the one who’d just been burned by Madrood. What a pleasant idea. I’d think about it.

I dipped my head forward. “My time is limited. As you so politely pointed out, I have yet to control Tempest, and you’re eager for a willing taste.”

“Yes, stealing power gives it a sour flavor.” He smacked his lips. “Find her. Tighten the collar if you must but make her eager to comply. Bring her to me after the evening meal.”

“Very well.”

The door opened behind him, and High Advisor Adwarin stepped into the room, followed by cloaked figures. Lieges—the king’s minions who, for now, would sacrifice themselves to protect him.

And one person I hadn’t seen for a very long time, my Uncle Camus, the king’s half-brother and Farnoll’s father, though the two men hadn’t spoken for years so he might not realize Farnoll was missing. He sauntered over to whisper something to Ivenrail, though his gaze remained on me.

This man had “trained” me, which meant he tortured a small boy to the point he nearly broke. He’d scarred my flesh and tossed me around, laughing at the bruises my skin would show the next day. Tall and very thin, he didn’t resemble Ivenrail a bit, but they had the same father. Despite Ivenrail once questioning his parentage, their father had made sure those he claimed were his own. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t have survived their childhood.

After giving me a slick smile, Uncle Camus left the room.

I turned my attention to High Advisor Adwarin.

Nearly as tall as me, the high advisor was heavier, though not with muscle. He felt no need to practice battle techniques when he could easily control those around him with power. The threads of silver at his temple were the only clue to his age. He’d found a way to keep his face unlined and smooth. Did he use magic, or did he tap the same source as Ivenrail? He’d be unwise to do the latter if he wanted to live long enough for the rest of his hair to turn gray.

The hood of his dark robe peppered with stars hung down his back, and the hem brushed across his shoes as he moved toward the king. When he reached Ivenrail, he stopped. Only a subtle twitch of his hand as he smoothed his short, dark hair betrayed his unease at seeing me with the king.

With a grunt and a drummed-up sneer, the high advisor’s sharp gaze traveled down my frame, darting to my face again as if he thought my expression might give something away.

It never had and it never would.

“I didn’t realize you were back yet, Vexxion,” he said, his bland tone dispelled by the hatred brimming in his eyes.

He’d never liked me, but why such unbridled anger now? Ah yes. I suspected why his mood may have changed.

“I recently arrived,” I said.

“Selitta is not with you.”

And there it was.

“Why would your daughter be with me?” If there was ever a time to show nothing, it was now. I wasn’t concerned about making another enemy at Bledmire Court, but I had no interest in directing his rage at Tempest.

“She didn’t come home after the Claiming,” he bit out.

“Perhaps she was detained?”

The king sighed.

“Don’t fool with me, Beast,” the high advisor growled.

Ivenrail’s lips twitched as he fought for a smile. He didn’t like it when I challenged him, but he savored watching me play games with others.

“I’m not the fool in this conversation,” I said.

High Advisor Adwarin snarled and stomped toward me, his arms lifting. “Where is she?”

A flick of my finger, and he froze. “You do not question me.”

He gasped, tasting the same spell his daughter had used on my fury. Did he enjoy being unable to breathe? I’d been gone from the court for too long if he’d forgotten that he was not the one with the most power here.

The king’s lips curled up as he watched. He enjoyed watching his controller in action.

I glided forward, advancing on him. “Seek elsewhere for your daughter.”

The cloaked Lieges behind him parted, making way for someone dressed in a blood red gown. She stopped beside the high advisor, laying her hand on his arm. A flick of her finger, and he could breathe once more—though I doubted she realized I’d allowed her spell to take effect.

Ivenrail was the only fae I could not yet overrule with magic. If I could do so, he would no longer be a problem, and Tempest and I would now be living in peace at Weldsbane Court.

The scowl the woman sent my way would’ve scorched my flesh, but, as always, I did not allow this. “Perhaps you’d be willing to share with me why my sister was last seen in the woods near the Claiming with you and your Nullen?”

The high advisor had—used to have—two daughters.

Ivenrail grunted, glancing her way. “It’s about time you returned to my court, Delaine.”

OceanofPDF.com


4


TEMPEST
[image: ]


Ilanded hard on the stone bridge spanning the gap between the aerie and the castle, toppling against the railing when my leg nearly gave way.

Only flit to a location you have solid in your mind.

A lesson learned from the betrayer, Vexxion. Heir to the Weldsbane Court and eldest son of the man I still intended to kill.

Should I murder his eldest son before or after I’d eliminated Ivenrail Levestan from this world forever?

Vexxion had blinked.

This was the only reason I wasn’t screaming and ripping out my hair.

I slumped against the railing. Clung to it, actually. I wasn’t tired from the flit but my heart . . .

It’d be best not to examine my emotions too much at this moment.

Whenever Vexxion had flitted in the past, he’d appeared weak for a time afterward. But not when he flitted from the front door after we arrived here or when he took us to the throne room after that. What was different about those times? For all I knew, he’d found a way to tap Nullen power like his father, and that had restored his strength once more.

Or he’d taken it from me.

Had I misread everything? It couldn’t be true.

I hated myself for questioning whether he was deeply involved or not. He’d just proven he was a manipulative bastard. That he’d lied.

That he’d used me.

I shored up the stone wall around my heart, added more thorns—an idea I got from the vines embedded in my neck—and added thick clouds.

No one would ever use me again.

A fae man started up the bridge from the castle, his lips slithering into a gruesome smile.

“Lost, little controlled Nullen?” he asked in a sultry voice as he came closer.

His eyes locked on mine, and I felt the tug of his will trying to exert control on my own.

Rage poured through me. How dare he try to lull me?

I snapped out with my power, lifting him off his feet and flinging him backward. He landed on his ass on the stone platform spanning the front of the castle and scrambled to his feet, gaping at me.

“You’re collared,” he snarled. “How could a Nullen—?” Whirling around, he raced toward the castle entrance, wrenching open the door and scurrying inside.

Vexxion had been right about one thing. I needed to learn how to control my power, not give it free rein. Although using it against a slimy fae lord had been fun.

Would the lord tell everyone what I’d done? If so, they might storm out here and grab me. Lock me in the dungeon, assuming there was one in the bowels of the castle. The king was too vile not to have a place to torture people somewhere. I would not wait here for them to find me and lock me up.

Gathering power again, I flitted, landing hard in the suite Vexxion and I were supposed to share. I hobbled to the closet and yanked out my bag still holding the few measly belongings Reyla and I had packed what felt like ages ago at the fortress.

Pawing through it, I tossed aside Ember’s Shadow, the romance book she was reading, and pulled out the blade that had belonged to Vexxion’s grandfather, hoping it came from his mother’s side, not his father’s.

Pain rocked through me once more, driving me to my knees. Dropping the bag, I cupped my face while shudders tore my heart to shreds. I was a fool for not seeing it. Vexxion had essentially told me. There was no denying he had a tortured soul; his scars gouged all the way through him. Vexxion told me numerous times that the king’s eldest son had been molded in Ivenrail’s image, that he was the king’s most devoted servant.

The king had taken that broken boy and turned him into a weapon that would now be used on me.

Brodine had tried to warn me, but I was a silly girl falling in love with a true master, unwilling to listen to those who actually loved me. Vexxion’s obsession with me had concerned Brodine with good reason.

Putting the fragments of myself back together, I wrenched myself to my feet and strapped a sheath around my waist. I stared at the family dagger, watching the stone wink scarlet in the late-day sunlight filtering in from the bank of windows behind me.

Fuck this. Fuck Vexxion. Fuck the king too. I jabbed the blade into the sheath.

A search of the room didn’t reveal any other weapons I could add to my arsenal.

When footsteps echoed in the hall, I flitted again, almost inserting myself into the stone wall spanning the front of the aerie. As it was, I scraped my cheek hard enough it stung and would probably bleed. I swiped the pain away as I hurried through the entrance.

A stable hand with pale hair and wearing a light blue tunic and black leather pants and boots sat on a bench at the end of the hall. Sensing me, he looked up before returning to where he was polishing a leather saddle lying across his lap. I tentatively limped toward him, and when I got closer, I noted the red mark around his neck marking him as a claimed Nullen like me.

His head lifted again, his sharp gaze meeting mine clearly.

“Your eyes . . .” I shook my head and reminded myself I had to be careful about what I discussed with anyone here.

“I assume you mean that I still have my wits about me,” he said with a twist of his lips.

“Yes.” I stopped a short distance away from him. “Some of those claimed—”

“Are not as lucky as us.” He shrugged, his gaze falling to my neck.

My vines coiled and snapped, and it was all I could do not to claw my skin. “Lucky? This is a curse.”

“It beats letting your soul wander around the ether like the others.”

A snarl ripped up my throat. “Is that what happens to those who are drained?” Brodine’s and Reyla’s souls were trapped in the ether? I had to find a way to bring them back.

“Yeah.” His hand came to rest on the saddle. “I’m Will, by the way.”

“Tempest.”

“Nice to meet you. Too bad it’s here and not in Nullen territory. But we’re still alive. We can work. Have fun every now and then when they let us.”

“How can you accept this?”

“It’s a job, and I like to eat. I also like having a place to sleep at night.”

“They’re hurting us.”

“Not me.” A frown filled his face. “You must be a Nullen without enough power to tap. Since I didn’t reveal much after my Awakening, the fae who claimed me dumped me here in the stable.”

“At least he didn’t kill you.”

“Not so far, though in that, I was lucky once more.” He flashed me a brief smile. “She’s decent enough. A taste of my power was enough for her. She doesn’t hit me, and she even tosses me a coin every now and then.”

“Decency doesn’t exist among the fae.”

“That’s not true. There are a few. You’ll figure out who they are quickly if you want to survive.”

“Can it be reversed?”

“You speak of the draining?”

My eyes stinging with tears, I jerked out a nod.

“I haven’t seen it happen yet.”

“Is it possible?” I growled.

“How would I know?” His lips scrunched up. “They’re drained. We’re not. Move on.”

Never. Did it hurt when it happened? The thought of Brodine and Reyla writhing in pain like they had at the Claiming made me want to curl into a ball and cry. Vexxion knew this. He let his father do it. “Whoever claims them takes everything they’ve got?”

“I don’t know much about it, actually. What I do know is that they get turned into real Nullens. Funny, huh? Nullens. All this time, we thought we had nothing when we had some unknown power the fae are eager to steal.”

Vexxion hadn’t drained me—not yet. A hysterical laugh gurgled up my throat, but I forced it back down. My draining would come soon since I was a gift for his father.

But that blink.

I couldn’t quite reconcile what he’d done in the throne room with that tell, assuming it wasn’t more manipulation on his part. He was clever, too smart when compared to a lowly orphan rider raised in a remote border fortress like me.

He’d played me, and I went along willingly.

Two other collared Nullens left the stalls on the right and strode past us, sending curious glances my way. More Nullens without enough power to make it worth the effort of draining? Maybe this was more common than I’d thought. Even the women who’d come to the suite with Reyla to unpack had chatted together. Their power hadn’t been fully sucked away either.

The king and Vexxion knew I had more to give than others long before I was claimed. Why bother to collar someone without much to drain? Too many questions without answers.

“We could run,” I said softly, after the other two Nullens had left the aerie. “Leave the castle and flee.”

“Not while we’re collared,” Will said. “Even if we could survive its removal, they’d hunt us. Track us down with dregs and kill us outright. Or bring us back to—”

“Back to what?” My brain flailed, trying to absorb everything he’d just said. Dregs were used to hunt us here as well?

He leaned close. “You’ve seen the creatures in the paintings. The ones forced into the front doors and everywhere else.”

“They’re real,” I breathed.

“Exactly. If you think being collared and working here is bad, try fleeing the castle, and you’ll find out what it’s like to be pinned and tortured forever. That’s what happens to those who misbehave.”

A shudder ripped through me. “Can they be freed?”

“You want to die fast, don’t you?”

“No, but they—”

Something banged near the entrance to the aerie.

Will’s gaze shot around wildly. He curled his finger, urging me closer, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “I wish I could do something about the collars and those trapped in the doors and paintings, but that would take more magic than I’ll ever possess. I don’t want to draw attention. You understand.” Straightening, he grunted. “I need to work. Go away. Find someone else to bother.” He scooped up some more leather oil and dabbed it here and there along one side of the saddle before rubbing it in with the cloth.

He wasn’t going to tell me anything else.

I slipped past him, limping to the end of the hall where I opened the gate to Glim’s stall. Inside, I secured the latch and walked over to the dragon’s head, holding his cheeks gently.

He huffed, showering me with sparks I batted away.

The gesture reminded me of Seevar.

That was all it took to slice me wide open all over again. I dropped to my knees, my thigh protesting the movement, and sobbed into Glim’s snout.

When I tumbled back onto my ass, he lowered his head onto my lap and huffed, thankfully without sparks, though at this point, did I care if I burned?

Actually, I did. I’d honed myself into a weapon from the time I was dumped at the fortress, and I wasn’t going to allow my edge to become dull now. I’d have to adjust my plan, but it hadn’t changed.

I had even more reason to kill the king now.

Drask soared in through the cliffside opening covered with a band of mesh and landed on the floor beside me. His beady black eyes locked on me, and he tilted his head one way, then the other.

I knew who he was spying for.

“Leave me alone,” I snarled, flicking my hand out toward him.

He hopped backward but lifted off, shooting up to land on my shoulder.

I wanted to shove him away, but when he pecked my cheek with affection, all I could do was sob.

Drask was a bird. He might also be a spy, but his bird-ness remained. I’d rescued him, and I doubted anyone had made the effort to hurt him that badly solely because they thought I’d come across the poor creature and work hard to save his life, let alone befriend him.

Vexxion had manipulated Drask just like he had me.

That thought made it easier to stroke the crow’s back, to let him peck my face once more.

Tears continued to razor down my cheeks. The floodgates had burst wide open, and there was no stopping the rush now. Sometimes, it made more sense to let the water rip. It would churn across everything in its path, cleansing it, leaving a clean, wide-open space behind.

That could be me.

Like always, I felt Vexxion arrive behind me before I saw him. And when his hand landed on my hair, stroking, I wrenched away, crawling around Glim fast enough to make the beast jump and skitter sideways.

Drask weathered the storm by clinging to my shoulder.

Vexxion stalked me with a flit, landing in front of me and latching onto my upper arms before I could flit somewhere myself.

“Let me go.” I broke his hold and scrambled backward until I slammed into the stone wall. Only knowing that Will might overhear and investigate kept me from screeching.

“Never,” he vowed, the scars on his neck standing out vividly against his skin. His jaw tightened. “You. Are. Mine.”

“The person I gave myself to no longer exists.” If he hadn’t blinked, I’d flit so far from him, he’d never find me. The fact that I remained here, still talking to him, told me how well he’d worked his way into my heart. I hated it. Hated that my knees shook. It was all I could do to hold myself back from crawling to him. Begging him to love me. I ached to stroke away the pain etched into his face. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

“Everything, Fury. Everything.”

“You don’t have the right to call me that name any longer.”

He snapped forward in another flit, and before I could flee, he lifted me with his threads and trapped me against the wall. He caged me in place further with his palms on my shoulders and his body tight against mine.

Drask squawked and flew down to land on the sandy floor.

“You will always be mine.” Vexxion’s voice came out deadened for the first time, as if he spoke the words he truly believed, but he’d lost the ability to inject his usual snarl.

You have no right to hold me, I shrieked in his mind. You’ve forced everything. I hate you.

You don’t. You love me.

I hate you!

If you did . . . If you truly did, I’d let you go.

Then do it.

Not yet.

“You owe me a favor, tiny storm.” His sapphire gaze locked on mine. “I’m collecting it.”
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Aflash, and we stood in a small meadow surrounded by woods. The grass had been clipped—or eaten to the nub by creatures—and what remained was carpeted with a billion flowers in various shades of purple.

Vexxion stared down at me with so much desperation on his face, it gutted me. His hands gripped my shoulders tight enough to pinch.

But it was the caring in his eyes that made me wrench away from him.

Sneering, I took in the setting. “Such a lovely meadow.” Sarcasm strengthened my words and my spine. “Do you plan to drag me below the ground and bind me to a chair inside another torture cave?”

He jerked his head in a no.

A snap of his finger and his silver threads surrounded us, creating a dome overhead that wrapped down to the ground, encircling us on all sides.

“Now isn’t this endearing,” I said. “You’re trapping me here with your threads instead of your hands. Is the picturesque setting supposed to lull me? Because I know you can’t.”

From what I’d seen so far, no one was able to lull me, something I needed to think about later.

“We couldn’t talk inside the aerie,” he said.

“It’s my understanding that we can’t talk anywhere, or is that rule suspended now that you’ve betrayed me?”

“I never betrayed you, Tempest. Never.”

“You have from the moment you met me.” Anger ground through my voice, and I spit the words at him. “Oh, but wait. Actually, you started betraying me long before you met me, from the moment you mounted Glim and flew to the fortress, intending to send me to the Claiming where you could wrap thorny vines around my throat and then gift me to your delightful father.”

“He’s not my father.”

“Bastard.”

“That, I am, but I’ve never claimed him as a parent. Don’t you see?”

“How can I?” I snarled. “You’ve shared nothing with me.” Damn my eyes for stinging and my voice for cracking. “Nothing!”

“I told you all I could.”

“You’ve only told me what you had to in order use me,” I bellowed. I paced in front of him, testing the boundaries of his threads. When I got close, they hummed against my skin in a manner unpleasant enough to make me back away but not enough to cause pain. A gentle trap was a trap nonetheless. “Let me go.”

“I can’t.”

“You won’t, you mean.” I whirled back to face him. “That evil prick stole everything from me. My parents. My friends. My life.” The love I thought I had for this man. “Soon, he’ll take whatever floundering magic I’ve found since you awakened it.”

“If we let him.”

“We don’t have a choice!”

“There are always choices,” he said. “I’ll make sure there are.”

“I doubt your wishes matter to your father.”

He blinked. “I’m here to stand judgment.”

“And collect on your favor. Don’t forget you threw out that tidbit back at the aerie.” It didn’t matter if he’d manipulated me into granting the favor. I gave my word to one of the fae; I still owed him something.

“Don’t do this, Vexxion,” I whispered, struggling to hold on to the grief that kept raging over me, dragging me down below a furious sea.

His spine stiffened. “I have to. If I don’t . . .”

“What?” Did I really want to know?

“All will be lost.”

“I believe it already is.” For me, anyway. Within a short time, I’d be hanging visitors’ belongings in their closets, my milky gaze trained on nothing, my soul wandering through the ether forever. Would I find Reyla and Brodine wandering there? Maybe I wouldn’t even recognize them if I saw them. “What do you want for your favor?”

He stepped right up to me. “So much.” Lifting a wedge of my hair, he glided it across his lips.

I reeled away from him, nearly yanking the hair from my head in my determination to put distance between us.

“No,” I said. “I will never willingly give my body to you again.” Did he truly think I’d do so to repay his cursed favor?

“I wouldn’t ask for that,” he said softly, though with our location and his threads, he had no reason not to speak in a normal tone.

Ah, I understood why he used such a sweet voice. He saw me as a feral creature who needed a soft hand to tame her. I guessed he had listened when I talked about how I trained beasts.

“When you come to my bed again,” he growled, “it will be because you want me. Because you crave my touch. Because you still love me.”

“Never again.” I jerked up my chin. “I owe you a favor, not my soul. Name it or go away.”

“Work with me until this is over.”

“I assume you mean until I kill the king, but define what working with you means.”

“I’ll continue to train you.”

My blink was acknowledgement, not agreement. It took spoken words to lock in anything with one of the fae.

“You’ll behave,” he said.

I’d only behave if it fit with my agenda.

“Do as I ask without question,” he said.

“I ask when I need answers.”

He jerked out a nod. “Do as I ask when the king or anyone else is around—without question.”

“Is that all?”

“You’ll listen to me now while I explain. I can fix this. I promise.”

Was this where he’d pretend to grovel?

“I’m not that good in bed,” I pointed out.

His lips curled up but only briefly. “There will never be anyone else for me but you.”

My eyes stung all over again, proving the floodgates were still wide open and gushing with my pain. I wasn’t sure there was enough water in the world to cleanse me of this man’s touch. “Don’t do this.”

“I need to explain. You need to listen.”

“You want me to trust you again,” I croaked. “I never will.”

“Have I lost you completely?”

I wanted to shout yes, but that blink in the throne room . . .

Was this another trick?

“This isn’t over yet,” he said.

“I’ll agree with you on that statement, assuming you didn’t lie when you told me you were determined to do whatever you had to to kill the king.”

His hand rose to his scars, and I wanted to snap at him for reminding me that he’d suffered as much from Ivenrail as me.

Could I form a truce with this wicked fae lord?

“Explain first,” I said. “Then we’ll talk about your deal.” I still couldn’t believe what happened in the throne room. “Your father stole everything from me, but you let him do it.”

His hands twitched at his sides, but his jawline remained stoic. “I didn’t.”

“Don’t speak softly.”

“Would you like me to yell at you?” His lips twisted in a grimace. “I can’t do that, Tempest. You’re right. I’m wrong. Listen and judge me.”

“He stole everything, and you knew he’d do it.”

“I came here, but it was already too late.”

I frowned. “What do you mean you came here?”

“As soon as I’d recovered from the Claiming, I flitted here to help Reyla and Brodine, but I was too late.” His head dropped before he lifted it, his gaze meeting mine. “I owe them, and I’ll find a way to fix this.”

His determination—his obvious remorse—gouged into my heart. I hated that I was softening to him already.

“You used me.” The words tasted as bitter as they had when I shouted them at him in the throne room. “You’re still using me by calling in this favor that you essentially manipulated me into giving.”

“I am.”

He. Did. Not. Blink.

“Fuck you!” I whirled around and rushed forward, slamming into his thread wall and bouncing off it, falling on my ass.

The ground wasn’t as hard as I’d expected. I frowned down at the pile of flooferdar blankets I’d landed on before scrambling off them and rising to my feet. “Do you plan to offer me a plate of horig cakes next?”

“If you want them, yes.”

A crack fissured along one side of my wall. Damn me for wavering even one little bit. He knew me too well. Stepping forward, he tugged me into his arms and held me. His warmth surrounded me, his chin only lightly holding me in place.

I wanted to take the comfort he offered, but that meant giving in to the betrayer.

The vines encircling my neck squirmed beneath my skin, reminding me of who had placed them there. Reminding me of who he was and what he’d done to me and everyone I’d ever loved—even himself. I backed out of his embrace, and he let me go, his arms falling to his sides.

“Are the vines listening to what we say and reporting to someone else?” I asked.

“No.”

“That’s right. Mine serve only one master. You.”

“I am the king’s controller,” he said with a wry taint in his voice.

The air froze in my lungs. I couldn’t force it back out. “Are you saying you control all the vines?”

“Yes.”

“Then release them, every single one.”

“I would if I could.” Stark honesty came through in his voice, but I didn’t dare believe it. “They won’t obey that command.”

How could I ever trust this man again? “Then you’re useless to me.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“Oh, yes, you still have more training to offer me before I can kill the king and put you and the rest of this wretched fae realm out of its misery. Will some of my training continue in your bed?”

He slammed his eyelids closed but only for a moment. When he opened them, they blazed into mine, bolts of lightning blasting through them. “In that, I have always—always—been honest with you. You have all of me. Everything that makes up me belongs to you.”

“What if I don’t want that any longer?”

Profound sadness filled his eyes, as if the veil he’d placed over them to keep the world from seeing the true Vexxion parted only for me. “Then I have no reason to exist.”

“Do not pin that on me.” I started stomping around again, expending my fury in my movements as well as in my voice. “You and your friends came to the fortress. No, we won’t call them friends. You, your brother—”

“Half-brother.”

Whatever. “You, Zayde, and your cousin came to the fortress solely to make sure I would be claimed and presented to your father for draining.”

“I went to the fortress to speak with the commander, nothing else.”

“Forgive me if I have a hard time believing you.”

He nodded. “I deserve that. Hit me if you want.”

“While smacking you would bring me endless pleasure, it won’t change what you’ve done.” I grunted. “Back at the fortress, you said you told the commander no, but then . . .” I sorted through my memories, trying to line them up. “You said you told him you’d speak to . . .” Ah, yes. “The king, I assume, as long as he did something for you.”

“Yes. That’s when I asked him to send you to the Claiming.”

I flung my arms up into the air rather than pull the blade at my side and slam it into his belly. Oh, how I itched to do it, to end this with the dagger he’d gifted me. But then I’d have to turn the blade onto myself if only to sever the feelings still coursing through me for this wretched fae man.

“Farnoll had already spoken to the commander, though I didn’t know that back then,” he said. “He was sent to make the arrangement, not me. I will mention that I knew he’d traveled with me to ensure someone was sent to the Claiming. I didn’t know it was you.”

“And you had no problem with that? You were going to blithely allow him to send a powerful Nullen to be drained by your father?”

“I told you I don’t claim him as my father,” he bit out.

“Your wishes don’t matter in this, because he’s claimed you already, Controller.”

“I’ve spent almost all my life convincing him that he can trust me, as far as he trusts anyone, that is.”

“Why?”

“How else will I get close enough to kill him? He won’t stand in place and let me drive the blade through his heart like I ache to do.”

“You’re close enough to him already. You hover by his side, doing his bidding without question. Pull the knife and stab him through the eye. You did it with dregs; do it with him.”

“I told you his spell keeps me from doing anything that might cause him harm.”

“Is that why you’re weak after you flit? Do his spells impact everything you do?” If so, I could only imagine how powerful Vexxion would be if his magic wasn’t suppressed.

“Yes, the spell weakens me at times, but it doesn’t impact everything.”

Obviously, or he wouldn’t be able to function as the controller.

I laid it all out as I saw it in my mind. “You were weak when you arrived at the fortress.”

“I’d just come from Bledmire. His spell had full effect.”

“But you grew stronger the longer you were away from him, strong enough to flit here to try to help Brodine and Reyla.”

He nodded.

“And now that you’re back here again, the spell deadens your magic.”

“More or less.”

“You tell me. More or less?”

“When I’m here, so much less.”

I couldn’t imagine having as much power as Vexxion. He could do so much even while the king’s spell muted his magic.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was your father?” I asked.

“Would you have asked me to claim you if you knew?”

Absolutely not. “Why did you decide to claim me?”

“Once I met you, I couldn’t let anyone but me put a collar around your throat. I couldn’t let anyone hurt you.”

“You hurt me with one lie after another.”

“I lied to protect you.” Lashing out, he gripped my arms. “Don’t you see?”

I flung myself away from him. “Lies hurt even if they’re done with good intentions.”

His sigh showed his agreement. “Ask the rest of your questions. I’ll answer them.”

“Will you give me the truth or feed me another set of lies?”
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Iwas talking with Tempest. She was listening. Yes, she still had her guards in place, and her walls were so high, I’d never be able to scale them. But I wouldn’t stop trying to reach the top. I’d never give up on her, on us.

No matter what, I would shield and cherish this woman until I took my final breath. Love swelled like a tide in my veins so raw and pure that it devoured all else. She was a profound melody resonating through my very core. Her presence alone shaped my dreams for something better.

She didn’t know the turmoil stabbing through my chest, the fear that she might slip through my desperate grasp like shadows at dusk. My love for her blazed with such intensity that the mere thought of her rejection left me a cold, trembling wreck.

“I can’t work with someone who’s lying to me,” she said. So much pain in her voice. That told me I hadn’t killed her love—not yet.

“I’ll share all I can with you,” I said.

“All you can.”

“Yes.” I splayed my arms wide. “I ask you again to trust me.”

“Fuck trust.” Her head tilted, and she watched my face. “Why does everyone fear you?”

I hated admitting this. “I told you I’m his controller.”

“Yes, you control things. What things are we talking about?”

Everything he didn’t handle himself, and so much of it had left a stain on my soul I’d never wash away. “I’ve awakened almost every collared Nullen to their magic.”

She pinched her eyes shut, and her voice came out deadened. “To make it easier for him to gain access to the power they never knew they had.” Her eyes flashed open, pinning me in place and reminding me of how strong she was, how determined. “How many of us are there in faerie?”

“Too many to count.”

“How many of those collared and awakened has the king drained?”

“I’ve intervened whenever I could.”

“How did you do that?” she barked. “Did you tell the king he couldn’t touch them? I saw how that worked in the throne room when he said he’d take me. I see how that worked with Reyla and Brodine.” Her voice broke. “My friends. He’s hurt so many Nullens who could’ve lived full lives. Who could’ve been happy and aware of the world around them.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I have a hard time believing that. I suspected something like this in the throne room. He’s not only draining Brodine and any Nullen collared by those of his blood but he’s stealing energy from whatever Nullen the Lieges bring him.”

“He is.”

“How? Treaty rules forbid this.”

“No one enforces the rules.”

She sighed. “My king doesn’t care.”

“Not as long as he benefits by allowing Ivenrail to do whatever he pleases.”

“Fuck them both.”

How could I do anything but agree? “The Awakening can be painful. Since I’m the controller awakening them, I can make it better.”

“How generous of you.”

Her sarcasm bit deep. I had a steep cliff yet to climb before I reached the top and could breach her inner walls. But as long as she was here with me, talking with me, there was hope I could reach the woman I loved.

“I told you he took my parents,” she said with such a sad croak it gutted me. “Now he’s hurt Brodine. Reyla.”

“I’ve warded them.” The damage had been done before I could get here, but at least I wasn’t too late to extend this protection. “I cast the spell three days after the Claiming.”

“Will your spell bring them back from the ether?” she barked.

“No.”

“Then what good is a ward?”

“It’ll stop everyone else from hurting them.”

“Ah.” Her eyes shimmered with tears. “I . . . Alright.”

I hated seeing her cry, seeing how close I’d come to breaking her. I’d done this on purpose to her, to us. I’d do all I could to fix it, but the worst was still coming. If only I could share everything, but we still walked on that fictitious wire stretched across a vast cavern. One misstep, and we’d both plunge to our death.

Until the final moment, I would do all I could to protect her. But only Tempest could save me from what was coming.

“I won’t allow the king to touch Brodine or Reyla again. I promise,” I said.

“Your promises don’t mean much when they’re already gone.”

“They mean everything.”

She sucked in a breath and forced it out. “Then thank you for doing what you can for them.”

My warding was just the start.

“The king has been decimating the villages,” she said. “He intends to take everyone, doesn’t he?”

“He needs their energy to fulfill his plan for complete domination of our world.”

“I’m not there to protect the villagers. To free those taken.” A shudder tore through her. “He’s not satisfied with what he steals from those collared.”

“It hasn’t been enough to overcome Riftflame Court’s hold on their core of power. It’s not enough to overrun what’s left of Lydel Court.”

“Core?”

“Each Court has a core of power they can use in a time of great need. Without it, he can’t dominate the world, though he’ll try with whatever he can take from Nullens.”

“Lydel’s covered in thorns. He placed them there.”

“Just the offshore island. He’s annexed the rest of Lydel already. I believe the high lady cast the spell to protect those beneath and to protect the core.”

She sucked in a breath. “She cursed her own people?”

“She was a determined woman, the kind who willingly sacrificed herself to protect those she loved.”

“Why sacrifice herself to protect people turned to stone?”

“It’s not over for Lydel yet.” That was all I could say.

“Who else did you kill other than Farnoll and Selitta?”

“The person who shot you and Seevar on our way here.”

She rubbed her arm where the bolt had sunk all the way through, but it must be nearly healed by now. “Who else?”

“One of your fellow riders back at the fortress.”

“What?” she barked.

“He was standing outside the training area while you worked with Seevar. He sent bands of power to poke the dragon while you were flying near the top of the netting, no doubt hoping a fall would cause you considerable pain—”

“Or kill me.”

I dipped my head forward in acknowledgment. “Or that.” My chin lifted, and I held her gaze. “I eliminated the problem.”

“What was his name?”

“I didn’t think to ask,” I rasped.

“I’m sure you didn’t. When did this happen?”

“Not long after I arrived. It’s a wonder you survived until then.”

“I’m not completely defenseless,” she snarled.

“I agreed.”

Her resigned sigh puffed out. “Anyone else?”

“Your commander.”

Her eyes widened. “Because he was stealing power from captured Nullens?”

“That, and for telling others to kill you.”

She sucked in a breath. “Why did he want to kill me?”

“When Farnoll realized what you were coming to mean to me, he knew I would collar you. He knew the king would fear us.”

Shaking her head, she snorted. “Why fear us?”

“Because he would see your potential. Even more, what the two of us together might be able to do.”

“You didn’t kill Reyla when she tried to stab me.” Her brow knit with thought. “Why not?”

“Farnoll lulled her and turned her into a weapon. Once I eliminated him, his lull disappeared. She did not want to kill you.”

I could see the knowledge solidifying in her mind. “Who else have you killed?”

“For you?” It was wise to clarify this. “The two women working in the fortress kitchen who were poisoning your food under the commander’s direction. Farnoll told him to eliminate you.”

An alternate plan if the first didn’t work. “How far do the king’s wretched fingers reach?”

“Almost everywhere. There are so few holdouts left.”

“Have you killed anyone else for me?”

I lifted my chin, meeting her gaze. “Not yet, but I will if they cause you pain.”

“Yet here you stand before me, the perpetrator of almost all my pain.”

“I’ll do all I can to show you that you can still trust me.”

“What did you do to Drask?”

“Used him when I had need. He was once mine.”

“What does that mean?” she snarled.

“I raised him. I sent him away before Ivenrail could kill him. He found you all on his own, however, and he will always be yours. Never fear that.”

“You used him to spy on me.”

I grunted. “You’d do the same.”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

She would if seeing meant everything.

Sighing again, she paced back and forth. Was she finished asking questions?

I stiffened my spine. “Go ahead. Judge me.”

“We share a common cause, but that’s it.”

I jerked out a nod, watching her face, her eyes. Not intruding into her mind. The time for spying on her thoughts was over. She was right that I’d hurt her—too many times. I would do all I could not to do so again, though I feared I wouldn’t be able to keep that vow even with myself.

“What else are you keeping from me?” she asked.

As I’d seen immediately, this woman was not only powerful, but she was also clever.

I said nothing.

“Come on,” she said with a wry twist of her lips. “I know you’re still holding things back.”

“I’ll share everything when I have to.”

“You expect me to trust you after a statement like that?” she growled, her hands forming fists at her sides. “You want me to agree to a deal with someone who’ll lie even if it results in my death?”

“I will not allow you to die.”

“And what will you do if your father figures out I’m trying to kill him and quirks his finger toward his dragon? Stand there while that beast turns me into a pile of ashes?”

“His dragon, Madrood, will not hurt you.”

“He’s an unpredictable dragon. You can’t control everything.”

“I do my best. We’re going to kill the king after he claims Brenna.”

“What?”

“It’s the only time he’ll be distracted. Claiming is one of the few true drains on a fae lord or lady’s power.”

“Won’t he have his dragon with him as protection?”

He traced his fingertips across the back of his neck. “If Madrood is with him, I’ll stand between you and the beast’s wrath.”
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Icouldn’t believe I was seriously contemplating accepting Vexxion’s deal.

But what choice did I truly have? I couldn’t train myself.

As much as the thought scalded everything inside me, I still needed Vexxion for that and to help me protect my friends.

But when this was over . . . Well, I’d figure out what I’d do when this was over.

With a sigh, I jutted my hand toward him. “We have a truce with one goal only.” I huffed. “I’ll let you keep training me.”

He took my fingers but didn’t release them. “We’ll have to train here and only sporadically. If I’m gone long, the king will notice.”

“How will I kill him if I don’t train more than sporadically? I’m still not prepared.” I was honest enough to admit it.

“You’ll be ready. We have seven days.”

“Seven fucking days isn’t enough time,” I growled. Had I really just discovered this morning that I had only a week to finish the training I’d need to kill the king? It felt like a lifetime had passed since we left his mother’s estate.

“It will be. Trust me in this.”

I ground my teeth and yanked my hand away from his. “Trust needs to be earned.”

“I deserve that.” There was that sorrow clouding his eyes again, making my knees shake and my hand start to lift as if I could stroke his pain away. I placed my hand at my side.

“The king also wants you to serve as Brenna’s lady-in-waiting,” he said.

“I’m a rider. A dragon trainer. I killed dregs for a living. I have no idea how to be a lady’s maid. Will I have to wear frilly dresses like she does?”

His lips curled up. “If you do, will you promise to carry knives beneath them?”

I could picture him tugging them from the sheaths with his teeth, something he’d done more than once when things between us overheated in the training room.

I shut that image down.

“It’s a job,” I said. “I’ll figure it out. In addition, I’ll behave, though you need to know right now that I’ll find this part of the deal tough.”

“You wouldn’t be who you are if you didn’t.”

I didn’t like that our conversation contained a teasing tone that lit my veins on fire. “It appears I’m the one who has to sacrifice the most in this deal.”

“You have no idea what I’ll be sacrificing for you,” he drawled.

In that, he was right, but mostly because he wouldn’t tell me if I asked.

“If anyone’s around, I’ll try to do what you ask without question,” I said.

“You will do what I ask without question.” He latched onto my shoulders, though gently, staring into my eyes. “Not try.”

I shrugged him away. “I wouldn’t have survived as long as I did at the fortress if I blindly obeyed. I need to think about things first.”

“Alright.”

“That’s it, then. We.” I sucked in a breath and shot it out fast. “We have an uneasy truce.”

“We do. I’ll take us back to the castle.” His threads snapped away, disappearing beneath his skin.

“Can you teach me to use threads?”

“They’re my special skill.”

“Yeah.” My lips curved down. “Mine has something to do with beasts.”

“I suspect, with enough training, you could tame every single one of them.” He gave me the first true smile since we’d arrived at the castle. “Like you’ve already tamed me.”

That remained to be seen.

Before I could protest, he took my hand and held tight. He flitted, and in a blink, we stood inside the front foyer.

A flash of red erupted on my right, a woman rushing over to us.

What was my old fortress roommate, Delaine, doing here?

Her hand whipped toward my face.
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Everything slowed.

I latched onto Delaine’s wrist before she could slap her hand across my face. Tightening my fingers, I twisted, smiling while her bones shifted.

The world resumed its regular pace.

Delaine shrieked and stumbled backward.

Maintaining my bone-breaking grip on her wrist, I kept pace with her, forcing her across the room. My gaze was caught by a painting hanging on the wall beyond her where three creatures with long, dark green hair spiked through with gold stood in a wooded setting, contorting themselves with grimaces suffusing their furry faces.

When I slammed Delaine against the wall, the creatures stopped writhing to watch.

“You murdered my sister,” Delaine shouted, spittle flying.

“Why do you think I did something like that?”

“My father told me you were involved. I’m going to kill you.” She tried to wrench away from my grip.

I tightened my fingers, infusing them with a touch of magic I hadn’t felt before. It resided in my well but deeper than anything I’d pulled before.

It was hungry.

“Do you need help, Tempest?” Vexxion asked in a deadly tone. “I have no problem adding to my count.”

Delaine’s gaze flicked to Vexxion and stark terror flashed through her eyes. I knew right then that she didn’t fear me. She feared him.

“No,” I said. “I believe I can handle this.”

“Do let me know,” he drawled. Crossing the foyer, he stopped beside us and leaned his shoulder against the wall beneath yet another painting depicting trapped creatures, these with golden spikes jutting down their spines and thick tails whipping the lush, brightly colored vegetation surrounding them. “As you know, I’m always happy to assist.”

“Beast,” Delaine shrieked his way. “Beast!”

I swore he flinched, but it was so subtle I could be wrong.

His gaze on me, his lips coiled up in a smile that would’ve sent me bolting in the opposite direction if I didn’t know him. “Beast is an improvement over bastard, don’t you think, Tempest?”

This was what Vexxion had dealt with his entire life.

With rage raking across my bones, I whipped power at Delaine, wrapping it around her neck and using it to lift her. Shake her. “Apologize to Vexxion.”

Her eyes nearly burst from her head, and her breathing stuttered.

“Apologize,” I snarled in her face.

“Sorry. Sorry!”

My shock at finding my fortress roommate here gave way to a sudden realization, and my magic fizzled. Only my grip on her wrists kept her from fleeing.

“You’re fae,” I snapped, tightening my fingers, making her bones creak.

She whimpered, trying to yank away. “I’m Bledmire.”

“Of course.” That didn’t explain why she hated me or why she came to the fortress. Except . . . “You were sent to the fortress to watch me, weren’t you?”

She jerked out a nod. Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Let me go, Tempest. Please?”

Drask soared in through the open front door and landed on my shoulder, cawing Delaine’s way.

She shuddered, her wild gaze spiking from the bird to me. With a shriek, she wrenched her arm from my grip and slammed past me, racing across the foyer and into one of the six ornately decorated, arched doorways on the opposite side.

“Who’s her sister?” I asked, staring after her.

“Selitta.”

Lovely.

Is this going to be a problem? I asked. Funny how easily I slipped back into speaking to Vexxion in my mind.

Only if we let it become one.

I should’ve seen she was fae all this time.

It’s not blazing on our foreheads.

I slid my fingertip across the area on my own forehead Vexxion had marked. Nothing showed when I looked in the mirror. But then, my gaze was more often drawn to the slight bulge of the vines encircling my throat. At least I’d be able to tell who was Nullen and who wasn’t, since every one of us was collared.

I need to get you ready for the king. Vexxion took my hand to flit.

Fuck that. I jerked away and flitted myself, landing on top of one of the chairs facing the fireplace in the suite we were assigned. With a huff, I jumped off onto the floor.

Drask squawked and left my shoulder, soaring into an adjoining room.

Vexxion joined me instantly, placing himself in front of the roaring blaze. He studied my face. You’re getting good at flitting.

The pride in his voice thrilled through me, and I hated that his words and thoughts could still wrench my emotions in all sorts of directions.

“I’m not going to let the king drain me,” I snarled.

He tapped his lips.

Put your threads around us if you’re worried about being overheard, I barked in his mind.

He didn’t even wince. They may not be enough.

Is that why you refused to speak to me inside the throne room?

He stared at me a moment before nodding.

The turmoil I felt . . . I couldn’t decide if I should flit someplace where Vexxion wouldn’t find me—assuming such a place existed—or show this man the same pain still hollowing out my insides.

You’re glaring at me as if you want to gut me, he said pleasantly.

Because you’re going to let your father drain me.

“I will not.”

These two things do not belong together, I said. He told you to bring me to him. He plans to drain me. You plan to hand me over to him without voicing a single protest.

You’re mine.

Snarling it doesn’t make it so.

In this instance, it does.

Don’t take me to him. I couldn’t hold back the whimper in my voice. I kept picturing Reyla and Brodine. He’ll hurt me. I thought you were my shield. I threw out the last on purpose and watched him.

His expression gave nothing away.

Prepare yourself, he said.

How am I supposed to do that? Oh, I know. I stormed to the armoire and wrenched open the doors. Let me see . . . I yanked one dress after another across the rod. Which of these will show my nipples? Which will he find the most attractive on my delectable curves?

You’ll wear this.

A blink and I wore a black leather tunic and matching pants, like the ones I’d worn throughout my life when I trained or rode dragons. My long hair hung in a neat braid down my back. My only adornment was the pabrilleen stone pendant strung on the simple chain around my neck. I thought I was supposed to dress to please the king.

You dress to please no one but yourself. His gaze ensnared me, edged steel cloaked in velvet night. His dangerous allure seemed to see right through me. It promised danger yet beckoned—like the sudden flair of lightning on someone wandering across a windswept plain.

My heartbeat skittered, and my skin prickled. I wasn’t afraid. Anticipation coursed through me. Only this man could make me feel like this. My caution slipped away, replaced with a raw need that made me feel reckless.

Despite every rational voice within me warning me against getting lost in him once more, part of me wanted to plunge in headfirst just to see if I'd come back out remade, or if he’d shatter me all over again.

I slammed my eyes shut, but it did nothing to block the turbulent feelings slicing through me. How could I still love someone who’d do such horrible things to me?

Don’t do this, I whispered, opening my eyes.

Do what? The weight of his gaze was a smothering embrace. With just a curl of his mouth, he could make me start caring again.

You know what I mean.

He flitted to stand close to me, his light scent of heat and spice filling my senses. I dragged my eyes away from his.

With one finger, he lifted my chin. He’d often caged me and made me meet his gaze, but I sensed here, I could back away, and he’d let me go. How did he know that forcing this would only make me tighten my walls?

Tell me, he said. I need to hear the words.

Your needs mean nothing. I backed up, hoping he didn’t see the tremor of my hands resting by my sides. You have no right to that information.

His hand dropped, and his eyes shadowed once more. An answering pain shot through me.

This isn’t over, he said.

It had to be. We’re here to kill the king. Whatever we had . . . I needed to say I was done with him, but I couldn’t force the thoughts from my mind into his. A treacherous need for him kept rising within me, threatening to drown me in his charm once more. Focus on our goal. That was all I would say.

Alright. Are you ready to go?

What kind of question is that? I injected mockery into my words. Are you ready to let the king drain you, you might as well say. You don’t care about your mind, do you, Tempest? No problem letting him suck it away, right?

From the start, I asked you to trust me. I could feel the disappointment in his voice.

And that was the only reason I was cooperating with this. Some shred of the old Tempest still trusted him.

You promised, he added. It wasn’t hard to read the resolve in his gaze. This man had used every bit of himself as a tool for years. He’d sharpened his magic and his mind, honing them into blades that could slice through anything.

Including the walls surrounding my heart.

That was when I believed in you. In us. Now I was uncertain. I was torn between forgiveness and fear, and I didn’t know which path to take any longer. One alone or one with him by my side? We have an uneasy truce. Let’s not push this any farther.

He watched me, his face stoic and unflinching. He didn’t agree or challenge my words. This man was as stubborn as me. He’d declared himself, and nothing and no one would change his course. He saw me as his, and he wouldn’t stop until I’d admitted it was true.

The thought shouldn’t thrill through me.

When had anyone ever so faithfully remained by my side, determined to do anything he could to claim me?

I hated that I was softening, that I was contemplating giving him a second chance. Where had my anger gone? Where was my resolve to keep the walls secure around my heart?

He’d blinked.

That was the only reason I was standing here with him now, that I hadn’t used my newly awakened flitting ability to flee all the way across the continent.

How much of what you said in the throne room was true? I asked, not meeting his gaze. If I read pain there, I worried I’d slip right back into believing him once more.

As always, he said. I carefully chose my words.

They flashed through my mind. The king said he’d take some of my power tonight, I said. A taste, so to speak.

That is his intention.

You didn’t refute this. You didn’t tell him he couldn’t have me. Rage boiled up my throat, adding to the bitter taint on my tongue. It was all I could do not to let it loose, to let my fury roar through this room, this castle. I wouldn’t stop until nothing remained but smoldering ruins. You didn’t defend me.

That was what hurt the most.

No?

Don’t twist this or play with me.

What would you have me do? Oh, he sounded so sardonic, so conniving.

Tell him you wouldn’t allow him to do this.

Do you believe the king will accept no for an answer?

So, we would’ve died. At least we would’ve done it together. Instead . . . There wasn’t anything left of us to salvage.

You’re not the only one walking on a thin wire stretching across a vast cavern, he said.

I assume you’re suggesting you’re on that wire with me.

I always have been. The honesty in his voice cut me off at the knees. My emotions toppled. With a shuddering breath, I regained my footing. In the throne room, you admitted you were toying with me. I stomped right over to him, tipping my head back to lock my gaze on his. I didn’t want to miss one single twitch. One blink.

From the moment we met, I knew the role you’d play in my life.

Back in the throne room, the sneer in his voice had reached into my chest and yanked out my heart. I still bled. This means you’ve been manipulating me from the start.

Guiding you in the direction you needed to go.

Same thing. You told him I was quite sweet. You said he’d enjoy me as much as you have. That you’d gladly let him have a taste of all I have to offer.

But that was when he’d blinked.

Trust me. He swallowed. Please.

My emotions roiled inside me, bashing their way through me in a way I’d never find the will to control. He was weakening me. Not physically and not with magic, but while we were arguing, he was stealthily scaling the walls surrounding my heart, delicately cutting away the thorns. Reaching inside . . .

I backed away, my hands lifting as if they’d serve as a barrier. The sheath holding his grandfather’s blade tapped my thigh, and I pulled the knife and brandished it between us.

You won’t be allowed to take that to the king’s suite, he said.

You told me I should never go to his bedroom.

I warned you not to, yes.

Yet, here you are, happily taking me there.

I’m not happy about this, he growled. But we have no choice.

I still held the blade, but he was the one gouging deeply. Severing something deep inside me. There’s always a choice.

Not in this. Unless . . . His penetrating gaze met mine. Speak the word, and I’ll flit you to a place where he’ll never find you. End this before you’re in too deep.

It’s too late for that.

He held out his hand. Then it’s time to leave for the king’s suite. Again, I ask you to trust me.

Fear pulsed through me with every beat of my heart. There was still time. I could run, as he’d said. He’d flit me somewhere, and I could hide. Me, hide? Ha. My determination and will remained strong. This wasn’t only about me or even Reyla and Brodine. I stood between the evil king and every single man, woman, and child struggling to survive in the Nullen villages.

I’d grown up wielding a sword, killing dregs whenever I got the chance. I was a protector of others. This was taking the battle to a higher level. With one swipe of a blade, I could end the brutal rule of Ivenrail Levestan, and cut the dregs and Lieges off at the knees.

I would do this for myself.

For my fellow Nullens.

And for Vexxion. There was no harm in admitting that I was willing to stand as his shield, at least in this.

I dragged a swallow down my throat and gritted my teeth to keep them from clacking together. There was no stopping the poke of goosebumps rising across my skin.

With the jerk of a nod, I took Vexxion’s outstretched hand.

“Stay here, Drask,” he barked.

After a long look my way, Vexxion flitted me to the fae king’s suite for draining.
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We arrived in a tiny entryway adjacent to the king’s suite.

Guards stood on either side of a nondescript door—a surprise right there. Everything within this castle shouted opulence beyond anything I could imagine. Yet no paintings hung on the wall inside this small room, the tile beneath my feet was a plain tan and unadorned with patterns or creepy mosaic designs, and the walls were painted dingy white.

Not one painting with a writing creature around, either.

Urging me to walk with him with his fingers tight around mine, Vexxion strode toward the door.

Behave, he said.

Did he hear the tension coming through in his voice? I’d already sensed the king scared him but now, I wondered. Had the fear I’d felt back at his estate been directed toward the king, or was it due to his fear that the king would hurt me?

My emotions flipped from one direction to another so fast I couldn’t keep up. Could I trust Vexxion? Was he still standing beside me with the loyalty and affection I’d found at his mother’s estate, or was this yet another jaunt down a path overgrown with betrayal?

Remain silent, he said as one of the guards opened the door. Don’t fight him, he added as he swept us into the room.

My pulse sped up, a frantic thrum against my wrists. The world around me tightened like a snare, each shadow looming with unseen peril. My throat constricted from the weight of my terror hanging in the air. Icy dread clung to my bones. I felt like I was dancing between fate's jagged teeth.

The sharp contrast between the small room outside the suite and the living room where I now found myself stunned me, the grandeur of it immediately assaulting my senses. So much excess. The walls shimmered with a golden glow, veined in precious metal filigree that pulsed like living beings around paintings of more suffering creatures.

Some paused and watched us pass, the weight of their gazes a heavy drag on my spine. Others continued contorting their bodies as if we weren’t there. Or they were so lost in the craze they no longer saw the world around them.

The floor beneath my shoes was made up of tiles that reflected rainbows in the low light. Despite my terror, I was momentarily captivated.

A soft sound jerked my gaze toward the king sitting on an enormous throne mounted near the left wall on yet another dais. A tall fae man dressed in a silver robe speckled with stars hanging low enough to sweep across his feet hovered nearby, his attention focused on me like a bird of prey with an exposed mouse.

The throne itself was a masterpiece, sculpted from twisted vines encrusted with gemstones of every color imaginable, as if the king had searched the fae realm to find one of each kind. They glinted with an eerie light, haunted flowers among jagged thorns.

The guard shut the door behind us.

Vexxion brought us to a stop in the middle of the room.

The king didn’t look our way; he kept speaking in a low voice with the man dressed in stars. And behind the throne . . .

Madrood must’ve returned to the stable, though the room was big enough for him to fit.

In his place stood cloaked figures.

I swallowed back my cry of horror.

Seven Lieges clustered together, a twisted pack of brutal predators. Though none looked our way, my heart came to a shuddering halt. My fingers scrambled for the sheath and the blade I no longer wore, and stark cold fear burned through my spine.

I was facing more Lieges than I’d killed, let alone seen gathered together in one place. Only a few went on raids to control the dregs. Challenging one was something I would only do when I was at my fittest and with pure undying hatred boiling across my heart.

To take on seven all at once? They’d kill me in a flash and swipe my carcass along the floor to clean up my blood.

Vexxion squeezed my hand. I won’t leave you. I promise.

How could he infuse such certainty into his vow? Neither of us had the power to end this, and I worried that day might never come.

Kill the king in a week’s time? We didn’t stand a chance.

I believe in you. He said it so simply that my pulpy, battered heart just . . . gave way. My walls crashed down, and I struggled to lift them once more. I believe in us, he added.

That’s when tears sprung up in my eyes.

“She’s not wearing a pretty dress.” The king’s snarl ripped across the room. “I don’t see her nipples.” He huffed. “The next time you bring her to me, make her wear something that suits her body better.”

“As you pointed out,” Vexxion drawled, “she’s a rider. These are rider’s leathers. I think they suit her quite well.”

“Put her in the chair.” Turning, he continued his conversation in a low voice with the robed man while the Lieges flanking the throne remained motionless.

He did command them. I wasn’t sure why I’d ever doubted that.

“Sit in the chair.” Vexxion pointed to one parked in front of the fireplace.

He’d had a lifetime to perfect his expression, his voice, his every action, while I was a paltry apprentice in a game I had almost no hope of winning. But I wasn’t giving up yet. Vexxion’s words had solidified something inside me, as if he’d cloaked me in a blanket of his warmth, his confidence, his belief that right would prevail as long as we tried.

I sucked in a breath and walked away from him, keeping my gaze on the floor and my face as neutral as his.

The simple, light brown wooden chair had been placed in front of the fireplace flanked with plush sofas and large, squishy-appearing chairs. A low table took up the space in front of the deep blue sofas, and on the gleaming tile surface, I spied the game Wraithweave. This version appeared similar to the one Vexxion and I had played back at his mother’s estate—yet it was also different. Instead of the usual gameboard resembling a map of a fictitious country, this one had been crafted to resemble the continent I’d grown up on.

As I approached the chair, I slowed my pace to take in the gray, sandy wasteland on the left, the stretch of mountains dividing it from the surprisingly lush valley. This was Nullen territory, the place where villagers lived and struggled to survive. I studied the thrust of the Xandest Mountain range speckled with fortresses housing riders determined to protect those villages. The jagged stone buildings perched on each peak. Squinting, blurring my vision, I swore I saw tiny riders scurrying about, some training, others mounting dragons before soaring down across the valley on patrol. The mountains marched from the top of the continent to the sea at the bottom, sucked down into the water on each side.

The broad stretch of Nullen territory gave way to the border on the east where the vast fae realm brooded, determined to steal whatever power and territory we Nullens clung to.

A glance out of the corner of my eyes showed the king still speaking with the tall, robed man. Was he an advisor or one of the many minions who’d happily give their lives to protect their king?

Minions. Lieges. Were they one and the same?

I dragged my attention back to the board and slowed to stand beside it, noting the territory of Riftflame in the northeastern section of the continent, plus the island they still controlled offshore.

Vexxion’s inheritance, Weldsbane Court, covered the broad strip of land below Bledmire, with Lydel Court taking up the vast shore beneath. Beneath that and some distance out to sea, I studied the long island covered with a network of thorns. This was all Lydel still controlled, if people turned to stone and covered in a mesh of thorns could be considered controlling anything.

I traced my fingertip across the nest of thorns, expecting one to prick me. Instead, the mesh shimmered. If I’d blinked, I would’ve missed it. I stared, waiting to see if it would do it again, but the mesh appeared as solid and dull as it was before I touched it.

Ivenrail grunted and rose from his throne, his gaze landing on me. He flicked out a finger to the others. “Leave us.”

The Lieges oozed backward, slipping out through a door on the left, behind the throne. The robed man went with them, closing the panel behind him.

Ivenrail sauntered across the room while I walked to the stiff wooden chair and sat. I stared forward blankly like Reyla and Brodine.

“My minions brought me fresh Nullens today,” the king told Vexxion. He rubbed his hands together as if anticipating a glorious, ten-course meal he could gorge himself on until his belly exploded.

He really was draining the energy from every single Nullen the dregs could capture. I wasn’t sure why I’d still held doubts.

Anger boiled up my throat, and it was all I could do to hold it back from spewing. More villagers taken. My knees shook. If only we could protect them all, rescue them all. He had no right to do this.

Vexxion advanced over to stand behind one of the sofas. His steady gaze met mine, his shoulders squared against the lurking shadows. A subtle nod promised protection without a word, as if he was the silent sentinel who’d stand with me no matter what came next. “You’ll dine on the villagers later?”

My throat closed off with pain, but I reminded myself to listen and watch while giving nothing away.

“Yes,” Ivenrail gushed. “I thought your pretty little rider would make the perfect appetizer. Since you’re stingy, I’ll merely whet my appetite with her. I won’t take too much, and I won’t keep her through the night.”

“Get it over with, then.” Vexxion sounded bored. Bored! Yet his eyes flashed with the stars I’d seen so many times at the estate.

How could he maintain such complete control? If I were him, I’d be blasting out with my power, or I’d snatch one of the blades off the wall and race toward the king. I’d slice off Ivenrail’s head, burn his carcass, and be done with him once and for all. Vexxion added a droning sigh. “I have other plans for the evening, and you’re delaying them.”

“If I remember correctly, you used to spend time with Selitta.”

“Selitta meant nothing to me.”

“I thought you two might—”

“So did she. You both thought wrong.”

“And now she’s disappeared.”

“Strange, isn’t it?” Vexxion drawled. “I wonder where she went.”

Ivenrail’s huff rang out. “Are you meeting up with her sister tonight?” He cackled. “I can see the allure. Delaine has lovely blonde hair. A pleasing figure. If you find no enjoyment in Delaine, don’t kill her. I still find her useful.”

“I wouldn’t dream of killing anyone.”

Ivenrail sent Vexxion a sly smile. “This is why I like you, son. You’re just like me.”

He wasn’t, though. I could see that already. See it with much clearer eyes now that I’d had time to think without letting emotions cloud my mind. He was a master at crafting conversation. He replied as he should, yet he gave away nothing.

He needed to give me lessons in this. I was too rash. Too impulsive. Too mouthy most of the time.

“Her father has warned me,” Ivenrail said. “He won’t tolerate anything happening to his remaining daughter.”

Vexxion’s gaze flicked to the door the others had left through. “Since when do you worry about warnings from your loyal high advisor?”

The star-cloaked man was Selitta and Delaine’s father? High Advisor. Another person who’d be eager to thrust a dagger through my heart.

“I trust no one,” Ivenrail said. “Not even you, loyal son.”

Vexxion flashed him a gruesome smile. “Wise, as always.”

Ivenrail huffed. “Don’t try to flatter me.”

“I can’t imagine bothering.” Only the flex of Vexxion’s jawline gave him away. That and the sharp glance he sent me.

Taking the cue, I made my body relax, made my fingers uncoil from the fists on my thighs. I placed my arms at my sides, allowing them to dangle. I directed my attention at the far wall, cringing when I spied a painting holding a sky full of tiny twitching dragons.

Will said they were trapped creatures who’d displeased someone, and the king made them suffer.

Ivenrail faced me, his smile turning slick.

“Leave us,” he snapped to Vexxion.

Without even a glance my way, Vexxion flitted from the room.

I held back my gulp. While I wasn’t sure I could trust him, I was confident he wouldn’t allow me to be fully drained if only because I’d be no use to him if I was. He needed me, and that should feed me reassurance.

Instead, my hands trembled against my sides.

Vexxion reappeared, sitting on the sofa in front of the game with his silver threads encasing his entire body. His gaze met mine, and I read confidence there. He wasn’t worried about this, though I wasn’t sure why.

I also read longing in his eyes, but I dismissed that. Even if I dared let it sink through my skin and glide across my heart, this wasn’t the time.

Vines erupted from the floor and lashed me into place, binding my arms to my sides and my legs to the chair. Others snapped around my neck, jerking my head back to smack it against the hard wooden back of the chair.

The king’s finger lazily rose, and he pressed it against the place on my forehead where Vexxion had marked me inside the cave. The mark had disappeared after the Claiming, but the king must still see it.

Ivenrail’s tight smile loosened, and a dreamy expression took over his face.

I girded myself, waiting for the pain of his draining to begin. While horror slashed through me at the thought, I was going to allow this to happen. Although, I didn’t have much choice, not now that I was pinned to a chair inside the king’s living area.

I also expected to feel power leaching from me, to see the level of my well drop.

Instead, I felt nothing. No pain. No sucking feeling. No writhing beasts ravaging around inside me, trying to steal everything that made up me.

The top of my well remained smooth, a golden glow of pure power.

Vexxion’s hands splayed out at his sides. Creases appeared on his face, and when he lifted his gaze to meet mine again, I found endless torture there.

That’s when I couldn’t suck in a breath past the pain stabbing through my chest.

He’d done this for a long time.

“You have a similar flavor to the others,” the king told me in a lighthearted voice. “Rich, though. Only a touch sweeter than most. I can see why the commander brought you to my attention. Your power is more vibrant than other Nullens.”

Did every fortress commander report powerful Nullens to the fae king? If they wanted their own personal carafe of energy to sip from, they must be eagerly handing over Nullens like me. My commander got greedy, or he’d still be sitting inside his office, savoring a taste of Nullen energy each evening while sending the rest of us after dregs during the day.

I hadn’t followed up on any of the Nullens returned to villages after raids. What happened to them? We left them, but did someone—a commander’s staff member—come behind us and scoop them back up? Dazed, they wouldn’t fight. They’d allow themselves to be completely drained by whoever took them.

Vexxion’s jaw twitched.

“Yes, lovely. Just a touch more,” Ivenrail crooned. “Then I promise I’ll leave the rest for my son.” Tipping his head back, he cackled. “I love how the spell takes hold and Nullens know nothing. Hear nothing. They allow us to do whatever we please.”

That wasn’t true. I was completely aware of everything, and I still felt no drain on my brimming well of power.

Because . . .

The king wasn’t drinking from me.

Each time he thought he was draining someone; he was instead devouring Vexxion.
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Iheld myself still. Even surrounded by my threads no one could see through except Tempest, I had to take care. If the king knew I was here and what I was doing, he’d make sure I paid the price.

No one survived his rage.

I saw when Tempest understood what was happening. She remained still in the chair, but her eyes shimmered with tears. However, she didn’t try to speak, not even in our minds. She took care not to give me away.

Love for her scorched like flames through my veins. I adored this woman with such depths that even death itself could not take me from her. Each heartbeat was an echo of her name, each breath was drawn to match her rhythm. I loved her more than the night cherished the stars.

Her eyes . . . I sunk into the depths and for a heartbeat, I found comfort there. She surrounded me with something undefined yet pure. A balm unlike any other. It coursed across me, soothing me.

I doubted she realized it, but she was feeding me her power.

No.

I wrenched my gaze from hers at the same moment the king removed his thumb from her forehead.

“Such a waste,” he sneered at her. “You have more than my son will ever need.” He leaned close to her, lowering his voice. “Know this. I obey no one’s rules but my own.” Leaning back, he stroked her cheek and tangled his fingertips down her neck, tracing them to the top of her leather tunic. He wasn’t speaking directly to Tempest; he’d assume she was drained enough she wouldn’t care what happened around her or what anyone did to her body.

But I heard. He only confirmed what I already knew.

Pivoting, he strode past the gameboard, around the furniture, and over to his throne, where he sat. A lift of his finger, and High Advisor Adwarin glided back into the room, stopping beside the throne, leaning close enough to catch whatever words the king might mutter.

The vines pinning Tempest to the chair released, slinking back into the floor by her feet. She remained in place, staring into nothing. One tear trickled down her cheek.

“High Advisor Adwarin,” Ivenrail said.

The advisor bowed. “I am at your command at all hours, my highness.”

“Yes, yes, whatever. Remove the rider from the room. Take her to the suite she’s sharing with Vexxion. I’ll relax a bit before I visit with the new Nullens for my next course.” His low chuckle rang out as the high advisor crossed the room to Tempest’s side. “Deliver her only. No sampling.”

“I’d never do such a thing.” Affront blazed in his voice.

“Don’t lie to me,” the king bit out. “If I ever catch you taking power from one of my Nullens, I’ll kill you. I won’t do it quickly.” His gaze scanned the room, not pausing on any specific location.

He didn’t know I was here. I’d worked with my threads to disguise myself for so long, they were seamless.

No one but Tempest saw me.

He did not see me.
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As the high advisor strode across the room, my gaze was snagged by the Wraithweave gameboard. The game pieces had been lined up in the neutral territory on both sides of the board as if play was about to begin.

On the fae side, I noted the master, a shield standing close by his side, plus five defenders, all cloaked in steely gray.

And on the Nullen side of the board, the high lady stood tall and strong, her dark blue cloak fluttering in a breeze I didn’t feel sweeping through the room. She stared with an empty expression toward the landscape she’d soon have to conquer if she hoped to win it all.

The pieces weren’t alive, of course. Not in the game I’d played with Vexxion or with other riders while sipping wine at the bar.

But here—

Before my eyes, the high lady’s shield appeared in front of her, placing himself between her and the master watching from the other side of the board. She had only three defenders, though more game pieces could be purchased with spoils won in battle. A master could also be added to her team. Some used a strategy that didn’t include one. Most considered it risky not to use the all-powerful master, but each game on any given day could result in either side winning. While vulnerable in certain ways, the high lady also had considerable power of her own.

One of her defenders was dressed in pure white, while the others wore dark blue like her cloak. It differentiated them from the opponent’s steely gray.

I wasn’t sure what to think of the white defender, and I wasn’t given time to study the board any further. The high advisor’s hand smacked onto my shoulder, and he flitted us to the hallway outside Vexxion’s suite. He thrust open the door and shoved me inside, banging it closed behind me. His footsteps stomped away.

Vexxion joined me shortly after that, his body wavering for only a moment after his flit before he stiffened his spine and sent me an odd look. Why did he appear to be guarding himself? Did he think I’d be angry with him about this?

In some ways I was, but what he’d done—what he was still doing—crushed me in a way nothing else ever could.

My walls were gone. I was as open, exposed, and vulnerable as he was.

I’d sat in the chair parked in front of the fireplace, quivering while Ivenrail sucked Vexxion’s power through me like the king was a child and Vexxion an afternoon treat. I’d allowed him to do it, though the vines held me in place. Could I have done anything to protect Vexxion instead of the other way around?

I suspected he’d stood between me and danger many more times than I knew.

Though he’d shown me in more ways than I could count and told me with his touch and the resolve in his eyes, I saw it all clearly—finally.

Vexxion would die for me.

The thought was a shard of ice tearing through my chest. Each pulse of my heart reminded me that his life was the currency he’d willingly spend for mine and without hesitation. My love for him bled with the ugly knowledge that one day, I might wake to find his warmth just an echo within me.

The king isn’t draining bits of energy from all the Nullens taken when the dregs invade the villages, I said, my voice as bleak as my soul. It was a guess on my part, but somehow, I knew.

No. So much pain came through in his one word. It tore through me, exploding out the other side, leaving a hole that would gape forever.

Are the Lieges draining them?

Some. I can’t be everywhere at once.

Exhaustion etched across his skin, and the scars webbing his neck stood out starkly. His white streak of hair blazed in the low light.

Shadows clung to the hollows beneath his eyes like specters. Only the edge of determination in his gaze showed his never-ending strength. His promise to protect me was ironclad, forged with grit and bone-deep resolve.

Forged by his heart.

Drask soared in from the other room and darted over to the perch placed in front of a window. I suspected Vexxion had asked someone to bring it here for my precious pet. Always thinking of how he could make my life better while sparing few thoughts for himself.

Drask pecked at the glass.

“Let him outside,” Vexxion said.

“Something will eat him.”

He strode over to the crow, and they made eye contact. “I told him to remain in the stable with Glim. I promise he’ll be safe.”

“Alright,” I sighed, and he opened the window, letting the bird fly free.

After leaving it cracked for Drask’s return, Vexxion came over and took my hand. I let him lead me to a sofa where we sat side-by-side, our thighs brushing together. We stared at the fire crackling merrily in the fireplace. How could something seem so normal when the world around me was snarling itself into a knot?

My eyes stung with tears again. Back in the king’s living area, I’d struggled to hold them back, because I knew if Vexxion saw them, he’d endanger himself just to have the chance to wipe them away. To kiss them away if I let him.

Now, they flowed. Oh, how they flowed.

He’s also not draining the power of any Nullen brought to Bledmire Court after the Claiming, I said. Is he?

No, he’s not, Vexxion bit out.

Even in this, he’d tried to protect me, withholding the information that could redeem him in my eyes.

Except . . . he said. I’m sorry.

He spoke of Brodine and Reyla. Probably others through the years.

How long have you been letting him take your power instead of theirs? I asked. This was why my friends were drained when others hadn’t been. He wasn’t here to step between them and the king.

From the moment I discovered I could do it.

How old were you?

Ten. I wish I’d learned how to do it sooner.

What, when he was five? You were a child.

Not any longer.

That cratered my heart. This is why you stagger whenever you flit or do anything that takes considerable power. The king has been leaching energy from you for most of your life.

Yes. It’s . . . tiring.

A throb echoed through my chest, a silent keen for the wounds he stoically took to protect others.

How many of the Nullens taken from villages have you saved? I asked.

As many as I could. I’m sorry. He sucked in a breath and released it in a long, heartfelt sigh. I make sure they’re returned to their homes, but I miss some. I wish I could protect everyone. Most are brought here immediately after they’re stolen. The Lieges hold a few back for themselves.

Those are the ones we free from cages.

Yes.

You can’t be everyone’s shield, I barked, though I wasn’t angry with him. I was scorning myself for doubting him for even one moment when all this time . . . All this time, he hadn’t been the villain I made him out to be in my mind.

“Can’t I?”

I turned to face him, my rage with the king gnawing at my bones. “Why didn’t you tell me before we went to the king’s suite?”

His lips curled up on one side as he placed his fingertip on his lips. He removed it and placed it on my mouth, watching my face. My eyes. My very soul as he traced it across my lips in a bitter caress.

Already, sorrow lurked in his sapphire eyes. He expected me to reel back, to scorn him for touching me even this simply.

My hand snapped up to hold his in place, and I spread his fingers and kissed each tip, then his palm.

His gaze locked on mine, and his groan slipped out. With a hint of hesitancy revealed on his face, he took my hands and squeezed them before he gently lifted me onto his lap and wrapped his arms around me.

My eyes throbbed again, and I did nothing to hold back my tears. I wept for everyone the king had hurt.

I wept for Vexxion. How he must’ve struggled not to become the man his father was determined to mold him into.

I didn’t tell you because he had to taste your terror, Vexxion said. Like in the throne room earlier, it had to be real. If he sensed you weren’t frightened, he’d delve into your mind to find out why.

“Vexxion,” I croaked, my face awash with fresh tears.

“I’m sorry.” He dropped his chin onto the top of my head like he used to do when we were in love. It was real and true and heart-rendering. Whenever he’d evaded answering my endless questions and whenever he’d said something I took the wrong way, he’d done it to protect me or someone who didn’t have anyone strong enough to stand by their side. This wasn’t a Wraithweave boardgame. It was a stark, lonely, torturous real life. But he’d placed himself in the shield position for everyone, and I feared he’d sacrifice himself without a qualm if it meant someone else might live.

“You’re not doing this any longer.” Could I hate the king or the fae lords and ladies any more than I did right now? “Not for me.”

He turned me in his arms and braced my shoulders with his palms, staring down into my eyes. I will do anything, and I mean anything, to protect you.

Even sacrifice yourself?

In less than a heartbeat.

I pressed my forehead against his chest. Same.

I will never let you do that.

Tipping my head back, I sniffed and mustered up a glare. You have no more say in this than I do with you.

Fair enough. A wry smile lifted his lips. I’ll have to stay with you all the time to keep you from doing something like that.

I am your companion here for the duration.

Tempest, he growled.

You call me Fury.

You told me not—

I was wrong. I’m your Fury. Always.

He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, I swore I could see all the way to his soul. He loved me with a purity I wasn’t sure I deserved.

His mouth crashed down on mine, and I grabbed onto his tunic, holding tight. I’d fought my feelings for this man from the moment I met him. He’d irritated me so much. I’d sworn I hated him at times. But all I could feel for him now was love. In the throne room, I thought he killed any love I could have for him, but now it bloomed inside me again, spreading to my fingers and toes. Even blasting all the way up into the sky. As long as I was with him, we could face the world and come up the victors.

He held me gently, as if he thought I’d break, and that only made the ache in my chest deepen.

When I moaned, he pulled me closer, flush against his chest, wrapping his arms tighter around me. There was no place I’d rather be than with this man. I was angry with myself for thinking he’d betrayed me, though he gave me great cause. He kept asking me to trust him. I’d vowed I would, but at the first test of that vow, I’d believed the worst.

His fingers slid up my back to loosen my hair from the braid. Once freed, he glided his fingertips into the strands and up to the nape of my neck. Wrapping some of the hair around his palm, he used it to angle my head, to deepen our kiss.

My hands were feverish on his shoulders and chest. I couldn’t get close enough to him. Damn clothing was in the way.

His tongue slid across mine, teasing me with a skill I’d never felt before outside of him.

Heat coiled in my belly and glided down, spreading its wings through me and making me melt against him completely.

His taste flooded my mouth, spicy yet sweet.

He groaned and turned to lay me on the sofa, his mouth still locked on mine. He caged me with his arms and his big body. I couldn’t get enough of him. How had I thought I could shove him aside and still possess the ability to breathe?

I clung to him, kissing him harder, turning feral in my desire to be with him completely. I ran my hands along his arms and his chest, caressing every hard ridge and plain, holding onto him as if we’d soon be torn apart.

I wasn’t wrong in that. One wrong move, and this would be over.

He ground his pelvis against mine, rocking against me with a rhythm that would soon make me explode. One simple touch, and I’d give anything to him. My body. My heart. My soul. I was his, and he was mine, and I wasn’t going to let that vow waver again. I’d place my heart in his steady hands, knowing he’d keep it safe from all harm.

Need pulsed through me as he continued to push against me.

When he lifted his head, I clung, mewing, tortured in my desire.

He gave me a crooked smile and that pretty much did me in. I thought I’d lost him, but while we’d wavered on our path, we’d remained on it together.

While he continued to rub against me, rocking into me in a motion older than time, he nuzzled my neck, groaning out my name. He undid the fastenings on the front of my leather tunic, punctuating the release of each one with a hiss and a murmur against my overheated skin.

One button. A kiss. “You’re my Tempest.”

A second button. Another kiss. “My storm.”

A third button. Another kiss. “My everlasting fury.”

The leather tunic undone, he brushed it aside, his fingertips tracing across my quivering skin. He replaced his fingers with his mouth, the heated caress of his tongue on my breast driving me wild. “Nothing and no one is ever stealing you from me.”

Whimpering, I stroked my fingers through his hair, holding him tight against my breast while he sucked. When he nibbled, gently rolling my nipple with his teeth, my gasp rang out. I bowed my spine while tugging him closer. I was drowning in the feelings he brought to the surface. Drowning in everything that made this man mine.

My body was consumed with a need only he would ever satisfy. He’d ruined me for anyone else, and I accepted that, letting it sink deeply until it fused with my soul.

Shooting me a smile, he teased his fingertips across the fastening at the top of my pants. “Show me everything, Fury. I want to feel your passion sear across my palms, hear your cries of pleasure deep in my ears, and suck down the taste when you explode.” He braced my hips with his strong hands. “Can you do that for me? Can you give me everything after all that happened?”

“I’m yours, Vexxion. I always will be.” I said it quietly, but even I could hear the vow I was branding across my heart.

His was as fundamental to me as gravity; invisible yet undeniable—a force grounding me to something real and inescapable, deeper than words spoken. Our love was resolute and unshakable. No force could rip apart what we'd built over the past weeks or today.

He held my face and kissed me again, his mouth demanding and devastating, taking everything I had to offer and drawing more from deep inside me.

In no time, I was lost in his embrace again.

He kissed down my chest and undid my pants, easing them away, following his path with a delicate stroke of his fingers and blazing a trail with his mouth. With a toss, my pants went flying. He’d always undressed me with magic, but . . . I didn’t want to think about why he didn’t do so now. No, I wanted to focus on how wonderful it was to be with him again, how much I needed to give to him, not just take.

He kissed his way to my thighs and urged them apart, crawling between them.

“All I’ve been able to think about is tasting you again,” he mumbled against my overheated flesh. “I didn’t think I ever would. I was sure you’d reject me. I gave you more than good cause.”

“I should’ve believed in you. Trusted you.”

“I know why you didn’t. I don’t blame you one bit.”

“From now on, I will. Nothing is going to tear us apart. This I swear.” Maybe I was a fool to trust him again so quickly. Reyla would tell me I was. Brodine for sure.

But if I didn’t extend a hand to him, I wouldn’t survive what was coming. I felt this in my bones.

So I was the fool. If trusting him—loving him—was my downfall, I accepted that.

The fates help me.

“That’s all I need to hear.” He licked from my opening to my clit, then paused there, flicking his tongue back and forth across it.

I gasped, my body melting into the cushions, melting because of him.

His mouth ignited me, sending flames licking across my bones and heat roaring through my veins. He glided his tongue down to my saturated entrance, where he plunged it inside.

“Mine,” he snarled. “All mine.”

Vexxion.

I’m going to make you come, and then I’m going to do it again. I have to . . . His growl rang out, and he didn’t finish the thought.

His silver threads exploded from his skin and snapped back, some stroking my clit, others my breasts, while a few joined his tongue, thrusting inside me. White-hot desire blasted through me, and I swore the ground beneath us rumbled.

There’s nothing about you I don’t adore, he said.

Not even my impulsiveness?

It’s to be treasured. He plunged his fingers inside me while dragging his tongue back up to my clit. He greedily sucked on it, groaning while he did it.

How about when I insist on always being armed?

I want to protect you, but I respect you even more for your need to protect yourself. His muffled moan rang out, and he moved his fingers faster. You’re strong enough to handle anything. I just want to be by your side when you do it.

I didn’t think I could love him more than I did in this instant.

He curled his tongue around my clit, then sucked it into his hot mouth. I crave you all the time.

His fingers moved faster.

I bucked up to meet his thrusts, dissolving into a whimpering wreck. I was going to let loose and everyone within the castle was going to know that this man had given me pleasure, that he’d loved my body so completely, I’d be satisfied for the rest of my days.

When you walk into a room, he said. I want to grin like a silly fool. He coiled his fingers deep within me, dragging them in and out, stroking the spot inside that made fire sear across my soul. I want to shout to the world and the fates and anyone who’ll listen that you’re mine.

He slid a hand beneath my hips, tipping me up as an offering for his mouth, his hand, and his silver threads.

And when you look at me, your gaze soft and tender, I want to drop to my knees and beg you to love me.

I do. I’ll love you forever.

Then come for me. Give me all of you and more, Fury.

At that, a powerful orgasm rocked through me, shooting me out in all directions, only to snap me back into place within the shelter of this man’s arms.

He brought me back down to myself with steady flicks of his tongue and his fingers still moving slowly inside me. Then he rocked back onto his heels and gazed into my eyes. The hunger on his face . . . His need. It struck a matching craving within me.

I expected him to magic off his clothing and either take us to the bed or claim me right here in front of the fire. But his head tilted, and a frown of dismay cratered his face. The adoration left his gaze in a flash, replaced by sorrow tainted with rage. “I have to go. I’m sorry.”

I sat up. “He’s called for the recently taken Nullens.”

He nodded.

How could I let him go? No, how could I do anything to hold him back when he had to do this?

We were both being ripped asunder, and there wasn’t anything we could do about it. Not yet.

He braced himself over me and gave me the sweetest kiss. “Wait up for me?”

“Vexxion.” My eyes burned, but I held my tears back. My love was going into battle. How could I cry when he was the one who was being forced to make the ultimate sacrifice?

“We’re going to end this,” I said.

“We are. Soon.”

His bands of silver wrapped around him, encasing him, blocking him from everyone’s view except mine, though I still didn’t know why.

“I love you. Come back to me,” was all I said.

He reached through his threads and cupped my face, gazing deeply into my eyes. “I love you, Fury. Always.”

Then he flitted from my arms.

I dropped back onto the sofa, curled into a ball, and sobbed.

We were stealing slices of time from the very fates themselves. I feared that one day soon they’d demand a price.

He’d watched his mother die before his eyes.

I needed to make sure he wasn’t forced to watch while the king killed me.
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There wasn’t anything I wanted more than to flit Tempest to a place where she could be safe.

A sanctuary where I could hold her.

Love her.

Did such a place exist in this world or beyond?

If it did, I’d find it. I’d take her there. And then we could live together in beauty and peace.

The king always had the captured Nullens brought to his suite. He took from them all, and no one voiced a word to stop him.

Some he “drained” quickly, moving onto the next before I could ease them to the floor. Others he’d tap over a series of nights, sipping tiny amounts that were just as insidious as when he guzzled their supposed power down with a few gulps.

I lulled each one and left them sleepy to ensure the king thought he’d taken most of what they had.

With new groups coming in often, he quickly moved on to the next, forgetting about the old. If he thought about it, he’d assume the Nullen didn’t have enough power to bother with again.

I’d also done this with each person claimed and collared by a lord or lady. But I couldn’t be everywhere at once. I couldn’t protect them all, and that scorched through me.

Making sure Ivenrail or any lord or lady only took enough to stun them was a delicate art that had taken too long for me to perfect. The first time I did it, when I was ten, I hadn’t been able to rise from my bed for three days. I worried I’d die from the exhaustion consuming me.

I hadn’t tried again for months, and I lived with that regret. So many had suffered because I was afraid.

Over time, I learned to slow the power he took from me, teasing enough from the Nullen that they’d be tired for a few days but never drained enough to force them into the ether. This made sure they all tasted different; it kept the king from guessing my role in this game.

And now Ivenrail was eager to drink once again.

I flitted into his living area and remained near the wall, watching as the terrified Nullens were led inside as if they were a light repast brought up from the kitchen.

He took none to his bed, saving that for the fae women he coerced, including high ladies from other courts like my mother, the wives of his lords, and random fae women working at Bledmire Court.

Crossing my arms, I leaned against the wall. I hated being here, watching him gorge himself on power. Would a day come when I could instead sit around and smile while remembering my fury falling apart in my arms? Not now. Maybe never. One little distraction could mean the difference between survival and death, not just for me, but for every person living inside this castle.

If nothing else, I’d learned how to focus.

“Only eleven,” he whined like a petulant child denied a sack of candy.

“Riders,” one of the Lieges who’d arrived with tonight’s Nullens hissed. “Many riders attack.”

“At least we’ll be able to do something about that soon, High Advisor Adwarin.”

My breath caught. What did he mean?

“Yes, we will,” the high advisor said blandly. He sat at a desk in the corner, noting details on paper, not bothering to look up. If he took a sip from a Nullen every now and then, I hadn’t seen or felt it. It surprised me, actually. He was as greedy for power as the king, and he also didn’t worry about breaking rules.

No one was this loyal, certainly not within a court ruled by a fiend. If he stole power here and there, I doubted it would be missed. He could amass it until he had enough to challenge Ivenrail for rule. There weren’t many within Bledmire Court with the potential. Me. Him. His surviving daughter, perhaps.

And one other who had not stepped inside the castle for a very long time.

Ivenrail curled his finger toward the first Nullen in the line, a child of about ten years old. “Bring it to me.”

What was the king going to do to take care of the rider “problem”? I needed to find out. Another twist in the game?

I scanned the group who’d entered with the Lieges. Four collared Nullens lined the wall behind them, only Brodine staring forward blankly. The rest kept their eyes trained on the floor. If they paid too much attention, the king might remember they were there and make them step forward for draining.

I’d mocked Brodine for adoring Tempest. Now I felt regret that I hadn’t been here to keep him from being swallowed alive. Brodine would be dead within a week.

Would her friend feel his death, or would the tiny bit left of his awareness welcome the end with wide open arms?

“Make that little one come closer,” the king snarled at a Liege. He stomped his foot. “It’s just standing there, not obeying my command.”

The child remained stoic, staring forward blankly, though I knew she hadn’t yet been drained. In shock, most likely. Who wouldn’t be after watching dregs invade her village before grabbing her and stuffing her inside a cage? I could only imagine what she saw after that, when they took her to their cave where some of the dregs dined on the bodies of her friends and family. At least she wouldn’t remember what was coming next.

Not long after I discovered how to make the king drain me instead of someone else, I made arrangements. A spell took away their memory of this time, and someone trustworthy took them home after it was over. I doubted Ivenrail gave them one thought after they were taken from his suite.

“This one is young,” the Liege intoned. “It will not do as you ask. You must take . . .” His hissing voice slithered through the room. But he dutifully stepped forward, coming over to stand behind the child, snarling by her ear. “Go see the king. He has a surprise for you, little one.” His words husked around us, the bones of long dead corpses rattling together in a cold wind.

She gulped and took one step forward. Another.

Losing patience, Ivenrail snapped his hand out, encircling her wrist and dragging her against his knee. When her belly hit, she yelped and struggled, smacking his leg.

I sent soothing thoughts to her mind, spinning a pretty dream where she ran through a meadow, laughing. A fluffy baby chall scampered behind her, mewing, until she spun back around and swept up the tiny beast, cradling it against her chest. She sat in the deep grass with the perfume of flowers swirling around her, lowering the tiny creature to her lap to pet it.

“Good. I hate when they struggle.” The king jabbed his thumb against her forehead, and he drank.

And drank.

And drank.

As I siphoned my power through her and into him, I closed my eyes and continued the dream, sending sprites into the meadow to sing a lilting song for the child.

Here, she stared at the floor.

There, she smiled and laughed, snuggling her pet.
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Amuffled groan made me stir, and I snapped awake as Vexxion staggered across the room, clutching his head.

As I sat up, Drask squawked from where he’d perched on the top of a nearby chair. Lifting off, he flew into the next room as I flitted to Vexxion and grabbed his arm, lying it across my shoulders and guiding him toward the bed.

“I’m fine, I’m fine.” He tried to step away from me, straightening.

Did he think his words and statement that everything was as it should be would actually convince me?

Grumbling, I latched onto his arm again and took him to the bed, where he dropped down, staring forward in a blank way that chilled me straight through my bones.

My teeth chattering, I swung his legs around so he could lie on the thick pile of flooferdar blankets. A solitary black rose tipped with silver nestled in a vase on the bedside table. I’d found it there earlier, and I’d clutched it to my chest, unable to catch a breath. Even when he was confident I’d hate him forever, he’d taken time to give me things I adored—including himself.

“Vexxion,” I said, stroking his forehead. “Tell me what I can do.”

He just groaned again.

So much pain on his face and seeping from his skin. Its bitterness tainted the air.

“He took too much,” I snarled, removing Vexxion’s boots and tossing them onto the floor. If I knew how, I’d remove his clothing with magic, but I hadn’t yet been able to master the spell. Silly me had enjoyed having him strip me and then flash away his own clothing himself.

I gently helped him out of his tunic and pants, throwing them onto a chair near the bed. Then I rolled him enough that I could tug the blankets out from beneath him and drag them up over his shivering frame.

I climbed into bed with him and nestled into his side, wrapping my arms around him. Holding him. This man was incredibly strong. A literal fortress all by himself. And now he lay broken.

“Take my power,” I whispered. “It’s yours. All of it if it’ll help you.”

“Can’t,” he growled.

“Won’t is more like it.”

“Can’t.”

“Claimed. Awakened. It’s time for you to utilize Access.” I kissed his shoulder. “Please. Take some. I have more than enough.”

“You’ll need all you’ve got and more.”

Not right now. I’m not carrying out our plan tonight.

You will soon. When I show you the last secret, you’ll know what you must do.

Now you’re offering to share?

His smile rose but only briefly, stifling off in another groan of pain. Stubborn. You forgot to mention that endearing part of your personality while I was sucking on your clit.

“I’ll remember next time.”

“Give me a second to recover, and you can use it now.”

“Vexxion,” I snapped. “You’re not going to climb all over me again tonight.” Tears welled in my eyes. It seemed like I was crying all the time lately, and I suspected I’d be crying a lot more in the future. Until this was over, I was going to be slammed with one horrible thing after another. I just knew it. Take some of my power.

“See? You do want me to climb all over you tonight.”

Take my power!

I can’t do it, he said softly. You know that.

Why not?

Because I love you.

I didn’t think I could cry any more, but here I was, sobbing. “You took forever to tell me that. I should be mad at you.”

He smiled again, so sweet and pure. “Are you?”

“Not too much.”

“I’m getting better fast.”

“Why won’t you let me help you?”

He eased slowly onto his side to face me, and his fingertip stroked through my tears. “I told you why.”

“You do everything for me. You bring me roses, though I’ll point out once more that you still haven’t shared where you get them.”

“I will. Soon.”

I plucked at the covers. “You make sure I sleep with my favorite blankets.”

“Nothing but the best flooferdar should lie against your skin.”

“You made sure no one could poison me,” I sobbed.

“I just wanted to make sure you enjoyed your horig cakes.”

“You ate my cakes.”

“You noticed?” He cracked another smile. If he kept it up, I was going to melt, and there’d be nothing left for him to climb all over.

“You carved a dragon that looked like Seevar.” More sobs choked through my words.

“I carved him because I knew you’d love a wooden image of your friend.”

“You threw him toward the fire.”

“I knew you’d catch him, just like you catch me every day of my life.”

Vexxion.

Yes, love?

You’ve killed for me.

And I’ll do so again.

I won’t let you do it again unless you access some of my power this instant.

Tempest, he growled.

“I prefer Fury if you don’t mind. Someone at the fortress gave me the name Tempest, and it means nothing. You’ve named me Fury because you love me, and that’s the only name that matters.” Take my power. Please?

He cupped my face. I’m recovering. I always do. Why is this so important to you?

Because you give all the time. Loving someone means you also take. Let me give to you this time.

I’ll be no different from him if I take it.

Of course this is different. I’m offering it. You’re not stealing it.

Are you sure?

I always have been. I’d wavered, but I never would again. We didn’t know how long either of us would be alive. I was determined to make sure every single moment mattered.

“Alright.” He closed his eyes and gently laid his fingertip on my forehead in the spot where he’d marked me as his inside the cave. Unlike the king, he stroked it gently. Even in this, he gave instead of taking.

That made more tears tumble from my eyes. I was going to drown us if I didn’t find a way to shut them off.

And then he drew on my power.

When I thought of this happening, I imagined it would be pure torture, that I’d cry out or lose touch with reality. Vexxion was a master. He used a light, almost teasing touch as his mind glided inside mine in an almost sensual way.

I felt the stroke of him deep within me, and it rocked through my core, making me wet. Making me crave him. He reached my well; I could almost picture his soul pausing at the side, peering down, down, down.

Before he leaned over and carefully sipped.

I moaned as heat spiraled inside me, a whirlwind sucking me down along with him.

The level in my well dropped only a fraction before he lifted his head and gave me a smile that made my heart roar. As he left me, he offered me a taste of his own magic. It was lightning blasting across the sky. The crash of thunder overhead. A symphony of two souls entwining together.

He opened his eyes and delved deeply within mine. Your magic thrums like an unseen heartbeat. It’s pure joy.

“Vexxion,” I croaked. “Do you feel better?”

“I feel amazing.”

My lips quirked up, and I swiped away my tears. “How amazing?”

You don’t realize how powerful you are. He moved closer, his arms tightening around me. “Let me show you how you made me feel.”

“I think, my wicked fae lord, I should show you.” I rose and nudged him down onto his back. You were horribly drained. You keep tasting my body yet you’re stingy.

I apologize for being stingy. His grin made everything inside me flip over. A profound ache pulsed through me with every heartbeat, radiating both joy and vulnerability, a tender soreness full of desire.

With a quick flit, he took us inside the bathing area. Like whenever I bathed at his family estate, candles flickered in the dark room, water steamed in the tub big enough for at least four people, and a solitary rose bloomed from a crystal vase on a low table near the tub.

“You mentioned you enjoy bathing with me,” he said with a smile.

“That wasn’t exactly what I said, but hmm . . .” My body hummed along with my voice as he stepped over the edge of the tub and sunk down into the water, gently placing me on his lap, facing him with my legs around his body.

“What were you saying about tasting?” he asked.

“This is your warning. Everything you have is mine.”

“I’m glad you agree.”

I snuggled closer, pressing my body against his, savoring how wonderful it was to be held by him. I thought I’d lost him. I thought he’d betrayed me. It was going to take a long moment to get used to the idea that we were not only back together again, but that our relationship was stronger than it had been before.

He lifted my chin, and our eyes met. So many tiny lights swirled through his sapphire eyes, stars veiled by twilight—elusive yet radiant, their beauty surpassed only by the depth of our feelings for each other.

“In this world of complete turmoil, you’re my heart's whisper,” he rasped. “The serene harbor my soul will eternally return to. There will never be anyone else for me but you, Fury.”

I stroked my palms across his chest and up to his shoulders to hold tight, speaking softly, reverently. “You’re the dawn that breaks through my endless night.”

His fingertips traced up and down my spine, drawing my heat to the surface.

“There’s no line where you end and I start,” I said. “That doesn’t scare me anymore. Like you named me, what we have is imperfectly perfect, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Our intertwined souls blur at the edges. I feel like we’re wisps of fog drifting across the water in the early morning. We swirl together, and only then are we better. We’re different individuals, each unique and imperfect in our own way, but when we join?” I couldn’t hold back my smile. “Then, only then, are we perfect.”

He gave me a kiss that seared through me, remaking me into something new, something better than I was before I met him.

“I don’t want anyone but you,” I said. “And that’s how it’s going to be until the end of my life and beyond.”

He kissed me again, showing me with the heat of his mouth and his tight grip on my arms how desperate he was for me. Not just to be with me physically, but to build something new between us that was lasting.

I stroked my fingertips across his chest, pausing to trace them along the lines of his abdomen before I cupped his stiff cock. He’d shown me so much pleasure, from a trace of his knuckle across my cheek, to a quick kiss on my brow. Joining together sexually deepened our bond, but I felt as if it only took one look from him to fuse us into one.

He cupped my face, stroking my cheeks, groaning into my mouth as I traced my fingers up and down his length. I hadn’t been teasing when I said I wanted to taste him, something nearly impossible in the water. But I would. Oh, yes, I would. He gave to everyone but never took anything for himself. That nearly broke me.

I tugged away only to send him a smile that dissolved into kisses along his strong jaw and down to his neck.

“When you bit me back at the estate, it meant something,” I whispered, touching the mark that still lingered on my skin.

“I should’ve asked you before biting.”

“I liked it. I don’t believe you can do anything I wouldn’t like.”

“I still should’ve asked.”

“Tell me what it meant.”

“I was marking you.”

I’d suspected that. “Because you’re a possessive, wicked fae man?”

He slid his hand across my cheek and lifted my face, his gaze meeting mine. “I am possessive, though I never have been with anyone but you. I knew from the moment I arrived at the fortress that you were there, waiting for me.”

How intriguing. “You sensed me?”

“I knew you in the searing kiss of fate across my soul. The awakening of a part of me that I never thought would unfold. At that instant, I was stunned. I had to find you, had to do all I could to show you that you were mine.”

“You came to the fence and watched me. I could almost feel your touch on my spine. The weight of you caging me to the ground while your body rose over mine. The heat I’d only find in your arms. I felt as if I’d waited forever just to meet you, to hold you and kiss you.”

His lips curled up before smoothing. “And that’s why I marked you. I want everyone to know that I belong to you as much as you belong to me. Me being possessive?” He shrugged. “I guess that’s what it is, but know that while I may possess you, you own everything that makes me who I was and who I am today. You possess me.”

He kissed me again, and I was soon lost in his touch. He only had to look at me to make me come undone. I relished the feeling, savored how even his fingertips gliding up and down my spine could make me let go.

In no time, I was moaning and rubbing my body against his, surrendering to the pleasure of his lips and his tongue thrusting inside my mouth. I clung to him, guttural cries ripping up my throat as I rocked against his hand on my clit and his stiff cock waiting beyond.

His fingers glided to my breast, and he rolled one of my nipples, teasing it into a hard bud of throbbing need.

I stroked his cock, making it grow even stiffer. Then I broke away from his mouth again and gave him a sultry smile before sinking into the water. I’d done this in the river, and I needed to do it again.

I sucked the head of his cock into my mouth and hummed at how amazing it felt to do this simple thing for him.

He bucked against me, his groan shattering the water’s surface to sink around me.

After gathering another breath of humid air, I dropped back down and took him into my mouth again, running my tongue across the tip while stroking all of him with my hands.

His fingertips tightened on my arms, and he wrenched me above the surface, his feverish gaze meeting mine. His growl ripped out, and he lifted and turned me, bending me over the side of the tub with my ass presented to him like a gift from the fates themselves.

He stroked my back, each swirl of his hands moving deeper between my legs until his fingers slid inside me. His growl echoed around us again, and he leaned over me, nibbling on the wet skin by my ear.

When his threads glided across my clit, I nearly blasted across the sky, driven by the lightning I’d found only with this man.

“You’re wet for me, my fury,” he whispered, sliding his fingers inside me. “Your sweet pussy sucks on my fingers so nicely.” He plunged them in and pulled them out while his threads twirled across my clit.

I went feral, whimpering and shoving my body back to meet his hand. His threads.

“You take my cock even better.” He pulled his fingers out, and my body made a wet, sucking sound. He rose over me, bracing my hips with a tight grip while placing the head of his cock at my entrance. “Feel me.” A thrust, and he was seated all the way to the hilt.

I clung to the side of the tub, my eyes rolling back in my head at the pure, exquisite pleasure he gave me.

Pulling out, he drove back inside me again. “Know me.”

I bucked back to meet each of his plunges, releasing tiny shrieks that only drove him wilder. He was mine and I was his, and there was nothing else in this world that would make me feel complete.

“Take me,” he whispered by my ear. “I’m going to mark you again with my mouth, my fury. I’m going to bite you. Yes or no?”

In my soul, I know he wouldn’t do it if I told him not to. He wouldn’t do anything I didn’t agree with.

“Yes,” I cried, shoving back to meet his thrusts. At this point, I’d agree to anything as long as he didn’t stop, but I was clear enough still to realize this moment was special. “Mark me so the whole world will know.”

He jerked his hips forward, pushing me against the tub, and I spread my legs wider, welcoming his body’s fury.

When he bit down on my shoulder, my orgasm crashed through me in roaring waves, surging and plunging over and over again, driven by the tingles spreading from his mouth.

The skin encircling my wrist burned. I was too far gone in this moment, in the feel of his cock surging inside me and his tongue smoothing across the sting, to bother looking at my hand.

And when his guttural shout rang out in the room, I came again, drowning in everything that made this fae man mine.
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Iwoke Tempest early in the morning and brought her to the meadow, encircling us with my threads while we trained.

I’d almost lost her love, and I’d do everything within my power to make sure she knew she could trust me even if I held back some secrets. Revealing them would unwind everything I’d worked for since my mother’s death. Knowing everything could result in Tempest’s death. This woman was threaded into my past, my present, and she held my very future within her strong hands.

“Are you sure you don’t want to roll around in the pretty purple flowers?” she asked. A smirk played at the corner of my mouth, and her eyes danced with joy, sparkling with unspoken challenge. I lived to make her laugh. Each was victory and sweet surrender wrapped in one.

“Again,” I said, thrusting against her mental guard while slashing out with a blade as if I’d swipe it across her throat.

She deflected my blow with a snap of her arm as easily as she blocked my invasion on her mind.

We’d have to leave soon. She was due to begin her service as Brenna’s lady-in-waiting within an hour. I wanted more time with her and not solely to train. I craved this woman with every breath I took, with every beat of my raging heart.

“We only have six days until the wedding,” she panted, sweeping out with her foot, trying to twist her leg between mine to send me to the ground.

I dove to the side and came up in a crouch, straightening while sending her a smile. “You’re getting good.”

“Only good?” She flitted, landing against my chest with her legs around my waist and a blade at my throat, sending me toppling backward.

I slowed the fall, landing neatly, my arms wrapping around her waist. “Such skill with a blade, my storm. Soon, you’ll sink it deeply.”

“Why not do it before the Claiming? You said I’m good.”

“You need to be better, and you won’t do it with this knife.” I pinched the tip and dragged it to the side.

“With magic, then?”

“When it’s time, you’ll know.”

“That’s vague.”

“I’m sorry. It’s all I can tell you.” I’d revealed some secrets only to pile new ones on top of those remaining.

“Alright. I trust you.”

“Good girl.”

Her lips curled up slyly. “Only a good girl?”

“You’re perfect.”

“Maybe I want to be a bad girl.”

My laugh burst out, stunning us both. “You can be as bad as you want.”

“Later.”

“Definitely.” I drove a wedge into her mind, and she gasped, slashing at it with her magic.

With a huff, she flitted off me, reappearing a short distance away. After a glance overhead, no doubt taking in the slant of the sun, her posture relaxed.

I joined her with a flit. Since she’d given me a bit of her power, plus let me mark her the second and final time, I’d felt different. Not exactly changed but . . . better. That was the only way I could describe it.

Just being with my fury made me feel as if I could conquer the world, though that wasn’t anything I’d ever strived for, to the utter dismay of the man I’d almost never called my father.

I teased my fingertips across her hips and to her back, pressing her against me, enfolding her in my embrace. “We need to return to the castle, but we’ll train again soon.” A snap of my fingers and she wore a dress in deep green. Her hair was swept up in a simple arrangement, and I’d used the combs I gave her before the Claiming to hold most of it in place, leaving only a few tendrils to brush against her shoulders.

Her eyebrows lifted as she took in her appearance. “When did you become a lady’s maid?”

“When I entered your life.”

“Stomped into it with a snarl ripping up your throat, you mean,” she said with a purse of her lips.

“You adore my snarls. They turn you on.”

Color rose into her face. “There’s no denying it.”

Heat flashed through me, and like always, I wished we had more time before all of this fell apart.

“Why does Brenna need me or anyone else to be her lady-in-waiting if she could snap her finger and someone could magically dress her and arrange her hair as easily as you do for me?”

“I do it because I love you.”

“Ah.” She sighed. “Even though I haven’t met her yet, I feel bad for her. I hope she doesn’t love him.”

“I told you he could be charming.”

“Something I’ve yet to see. I find him gruesome.”

“You see who he truly is. I doubt she does.”

“She will. It’s inevitable.” I sucked in a breath and released it, gliding my fingertip along her jawline, something I could never resist doing. I wanted to wrap myself around her and never let go. Touch her every single second of the day and night. “Are you ready?”

She stared at my right wrist. “What’s . . .?” Her hand snapped out, grabbing mine, reminding me of how far this woman had come with her training. Movement like this had become natural. “Huh.”

“What?” I delicately removed my hand from her grip and reinforced my magic, though I dropped the threads surrounding us.

Drask soared over and landed on her shoulder, a welcome distraction. He’d come with us, though he’d roosted on a branch inside the woods while we trained. Only now could he see and hear us, but she’d told him to wait when we arrived.

“I thought I saw something on your wrist. A pretty pattern.” Tempest’s face smoothed and she stroked Drask’s spine, straightening his feathers. “It must’ve been the way the light hit it or shadows from the woods.”

“Must’ve been.”

Holding her tight, I flitted us to the hallway outside Brenna’s rooms.
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“Will Drask be allowed inside her suite?” I stared toward the door I’d soon enter, one flanked by two guards. A beast writhed in the tall wooden panel between them, another creature trapped by a malicious fae lord. I’d talked about it with Vexxion, sharing what Will said, and he told me Ivenrail started pinning them in various surfaces after he annexed Weldsbane Court.

I felt as trapped as the beasts, held in place until I could bring this plan to fruition.

She won’t notice or care, Vexxion said in my mind. Take Drask with you.

You want him to spy for you.

I need to check in with you every now and then to make sure you remain safe, he bit out, reminding me of how he’d behaved when we first met. Back then, I found this irritating. Now, as he’d so recently stated, it turned me on. Even now, I could picture myself climbing all over him, smoothing out his sharp edges with my mouth.

What could happen to me while I’m fluttering among Brenna’s ladies? That was how I pictured them, like butterflies drifting through perfumed air, landing on flowers.

“In this place? Anything,” he snarled.

The guards gulped at the king’s controller and shot their gazes to the floor.

I need a dagger strapped to my thigh, I said.

No weapons are allowed near the would-be queen.

We’d see how long I’d obey that rule.

All weapons except magic, I pointed out.

Which you will use with the utmost care if you use it at all.

This sounds . . . interesting.

I’m sure it will be, he said.

I’d have to enter Brenna’s rooms soon and start pampering her. I had no idea what she’d expect of me. I doubted she wanted to learn how to fight with a knife, though she should. It might come in handy on her wedding night.

At this point, I said. The king must be determined to maintain the ruse. He won’t endanger it now. If he shows her who he truly is, she’ll call off the wedding.

She won’t be allowed to break this off. Her father promised her to Ivenrail, and it will take more than her seeing him in a nasty mood for her to risk the shaky truce the two kings formed.

Another truce?

One with mutual benefits.

Is our king sampling Nullen energy?

Vexxion gave me a sharp nod.

The fucker.

His lips curled up before smoothing. Exactly.

A gift or by theft?

The latter.

I’m surprised Ivenrail hasn’t killed him for doing it.

Vexxion urged me toward the door, and one of the guards swept it open. He’s not interested in starting a war.

Yet. Vexxion may not name it, but I felt the word score my skin.

Not until all the game pieces have been put into place, I said.

To win what you cherish most, you’ll have to be very clever. He left me with a stroke of his fingertip along my jaw, flitting to join the king.

As the guard closed the door behind me, I paused in the enormous sitting room. The few suites I’d been in so far shared similar layouts in that each had a large area with a fireplace flanked by plush furniture, plus a bank of windows looking out either at the valley far below or the plain stretching all the way to the mountain range between here and Riftflame Court. A bedroom was placed on one end or the other, with the adjoining bathing area and closets tucked in wherever they fit. Since Brenna was the future queen, her suite might have other rooms. A parlor. A second living area. Larger closets for her clothing.

Brenna’s suite faced the bridge and the aerie with the mountains gleaming in the distance. As the light sound of laughter drew me across the room to her bedroom, I glanced toward the tall peaks. Was Riftflame holding strong or were they preparing a way to concede power to Ivenrail? Once they succumbed, that only left Lydel’s thorn-covered island and whatever remained of their core of power for him to annex.

Then he could stomp across Nullen territory and send ships to take over other continents. Our king might feel his new truce and the gift of his daughter protected him from harm, but Ivenrail would toss all that aside to gain unrestrained access to every living Nullen.

I paused in the open doorway, taking in Brenna sitting in front of a vanity while one of her ladies arranged her hair.

Her gaze met mine in the mirror, and she turned with a smile. “Tempest? My fiancé mentioned he was sending a few more ladies to attend to my needs.” She looked me over, and her smile didn’t waver when her gaze took in the subtle pink slash mark across my throat. The vines had stopped writhing the moment Vexxion marked me for the second time, but I couldn’t keep my hands away.

“Come closer,” Brenna said. She must be used to seeing collared Nullens around by now. “What’s that creature on your shoulder?”

I walked in as ladylike a manner as I could across the enormous room hosting a four-poster bed, three armoires, another fireplace with six sofas and at least eight cushioned chairs, plus ornate carpets covering most of the hardwood floor. Pausing by one of the sofas, I stroked the bird’s spine. “This is my pet crow, Drask.”

“Why would anyone want a bird as a pet?” she asked, her eyebrows lifting almost high enough to brush the delicate curls posing on her forehead.

“He’s sweet. He won’t be a bother at all.”

“Well, see that he isn’t, or you’ll have to remove him from my presence.” She turned back to face the mirror. “Don’t dawdle. Come closer.”

It was only when I stood at her side that I noted who was arranging her hair.

“This is Delaine,” Brenna said in a lilting voice, flicking her finger over her shoulder toward my former roommate dressed in another red gown. Did she always wear that color? While it suited her curly blonde hair and pale skin, it felt like a garish color to me. But what did I know? Vexxion always dressed me in green or black.

Brenna was a true princess from the top of her head to the tips of her decorated shoes. “Delaine’s father is my fiancé’s high advisor. She’s been giving me wonderful advice about the court. I can’t imagine what I’d do without her.”

“Delaine and I have met,” I said pleasantly. “I’m sure she’s shared all sorts of gossip about the court.”

Brenna’s pout deepened. “Gossip?” Her gaze met Delaine’s in the mirror. “She has not. Why not?”

“I plan to.” Delaine scowled at me, though Brenna was now gazing in my direction through the glass, so she probably missed it. “I thought we should finish getting you ready before we went to your living area. There, I intended to share gossip.”

Brenna tittered and patted Delaine’s hand lying on her shoulder. “Very well. It had better be good.”

“Oh, it will be.” Delaine’s gaze snarled at me, though her expression remained sweet and compliant.

“One more lady will be joining us,” Brenna said, her plump pink lips thinning. “I asked for at least eight to serve my needs but was denied. Truly, how can Ivenrail think three will be sufficient? Seven ladies attended to me at my home court, and that was barely enough.”

“You’re so right,” Delaine simpered, artfully tucking a curl up into the high arrangement on top of Brenna’s head. Sunlight pouring in from our right caught the golden highlights in her rich brown hair. “I can’t imagine why he’s this stingy. I’ll tell my father, the high advisor, that you need more attendants, and I’m sure he’ll make sure it’s done.”

“Thank you, Delaine. That’s sweet of you.”

Why was Delaine making an effort to impress someone who’d soon be dead? Unless she wasn’t aware of the king’s plan. The high advisor must be. He may not share everything with his daughter—this one that is. I bet he’d shared almost everything with Selitta.

“Select some shoes for me, Tempest,” Brenna said, flicking her hand toward the open door of a closet almost half the size of the adjoining sitting area. “Something that matches my gown perfectly but can be walked in. Stairs are torture for me. Why hasn’t the king had at least three lifts installed inside the castle? Surely his guests don’t enjoy climbing up and down multiple flights of stairs.”

Some of us flitted rather than climb the stairs, though there was no need to point that out.

I collected shoes, the first pair I found that vaguely matched her dress. How anyone thought I could be a lady’s maid was beyond me. Party shoes all looked alike. I liked boots. They were comfortable to wear while working with dragons and they’d served me well in battle.

After lowering the shoes beside her feet, I stooped down, suspecting it was also my job to dress her in them.

“I’ll ask my . . .” What was I supposed to call Vexxion, anyway? “The king’s controller,” Oh, how I delighted in touting his position to Delaine, “if he can arrange for some lifts to be installed. Or magicked.” Was magic used in construction or were buildings erected and maintained by the hard labor of Nullens like me? I suspected the latter. Few fae would care to expend their energy laying bricks even if it only took a flick of their finger.

“That’s right. Vexxion claimed you,” Delaine said in a sultry voice, her lips curling up as her eyes drifted across my neck. “You’re his Nullen servant. I’m sure you do whatever he asks without question.”

I kept my face smooth, though inside, I chuckled. “Sometimes, I argue with him.”

“No,” Delaine pretended to gasp. Her head tilted and her barely masked snicker made her dangling gold earring brush against the decoration adorning the right shoulder of her frilly gown. “Does he punish you when you misbehave?”

“You sound excited by the idea.”

Brenna snorted. “I do adore how you tease each other, ladies. I’m delighted to see you two getting along so well already.”

I simpered her way, leading her to believe I lived to tease Delaine.

Wait until I shared this with Vexxion. He’d delight in the idea of “punishing” me inside the bedroom, though it wouldn’t come from a smack of his hand. Anything he did to me would be delicious. “Vexxion can be stern, though he’s yet to be mean to me.”

Brenna released a shiver. “It’s horrifying that you’re bonded to such a man. Those scars! I can’t imagine having to gaze upon them all the time. And he has such a nasty demeanor. If Ivenrail hadn’t been with me when I met Lord Weldsbane, I would’ve shrieked. The controller frightens me. I can’t imagine being forced to serve him.”

As far as Farnoll and the commander were concerned, Brenna had read Vexxion correctly. Since it wasn’t in my best interest to persuade her or anyone else that his reputation was unfounded—for me, at least—I made sure I carefully crafted everything I said.

“Sometimes, I fear him too,” I said in a hushed, quavering voice, making myself shudder. “I avoid him as much as I can.”

“Does he . . .” Brenna lowered her voice to a whisper. “Surely he doesn’t make demands of you inside the bedroom.”

Not as often as I’d like.

I struggled to bring tears to my eyes, and then delicately swept them away. “Please, my dear queen, I’d rather not say.”

“I’m not a queen,” Brenna said with a charmed gleam in her eyes. “Not yet. Soon, however.”

Delaine’s mouth twisted, though she didn’t bring up what she’d seen between me and Vexxion so far. We’d have to be careful when we were out in public.

“I assume his demeanor and his quick anger are some of the reasons he’s such a good controller,” I pointed out. “The king needs him.”

“Yes, that must be it.” Brenna frowned and plucked at her lower lip. “If I dared, I’d ask Ivenrail to replace his controller now rather than after the wedding.”

The air stilled in my lungs.

“What do you mean?” I barked. I swallowed hard and forced a sweet smile, lightening my voice. “Ivenrail plans to replace Vexxion as his controller?”

“So I overheard.” Her gaze met Delaine’s in the mirror, though I couldn’t read what their shared look might mean. “Vexxion must have displeased him in some way, though I’m sure my fiancé has given him every opportunity to make up for it. Ivenrail is kind. I can only imagine what Vexxion might’ve done to displease the king.”

Did you know the king plans to replace you after the wedding? I barked to Vexxion.

I’d heard. His future plans won’t matter.

I loved that he didn’t sound worried about this, but a worm of unease kept digging beneath my skin.

“Now, there’s the fiancée I adore so well,” someone said from behind us.

Cutting the conversation off with Vexxion, I turned slightly, watching as the king strode into the room dressed in an understated dark blue tunic and darker blue pants. Vexxion told me this man had a way with the ladies. Would I see this in action?

Since he believed I’d been recently drained of power, I masked my face and kept my gaze lowered, though I watched him out of the corner of my eye. I also shored up the forest covering my mind.

If only I had a weapon other than the power I was still learning to control.

As he strolled over to stand behind Brenna, placing his hands on her shoulders and gazing at her in the mirror, I projected a dullness I didn’t feel. My heart pounded; everyone must hear the heavy thump in my throat because it thundered in my ears.

Delaine stepped to the side, simpering as she gave the king a low curtsy. “Your Highness.”

I dipped forward as well just in case he was looking.

He ignored her, and I felt the weight of his gaze on me in the mirror as he bent forward to kiss Brenna’s cheek.

She shivered and tilted her head back to look up at him, though without the adoration I’d expected if the king was as charming as Vexxion believed. “It’s nice of you to come see me this morning, Ivenrail.”

“Only six days until our wedding. How can I stay away?” He released a low chuckle that with any other man might sound sultry, but it only made vomit eager to hurtle itself up my throat.

“The staff you assigned to handle the wedding plans have been amazing. I barely have to do anything myself,” she said, turning slightly to face him.

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“I have the final fitting for my gown today.”

“I can’t wait to see how you look on the day of our wedding.” He lowered his voice to a husky rumble. “Or naked on our wedding night.”

I swallowed hard, struggling not to cringe.

Delaine watched me, not them. What did she see?

Brenna released a shrill titter that jarred more than anything else. With stuttered breathing, she turned back to face the mirror. “Thank you so much for visiting me.”

He stroked his fingertips down her neck and brushed her hair to the side before kissing her nape. “My pleasure.”

“Will I see you in the throne room later?” she asked, watching her fingers fidget with a sparkling necklace tossed onto the gleaming surface of the vanity in front of her. She lifted it and dropped it as if it was a simple bauble. I suspected it would fetch more money than I’d made in one year working at the fortress.

“Come by in the afternoon,” he drawled, his gaze sweeping to Delaine before he glanced at me, his attention remaining on my frame. “I have some matters to take care of before lunch. I’d rather you joined me when I handle less complex matters. Then my focus can be on you.”

She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Will you allow me to make some decisions today? You said I could soon.”

“I’ll select a few,” he said in an indulgent tone, his fingertips tracing back and forth across her nape. “I’m curious to see how you deal with them.”

“My father allowed me to settle disputes when I joined him in his throne room,” she said. Her swallow took a very long time to go down. “I do hope I’ll impress you today, my king.”

“I’m sure you will.” Pivoting, he strode across the room.

I didn’t watch—didn’t dare watch or do anything else that might give me away—but I felt the heft of his gaze on my spine before he left, taking my heightened tension along with him.

“So wonderful to see the king,” Delaine said, coming over to stand behind Brenna once more. She fussed with the other woman’s curls that he’d sent into disarray. “He’s rumpled you in a delightful way.” She straightened a few pins and artfully tucked a curl up into the ongoing arrangement. At this point, Brenna’s hair resembled a bird’s nest more than something gorgeous to me. But what did I know? I was anything but courtly.

Finished fussing, Delaine hung sparkly dangling earrings that brushed across Brenna’s shoulders, plus coiled a matching choker snuggly around Brenna’s throat. A jeweled collar before the wedding; a thorny vine one the moment she said I do. How sweet.

Since I didn’t know what might be expected of me, I simpered and muttered a few phrases about her beauty. That should please Brenna.

“Ah, there’s my other new lady-in-waiting now,” Brenna said, her gaze locked on the mirror.

I turned and bit back my cry of dismay as Reyla floated across the room.
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“This is Reyla Jarrn,” Brenna said, rising from her chair and turning to face us all. “Zayde, the king’s son, claimed her. Reyla? Allow me to introduce you to Delaine Adwarin, our high advisor’s daughter, and Tempest, our controller’s claimed Nullen.” Brenna frowned. “I don’t believe I caught your last name, Tempest.”

“Lucerna,” I said as demurely as I could. I held my hand out to Reyla. “It’s nice to meet you.”

She stared at my hand or maybe nothing, her arms remaining limp at her sides.

“I was told she takes commands well,” Brenna said with a sigh. “Truly, you’d think the king would assign me better staff.” She tittered. “I’m not complaining about you, Delaine, or you, Tempest, though you’ve just arrived, and I’ve yet to fully assess your abilities. But I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with Reyla.” Her lips thinned as she flicked her slender, bejeweled fingers toward my friend. “Some collared Nullens are capable of performing whatever task I might ask, yet a few . . .” She shook her head. “I swear, some of them are rather dull and unresponsive. I can’t imagine why.”

I felt bad for her; she had no idea what was coming.

“But she belongs to Zayde, and I’m very happy to help him in this situation,” Brenna hastily added.

Because he was the king’s son? Perhaps.

“Would you like me to show Reyla her duties?” Delaine asked, slanting a sly look my way.

What was she planning?

Brenna tutted. “Yes, would you? I have so much to do to get ready for lunch with the king and then take my place on the throne he promised to place beside his own.” She sauntered out of the room and dropped down onto a sofa, lying flat on the surface. “I’m tired. Take care of things here, ladies. I’m going to doze for a bit.”

But we’d just fixed her hair—or Delaine had. Wasn’t she worried about messing it up?

Brenna wasn’t impressing me any more today than she had the only other time I met her. Since she hadn’t even looked my way when I stood among the other riders during my capitol visit, and we hadn’t been formally introduced, I doubted she remembered my face. I was just one Nullen among many others, one not worth even a speck of her time.

While Brenna rumpled her dress and undid Delaine’s work on her hair, I started collecting jewelry from the top of the vanity, taking it over to the bank of drawers mounted into the wall, laying each item in the velvet lined compartments.

Delaine took Reyla’s arm and urged her toward the closet. “I want you to clean this room,” she said slowly, as if she spoke to a two-year-old. “Do you know how to do that?”

Reyla, my beautiful, outspoken friend, stared at Delaine’s shoulder, saying nothing.

Delaine growled. “Pick up the dresses. Place them on the hangers. Line up the shoes. Can you at least do that?”

Her brow tightening, Reyla slowly nodded.

It was all I could do not to cry. How was I going to help her? I needed to fix her mind if I could, but the first thing I needed to do was remove her collar without killing her.

“Good.” Delaine’s lips tightened. “You may end up being more work than help, Reyla, but we’ll see what we can do with you. If you find anything that’s soiled, set it aside for the sprites to take care of.”

Reyla nodded again. She didn’t look my way, and she gazed at the wall blankly before moving around Delaine and entering the closet where she lifted a dress and started slowly arranging it on a hanger.

“She’s not much for conversation,” Delaine said with a cackle.

Fuck Delaine. If I zapped her with my finger and lit her hair on fire, would Brenna notice?

Before I could do anything about Delaine, she left the bedroom. “I’ll go tidy the living area.”

It had looked pristine when I was there; I doubted it needed any straightening. I bet she was going to sit on a sofa and relax, but I didn’t care if she did. Anything that kept her away from me and Reyla was a good thing.

Zayde strode into the room. His gaze sought Reyla before his shoulders loosened. I wanted to snarl at him, accuse him of not protecting my friend, but he was as helpless as me here.

When he entered the sitting area, I followed, fidgeting with a tangled necklace while watching them.

Brenna sat up and fluffed her hair. She slid off the sofa and walked over to stand in front of him.

“Zayde,” she said in a surprisingly breathless voice. “What are you doing here?”

“Reyla’s my collared Nullen. I stopped by to make sure this arrangement was working out.”

“She just arrived.” Brenna’s gaze drifted toward the closet where Reyla continued to mechanically hang dresses. I worked to unravel another necklace. “She’s rather quiet, but I’m sure she’ll work out fine.” She looked up at him with color burnishing her face.

“How are the wedding plans coming along?” he bit out. His gaze flicked to me, but he didn’t acknowledge me, not even with a blink of his eyes. Was he pretending he didn’t know me?

“Well enough,” Brenna said, lowering her gaze to the floor. “I have a wedding dress fitting today, and the sprites are bringing by the rest of my trousseau to ensure I’m happy with the organizer’s choices.”

The clothing the king planned to strip off her body. Or would he bother? Once collared, he might simply drain her Lydel power and leave her lying lifeless on the throne room floor.

“You’ll be a gorgeous bride,” Zayde said.

“Thank you.”

He shifted to the side, and his gaze met mine. The pleading there told me he wanted me to remain quiet about our relationship and perhaps, what I was seeing with Brenna.

These two . . . I wasn’t completely sure about what was happening here, but I had my suspicions.

If they were caught, the king would kill them.

“I’m sure everything will be lovely.” Brenna’s shoulders lifted and dropped with her sigh. “How else can I feel about all this?” She walked over and perched on one of the sofas, staring toward the fire perking merrily on the smooth marble stones. “I’m doing all I can to . . .” Her words choked off, and she sent a glance at me.

I slunk back into the bedroom and pretended I was absorbed in straightening the doily on a nearby table, fluffing the flower arrangement and picking up a few fallen blossoms to throw away.

“I’ll see you another time, then,” Zayde said curtly.

“Yes. Please visit me again, soon-to-be,” Brenna gulped. “stepson.”

He left, and she slumped on the sofa.

I backed all the way into the bedroom and continued to putter around, straightening it while Drask fluttered his wings on my shoulder.

Delaine sauntered into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, watching while Reyla and I worked.

Brenna finally rose and joined us.

“I must attend lunch with Ivenrail,” she said, clapping her hands. She walked over to the vanity and sat on the ornate chair. “I’m a mess. Fix it, ladies.”

Reyla left the closet, and when she crossed the room, Delaine held out her arm. Reyla ran right into it.

Delaine shrieked. “What are you doing?” She clutched her shoulder and whimpered. “She hurt me.” Her sly gaze met mine. She knew Reyla and I were best friends. “Punish her hard enough to make her remember not to do anything like that again.”

“I’m not sure I can punish someone who’s clearly not fully functional,” Brenna said softly, a frown wrinkling her pretty face. “It would be mean to hit her, and I promised Zayde I’d watch out for her. Try to stay out of her way, Delaine. That’s probably the best way to handle this.” Learning forward, she squinted into the mirror, flashing herself a smile before rubbing something off the surface of one tooth.

“That’s all you’re going to do?” Delaine asked. “Tell me to stay out of Reyla’s way?”

“What would you have me do, Delaine?” Brenna asked with lifted eyebrows, her hand dropping to her lap. Her tone made it clear that while Delaine held a high position in this court, Brenna would soon be queen and would outrank her.

Delaine grumbled and hung her head. “You’re right, my lady. Of course. We can’t punish a Nullen who’s this simple.”

Reyla continued to stare at the floor, seemingly oblivious to the conversation.

“You three may leave,” Brenna said graciously after we’d fixed her hair again and smoothed out the wrinkles in her gown. “After dining, I’ll be spending the afternoon in the throne room. You’re welcome to join me there if you’d like. You might be surprised at how savvy I am when it comes to making decisions, though I doubt Ivenrail plans to ask me to solve anything more complex than what we might serve for dinner tomorrow night. Or, if you prefer, you can retire to your rooms and rest. If so, please be here to attend to me two hours before the evening meal. I need to look my best, and I’m dreadful when it comes to arranging my own hair.” Her simpering smile suggested this was a joke. I bet she’d never arranged her own hair.

I chuckled, and she beamed, telling me I was right.

“I’d love to stand quietly beside you in the throne room, my lady,” Delaine said with a deep curtsy.

Since this wasn’t a competition, and I had no interest in exposing myself to Ivenrail’s attention, I deferred. “While I’d adore watching you make important decisions, I have a brutal headache. Retiring to my room sounds like the best choice for me.”

Reyla said nothing, just drifted from the room behind us.

“I’m not done with you yet,” Delaine hissed when the outer door had shut, and we stood alone in the hall. Alone except for the guards and Reyla who took a few steps before freezing in the middle of the corridor, her back facing our way.

Drask fluttered his wings and squawked.

As if she’d forgotten he existed, Delaine reeled backward. Would the guards notice if I told him to feel welcome to claw her face?

“I’m not sure why you’ve taken this sudden interest in my well-being,” I said in as formal a tone as I could project. I patted Drask, and he stilled, rubbing his head against the side of my neck. I was an actor on a stage, and this needed to be my best performance, because I knew that guards not only heard everything, they gossiped. “As I’ve said, I have a headache and would like to lie down in my room.”

Delaine reached out and pinched Reyla’s upper arm hard enough I winced.

Before I could respond, Delaine flitted from the hallway. Good to know she was able to cast this spell. I’d need to be even more wary than I was already.

“Are you alright?” I asked my friend, tugging her sleeve out of the way to examine her arm. A welt was already forming.

Delaine had just made it clear she wouldn’t seek vengeance on me, not when she could easily do so with my friend.

“Reyla? Would you like to come with me?” I asked brightly for the guard’s benefit. Had they seen Delaine hurt Reyla? Maybe not, she’d been standing between them and Reyla.

“No.” Reyla didn’t look my way.

“I’m sure you would.” I took her arm to guide her down the hall. I’d take her to a quiet location where I could talk to her, see if there was anything left of my friend I could somehow bring back from the ether.

Her body stiffened, and I felt something poke into my side.

She held a small knife and was pressing it hard enough against my ribs the tip sliced into my dress. “No.” Her hand trembled, and her gaze remained on the floral-patterned carpet underfoot.

“Alright.” I backed away from her, my hands lifting.

With a jerk of her head, she tucked the knife down by her side and drifted along the hall and around to the staircase.

My heart wrenched up into my throat as I watched her descend to the next level.

Maybe I truly did need to lie down.

I flitted to my room, and Drask left my shoulder, flying over to the perch where he could look out the window.

Vexxion wasn’t inside the suite.

Where are you? I asked, though I wasn’t sure he’d hear me. We’d yet to test the distance we could project our thoughts, though he’d suggested it might not be very far. Yet, he’d added, though he hadn’t clarified what that meant when I pressed him.

I’m with the king. Can’t talk, was all he said, his voice sounding strained.

You’re safe?

Yes, I am.

Since I didn’t want to distract him further, I let it go and changed into my leathers. While I was hanging my gown in the closet, I spied the bag I’d used when I left the fortress and tugged it out, removing my wooden dragon Vexxion had carved. My fingertips tingled on something, and I spread the top of the bag, peering inside to see if I could discover why.

I tugged out Ember’s Shadow, the romance Reyla had been reading before the Claiming. Should I try to get it to her? That might help bring her back to the surface.

My well of power recovered after I’d used it. If a Nullen was severely drained, surely their power refilled as well, though I had no idea how long that might take.

While I wanted to see if I could find her now, I tossed the book onto the table in front of the sofa.

I ran through some of the blocking moves Vexxion had taught me, then moved onto attempts to shift objects from one surface to another, something I was finding much too challenging. After breaking a vase that toppled onto the floor rather than moving from one end of a table to the other, I gave up. Frustration kept roaring through me, and it had nothing to do with breaking and then having to clean up broken pottery.

Feeling trapped, I needed to get out of the castle for a while.

“Do you want to stay here or come with me, Drask?” I asked as I strapped on more blades than I’d need to take on a dreg attack.

He flew over and landed on my shoulder.

I flitted to the entrance of the castle, nearly running into a fae woman dressed in a gown more appropriate for a ball than lunch with the king.

She gripped my arms tight enough to pinch and snarled into my face. “Filthy Nullen.”

A hoarse, guttural sound shot through the air from behind me, and her gaze lifted. As I was about to pull a blade to wave it in her face, terror filled her eyes. With a yelp, she reeled away from me and bolted to my left, rushing along the wide platform, her skirt fisted in her hands and her heels furiously smacking on the smooth stone.

Gripping the hilt of the knife, I cautiously turned, but I didn’t see anyone around. Had they flitted from here?

When I arrived at the castle, I saw two enormous dragons trapped within the tall double doors, and they remained there. But while the one on the left continued to contort itself in a tortured manner, the one on the right had stilled. Its smoldering gaze met mine before it joined the other in a morbid dance.

I stepped closer to the doors.

The dragons twisted harder as if they hoped to wrench themselves free.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I wish I could help.”

If they heard me, they didn’t give any indication.

Feeling like a boot was stomping my heart, I turned and rushed away from the castle, weaving around gaily dressed fae lords and ladies on the bridge who thankfully ignored me.

I reached the aerie and paused in the entrance to allow my eyes to adjust to the darkened interior. Two Nullen stable hands strode down the hall with gear in their hands. Each entered a different stall, and the dragons inside huffed.

“Oh, hey, Tempest,” Will said, coming up behind me, another male at his side. “This is Prenton.” He nudged the other guy with his elbow as I took in the guy’s light brown hair, his blue eyes with lashes I envied, and his average build. Like me, he was dressed in dark leathers, the usual uniform when someone worked with fire-wielding dragons.

Prenton bobbed his head, giving me a weak smile. “You’re new here.”

“I arrived yesterday.” Had it only been one day? I felt like I’d lived a lifetime in between.

“Were you assigned to work in the aerie?” he asked politely.

“I’m a volunteer. I have duties inside the castle, but in my free time, and if it’s alright with all of you, I’ll help out in the aerie. I grew up in one of the fortresses along the border, and I have some skill.” There was no reason to brag.

Will’s gaze slid down my front, returning to my face. He frowned at Drask, who ignored him. “I thought you were one of the special ones.”

“In what way?”

“He means you still have your wits about you,” Prenton said. “You either don’t have much power to drain or you’ve found a way to keep them from taking it.”

“Yeah, the latter,” Will said.

I dragged my gaze away from Prenton’s. “I don’t know much about power.”

“You were dressed in a fancy gown yesterday,” Will said. “I thought that meant you were one of the Nullens serving a lord in his bedchamber.”

“I’m a rider first. A trainer,” I growled.

“You used to be.” Will’s fingertip tapped my neck, and the vines resumed their twisting and snarling. “This says you’re a collared Nullen no different than me and Prenton.”

“Either you want my help in the stables,” I said, “or you don’t.” I turned as if to leave, though I hated to do it. Dragons called to my blood, and there was nothing worse than being cooped up in the castle when I could fill a need here.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to serve on your back?” Will asked.

“Jeez, Will,” Prenton huffed. “Leave the poor girl alone.”

“Why don’t you tell me?” I asked, stomping right up into Will’s face. “Maybe your high lady would prefer you served in her bed.”

“Fuck that,” he said with a laugh, his posture loosening. I wasn’t sure why he’d had his back up, but at least it appeared to have smoothed and settled. “She’s not anyone I’d dare screw with. She might bite off my head.”

“Is sleeping with a lord or lady common for collared Nullens?” Maybe that was why Reyla had snapped. The thought of someone taking her to their room and . . . “A friend arrived here at the same time as me.”

“Who?” Prenton asked.

“Her name’s Reyla.”

“Ah.” His face fell. “I’m sorry.”

So he’d seen her—what was left of her, that is.

“She’s not completely gone,” I said. She’d responded to me today. “I’m going to help her if I can.”

“I wish you all the best,” he said quite sincerely.

“Has anyone like her ever come out of it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not as far as I know.”

Damn.

“She was collared by one lord, and he’s decent enough. But can another take her to his bedroom and do whatever he wants with her?”

“Not without the permission of the lord who put the collar around her throat,” Prenton said. “Those are the rules.”

This was reassuring, if I could find comfort in anything related to my friend’s horrifying situation. Zayde would never allow anything like that to happen to Reyla. But . . .

“How many lords actually follow the rules?” I asked, thinking of the king taking energy from Nullens, something forbidden by the treaty.

“No one would dare,” Will said. “There are spells that will be activated if they do. That makes them all behave.”

“What kind of spells?” I asked.

“I’m not sure, but who’d test something like that to find out?”

Ivenrail, of course. Was a fae king allowed to do things the rest of the lords and ladies were not?

“What if someone grabbed my friend when her lord wasn’t around? Would they listen if she said no?”

Prenton scuffed the toe of his boot on the sandy floor. “That’s not mentioned in the rules.”

“I imagine they’d listen,” Will said, scratching his shoulder. He glanced down the hall, but there wasn’t anyone there. “They don’t treat us wonderfully, but I doubt they’d force someone to do a thing like that.”

There was a reason they were called the wicked fae, and it wasn’t just because they were often snarly.

“She has as much free will as you or me,” Will said. “Well, as much free will as our lords allow.”

“Lady in your case.”

“As I said, she’s good enough. I could’ve done much worse. I owe her.”

“Why?”

“Because she hasn’t turned me into a mindless Nullen.” He glanced around. “Since you’re here to work, why don’t you start grooming dragons at the end? The controller’s dragon is mean, and no one dares enter his pen.”

Glim. “He’ll behave for me.”

“That’s what all the newly collared stable hands say.”

“I have a way with dragons,” I said.

“You’re lucky, then. You’ll find equipment in the room near the main entrance.” He strode around me and down the hall, turning before he left the long building. “Don’t let Glim bite off your head. Oh, and stay out of the first stall.” He gestured to the one opposite the entrance.

“Why?”

“That’s Madrood’s pen. He will bite off your head.”

A warning worth heeding.

“Really,” Prenton said. “Don’t go anywhere near Madrood.”

Chills zipped across my skin. “I won’t.”

To their amazement, I groomed Glim without losing my head or getting scorched, then made my way through the stable, taking care of one dragon after another, skipping Madrood. I paused outside his gate, tempted to crack the upper portion and peek inside, but his snarl rang out, and I backed away with my hands lifted. Pivoting, I started down the hall to work with a more placid dragon.

Drask peered toward Madrood’s pen and tapped his beak on my cheek.

“I’m working with friendly dragons today, buddy,” I said.

I entered Glim’s pen again and cleaned it. Wheeling the cart outside, I dumped the contents into the pile and entered the aerie again to shovel more shit.

It felt good to do something familiar, something physical yet with purpose. While I moved dragon poop and wheeled the cart to where I could dump it, then laid fresh sand in each stall, I practiced calling tiny bits of my magic and sending them to my finger, using the spell Reyla had taught me. While I couldn’t control the fire enough to aim it, and I practiced on the stone walls inside each pen to the confusion of the dragons, I did get better at generating light.

If only I could kill the king with my finger.

Seeing that it was getting close to the time I needed to return to Brenna’s rooms, I looked for Will, finding him cleaning gear in the room full of saddles and harnesses. “I have to leave.”

“Short day, huh?” He didn’t look up from his work.

“I have other duties inside the castle. I worked here for fun.”

Shaking his head, he sent me a wry smile. “The next time you want to have fun, you know where we are.” His attention drifted past me, to the hall, and he frowned.

I turned but saw no one there. Shrugging it off, I entered the hall and started toward Glim’s stall to tell him goodbye. I stumbled over something lying in the sand a few pens down.

Stooping, I studied the forearm-long knife lying in the sand. It was pretty enough, though serviceable, the sharp edge telling me whoever owned it kept it honed for battle. Lifting it and straightening, I tested its weight. Since someone would be upset when they saw they’d lost such a nice blade, I placed it on the table outside the tack room where whoever owned it could find it the next time they visited the aerie.

After visiting Glim, I left, pausing outside the entrance. While I could flit to our suite, Will or Prenton might be watching. I’d implied I didn’t have much power and most knew flitting was a special skill. The fewer who knew I could do it, the better.

Late-day sunshine hit me in the eyes, and I shaded my face, squinting.

Drask fluttered his wings and stretched out his neck.

“You could go hunting if you want,” I said.

Taking off, he flew up over the castle in a jagged line, soaring around as if watching me.

“Be safe,” I whispered. “Come back after you’ve finished. I’ll leave the window open.”

Seeing fae and Nullens walking here and there, I crossed the bridge and rounded the right side of the castle, choosing again not to flit from there to the suite I shared with Vexxion.

I’d had plenty of exercise, but walking might work out the kinks that had developed in my left leg. The muscles networking through my scars ached, and I needed a long soak in a steaming hot tub, something I hoped my “lady’s maid,” Vexxion, could prepare for me. He was welcome to join me. He’d been remiss in his massage duties lately, and I was going to remind him of his promise.

Are you still working with the king? I asked Vexxion.

I am now. I left for a short time, however. I went to the stable, but you were busy, so I didn’t disturb you.

Sorry I missed you. Glim was happy to see me.

I’m sure he was.

You should’ve let me know you were there.

I was detained.

Did something happen? I asked. There was something about his voice . . . You sound tense. Is everything alright?

Today is no different than any other day.

I hated that he had to work with the king. We could sneak into his bedroom and kill him tonight. If Glim flew fast, we could reach your estate by morning. It would be over. We could start a new life together.

Not yet. Soon. I promise.

I can’t wait.

Not wanting to talk for long without his threads around us, I ended the conversation.

I used the back entrance to enter the castle. At least this door didn’t hold trapped, writhing creatures inside.

I slowly made my way down a long hall, aiming for the back staircase I believed would take me to the floor with my suite, pausing to study the sporadic paintings mounted on the wall. Each held one or more creatures, all trapped like the dragons in the front doors and others throughout the castle.

I stifled a shudder, my gaze fixed on the painting where two fluffy blue creatures quivered. They stood among short grass in an idyllic meadow that, on any day, I might find pretty. A rainbow of colorful flowers grew in perfusion around them, a morbid contrast to the poor beasties twisting and contorting against their will.

Some of their fur stuck up along their spines, the rest hanging like hair. They writhed about, seemingly oblivious to me watching, penned within the gold frame. Every squirm and twist of their bodies shouted out their anguish. Why would the king do such a thing?

As they squirmed, the truth clawed at my conscience. They, like me, were anything but free.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I wish I could help you.”

They stilled, and their gazes met mine. When I stretched my fingertip toward them, they scattered, bolting into the woods surrounding the meadow. They remained there, tentatively peering around the big, dark blue trees making up the forest.

“You can hear me,” I said.

I waited, but they didn’t come back out into the meadow.
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VEXXION
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Something had happened today, and I hadn’t shared it with Tempest when we spoke.

I’d spent the morning feeding my father power rather than letting him suck it from another group of Nullens. Lieges were bringing them in droves, loading them in carts and flitting them to the deep network of caves below the castle where they could be held until they were brought to the king’s suite. He was storing so much power, I hoped he’d explode. No one had studied how much energy we could gather. We used our power and then waited for it to replenish on its own. We didn’t force more inside our bodies.

Once he’d drained Brenna, he’d be eager to act. He hadn’t yet figured out that her power wouldn’t be enough, and I doubted Riftflame would be coerced into handing over their core before the wedding.

Once lunch was concluded and Ivenrail took Brenna to the throne room to stand judgment on a few cases, I reached out to Drask.

Seek.

Ah, yes. Leave it to my fury to work with the dragons.

After flitting to the aerie, I paused in the entrance and stared down the hall, noting a stable hand standing outside Glim’s pen. The gate was cracked open.

If I didn’t know that my fury was inside that pen caring for my dragon, I’d think nothing of it—and if the fae male wasn’t holding a forearm-length knife in his right hand.

He wasn’t a high lord, or I’d recognize him, but many fae were arriving for the wedding.

I flitted over to stand behind him with my threads poised to strike. They coiled around my legs, eager to play.

“Are you examining the gate?” I asked pleasantly.

The dark-haired male whirled around and pressed his lean back against the wall, gaping up at me. He wore a deep brown tunic. Lighter brown pants. Shoes, not boots. He wasn’t here to ride even if Glim was available.

“I . . . I . . .” he blubbered. “I’m not doing anything, my high lord.”

“Controller.”

His breath jerked in and out of his lungs, and he croaked, “Controller. I’m working.”

“You have a dagger in your hand. Not the tool I’d choose to work with inside an aerie, but I’m not well versed in the art of such things.”

He stared down at the knife. “Oh, um, yes.”

“A woman is working inside this pen with my dragon.”

His eyes widened. “I wasn’t going to do anything to her. I was only going to—” He jerked the blade toward my belly, but I snatched it from his grip and flung it down the hall. It landed in the sand with a soft thud.

I snapped my arm out, placing it around his shoulders, hauling him away from the stall. “Walk with me.”

“Oh, I, um . . .” He stumbled beside me. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! You startled me. I, uh, have something I need to do. I can’t take a walk with you.”

“I didn’t ask you to walk with me,” I said pleasantly. “It was a command.”

He spun away from me, his arm wrenching up toward my throat.

I deflected his blow with a snap of my forearm, twisting to latch onto his wrist. Pressing him against the wall, I lifted him with my threads and tightened my grip on his wrist until bones collapsed beneath his skin.

He spit in my face. “Let me go. They won’t be happy to hear you’re interfering.”

“Interfering with what?” My gaze slid to Glim’s pen. “That’s my dragon. Were you planning to take flight?”

“You don’t know what you’re dealing with,” he snarled with false bravado. The fear in his eyes gave him away.

“My woman is working with my dragon inside that stall. Surely you weren’t planning to cause her harm with your puny blade.”

“Release me, and I won’t tell them you interfered.”

Truly, you’d think my stellar reputation would’ve been enough to keep anyone from trying something like this. “We’ll discuss this while we walk.”

I released my threads only enough to allow him to drop to the ground, then tightened them again, pinning him to my side as I flitted to the mountain peak above the aerie. While he remained bound by my threads, I took in the gorgeous view. It truly was spectacular with the broad, lush valley below, the mountains beyond, and the blue sky arcing overhead. Not a single cloud around to mar the lovely surface. Too bad a dark pall hung over the entire area.

If my fury and I were successful, it would fade, replaced with something my people would one day welcome. Some of them, that is. The rest could be persuaded, or, like this fae male, they would discover that they must take a walk with me. I’d leave it up to them.

“Who sent you?” I asked, hauling him up and perching his toes on the edge of the jagged cliff.

Arms spiraling, he gaped at the long drop behind him before wrenching his head back around to shoot me a glare. “They’re watching.”

“I’m sure they are, yet I’ll note that they’re not coming to your assistance at this time.”

His swallow took a long time to go down.

“Who?” I leaned near him and whispered. “You can tell me. I won’t share the name with anyone else.”

“I can’t,” he groaned. “They’ll—” His words cut off. Someone cut them off, that is. His eyes blazed and bloody spit surged up his throat to bubble down across his chin. He’d been poisoned or magically tainted in some way. He’d soon die, either from this or from me.

I shot some of my threads into the sky, spying, but I didn’t find anyone in the nearby woods or the broad ledge-covered area around the peak.

His hands rose to wrap around his throat, and he gurgled.

“Tell me who sent you, and I’ll make your death as pleasant as possible,” I said. All I needed was a name.

His eyes rolled back in his head.

A subtle sound behind me sent me spinning, but I found no one there.

The male was torn from my grip . . .

. . . and he fell.

I snapped my threads toward him, determined to grab onto him. I’d torture him to get that name. A gust of magical wind snatched him up and flung him against the cliff. As he dropped, what was left of him smacked against the jagged cliffside until he finally impacted with the ground.

I flitted from one location to another until I’d studied the mountain peak from all angles, but I didn’t find anyone to question or kill. Without a name, I couldn’t protect my fury, and rage ignited through me at the thought.

Where is she? I asked Drask. He’d left her to hunt, though he’d soared around above the castle first, watching until she went in through the back entrance.

He didn’t know where she was now.

A flit to the suite showed me she hadn’t arrived there yet. I jumped to the servant’s hall on the first level and found her standing in front of a painting mounted on the wall, her head tilted as she studied it.

Another flit, and I stood behind her, taking in the way her leathers stroked her delicious curves, the way her thick braid hung down her spine like the finest blade, and the way she nibbled on her lower lip—something I longed to do myself.

My heart surged as if the entire sea leaped along with me. Every breath she took commanded mine to follow; every smile was a sun thawing my winter-weary soul. She was both the anchor grounding me and the storm that tore me from the safe shore. I loved her beyond words, fiercely. A simple look from her could pierce my defenses as if they were nothing but air. Every speck of me yearned to exist solely for her happiness. I shuddered with feelings so potent they verged on pain.

I could stand here forever just watching her, basking in her presence. To think I’d nearly lost her, that I might still lose her.

Could this plan work? I hated that I had doubts. My fury would see this through. Even if doing so might destroy her.

When I placed my hands on her shoulders, she jumped and whirled around, the tip of the blade I’d given her gouging my throat.

“Lovely to see you, too, Fury,” I said with a smile as I pinched the tip and dragged it to the side—not drawing blood, though I’d gladly give it if I thought it would please her.

I encircled her with threads and used them to lift her, pressing her against the wall beside the painting. Then I could cage her with my palms on either side of her shoulders and nudge her legs apart to step between them.

I nibbled along her jawline. “I missed you.”

Her fingers latched onto my upper arms. “You saw me not long ago.”

I adored how she melted into my embrace. How she loved me in a way no one else ever had or ever would.

Because it would be unwise to kiss her here, even with my threads surrounding us, I released her, gently lowering her to the wooden floor.

She turned back to the painting. “It’s sad.”

“What in particular?”

“That they’re trapped here. Someone told me they were.”

“Who?”

“One of the stable hands.” She gestured to the marscapoles who had started to creep out from the woods. “Why does the king do this? What’s the point?” She kept her voice low, but anyone could be listening.

He does it because he can. Because he takes pleasure in hurting others. Because he can sip from their power if he feels the need.

Even tiny creatures like this? she said. They look sweet. Innocent.

Marscapoles are anything but innocent. They can be vicious.

That’s still not enough reason for the king to do something like this to them. You’re saying he’s trapped them here to serve as snacks?

An apt description.

Can I free them?

Only a beast master can release them from the king’s spell, I said.

Where can we find one?

Not here. During her Awakening, I’d sensed she had the potential, but it took years of training for anyone to achieve the level of master.

I feel bad for them. The dragons in the front door. The creatures he’s torturing in his living area. They’re all over the castle, aren’t they?

Yes.

Her gaze turned to the picture where the marscapoles tiptoed through the grass to the place where they must’ve initially been placed. They could move a short distance away, but they’d be compelled to return within moments.

Even someone as powerful as you can’t free them? she said.

Ivenrail stole the core of Weldsbane’s power. I only wield a fraction of it now. The knowledge burned through me today as sharply as it had when he sucked it up after murdering my mother.

He took more than your mother’s life.

Much too easily. I struggled to hold on to what was rightfully mine, but at such a young age, I wasn’t powerful enough to claim the core power as my own. Under other circumstances, an elder would’ve guided me in how to slowly absorb my court’s power. He’s hunted down and killed all the elders, so there will be no one instructing me even if I ever reached the point that I could grab onto the reins and slow the mythical beast’s fall.

Can we take the power back from him?

I’d stolen all I dared take. She’d help me regain the rest. That was my plan I’d put into place when I felt her presence at the fortress. Two games had begun that day. In one, I was her shield; in the other, the master. She would always play the high lady. There may be a way.

Then we’ll find it.

I loved how certain she sounded. She’d need to hold onto that strength of will if she was going to survive what was coming. The storm that had gathered at sea loomed over the city, ready to wreak havoc on this world.

And she’d control it all.

This is why he wants the rest of Lydel and Riftflame, she said.

Once he controls each court’s core, he thinks he’ll be able to conquer the world.

Will he?

Not if we stop him.

The marscapoles had started twisting again, their bodies writhing in endless torture. There wasn’t time to train her to—

I frowned, a hum rumbling in my throat.

Tempest looked up at me. I can tell you’re thinking.

I’m always thinking, I said with pretend insult.

Share.

I whispered the spell into the delicious shell of her ear. It took me a very long time to find this spell, and I still couldn’t get it to work. My guilt and sorrow were carved into my soul. Try it. Perhaps you can help me fix this.

Try the spell on what? Her eyebrows lifted as she looked around. I don’t know much about magic yet, but I do know that it’s never wise to fling spells around. I don’t want to scorch your crooked nose.

My nose is perfect just as it is.

It’s slightly off-center. Decent enough, but crooked.

It was broken. More than once. And that was all I was going to say about it, because the last thing I wanted was to see her smile fade and the sparkle leave her pretty eyes. I steered her closer to the marscapoles. Try the release spell. It might free them.

How did you learn this spell?

I know many spells. She wasn’t the only one who hated seeing creatures like this trapped. But the spell had not worked for me.

I’m not a beast master. Longing came through in her voice.

When I awakened you, I tasted that magic within you. And so many others. If only I could tell her about them. Revealing too much could unbalance everything. I shared what I could while doing my best to guide her in the right direction. I’d shelter her with my body and heart for as long as I could. Try.

She stiffened her spine and stared at the painting; her face knitting with concentration while she drew power and mumbled the spell.

The creatures kept writhing.

Nodding sharply, she redoubled her effort, casting magic once more. Again. Over and over until I lost count of how many times she’d tried. Her power churned through the air, but it lacked direction.

Eventually, I held my hand up between her and the painting. No more.

I have to keep trying. If you think I can do this, then I can.

I don’t need to believe in you, Fury. You need to believe in yourself. I may not always be able to stand beside you.

She turned, frowning as she gazed up at me. What aren’t you telling me?

I tell you all I can. And too much in this instance.

Where am I going?

I evaded her too-sharp gaze. What makes you think you’re going anywhere?

She caught my chin with the tip of her finger and guided my eyes back to hers. If not me, then where are you going?

I’ll remain with you to see this through.

Vexxion, I named you well.

Bastard? I loved that I could state this, and we’d both see it as a joke. Only with this woman could I be myself. Only with her did I have even a shred of beauty.

She poked my chest. You’re precious. Patient. Infinitely lovable.

Amazing. Sexy. Leaning close, I sucked in her delicious scent and nibbled on her earlobe. You’re forgetting all my best attributes.

You’re infuriating at times.

I thought I was vexing.

That too. Her lips curled up. I’ll try again, and then we’re flitting to our suite. I have to clean up before I return to help Brenna prepare for the evening meal with the king, but I’ll bathe quickly. There’s this man I know. As we’ve recently noted, he’s quite vexing. But I’m going to take him to my bed before I help Brenna.

That’s my bed, I purred.

Prove it.

Oh, I will. Would I ever.

She stared at the picture for a long while before pinching her eyes closed. This time, I felt her power rise within her, cresting, overflowing in a way it hadn’t before. It poured out of her as she mouthed the spell.

The marscapoles stopped moving, staring at her.

Her breath caught.

Then they started writhing once more.
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After bathing and tumbling around with Vexxion on the flooferdar blankets, proving that perhaps we both owned the bed, he dressed me in an appropriate gown.

“I have to go,” he snarled as he stood near the door, his sultry gaze gliding along my body in a weighted caress.

“I can flit to Brenna’s on my own.”

“Before you do, I need to show you this.” He crossed the room and took my hand, leading me to a tall wooden cabinet with two paned glass doors on the top and three drawers below. Opening the top drawer, he pointed to bulging cloth sacks the size of big fists. “Spelled to all but you.”

I lifted one, marveling at the weight. It clinked when I shifted it to my other hand.

“Enough wealth to support you for a very long time,” he said.

“I don’t need money.”

“You might.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. No, the shadows I saw there flickered, masking what I needed to see.

“Tell me.” My voice croaked, but I didn’t care. “I want to know.”

“I will when I can. Trust me?”

Always this question. “I do. I love you, Vexxion.”

“Yes. Yes, you do.” Stark desperation came through his voice, and my eyes burned with tears I would not shed while he was here with me. “I love you just as much.” He cupped my face and kissed me, his mouth as gentle as his hands. As I panted with reawakened need, he backed up a step. After stroking his knuckles across my cheek, he flitted to the king.

Drask soared in through the open window and landed on my shoulder. When he rubbed his head on my cheek, something scraped my skin.

“What do you have, little one?” I asked, plucking him off my shoulder to hold him in my outstretched hand.

He extended his head toward me, offering something white and circular, the size of my thumbnail.

“A bone coin.” Dread unfurled along my spine, and a shiver tracked through me as I took it from him. “Did you kill a Liege or find this somewhere?” How could something like this be lying around?

He cocked his head first one way then the other, watching me.

I wasn’t sure I wanted the coin. Most riders collected them after killing a Liege. I’d never agreed they were tokens of luck, though I’d taken them from the Lieges I killed. My other three must be among my belongings Vexxion packed before we left his estate.

The leathers I’d worn to travel to the castle had been cleaned and hung in the closet. Finding my three bone coins still in the pocket, I added the fourth. Since I was nearly late, I’d figure out what to do with them later. Bury them or burn them, but I wouldn’t collect them any longer.

I flitted to the door outside Brenna’s suite with Drask bobbing on my shoulder. One of the guards let me inside, where I found Delaine and Reyla hadn’t yet arrived.

Brenna sat on her bed, tears trickling down her ruddy cheeks.

I stood in the doorway, wondering if I should make a noise to announce my arrival or wait in the living area to enter with the others.

She looked up and her gaze met mine, deciding this for me. “Tempest.”

“Are you well?”

“I . . . am not.”

“I’m sorry.

“So am I.”

I stepped toward her. “Can I get you anything, my lady?” I still wasn’t sure what to call her. I’d do this job because it was assigned to me, then train in between as much as I could, but in all honesty, I was here to kill her future husband and flee the castle. She might call for my head once I did it. I liked my head. I intended to keep it.

“No.” She wiped her cheeks. “There’s nothing anyone can do for me now.”

Why now in particular?

“Would you like to bathe? I could get the tub ready.”

“Yes. Do that for me.”

She slid off the bed and followed me into the bathing area, watching as I started the water and added a perfume that not only filled the room with a sweet scent, it created bubbles across the surface.

Should I light candles? Find her a rose? Vexxion pampered me all the time, while this woman . . . She must think the king adored her. If I told her what might soon happen, would she believe me? If I could tell her something that would make her run, I could save her life and delay this long enough to give me more time to build the skills I’d need to kill him.

“Do you want to bathe with your hair up or do you want me to wash it?” I asked.

“Up.”

I bound it with a strand of fabric, making sure I didn’t miss any tendrils.

“What’s that?” I pointed to a swirling mark on her wrist I just now noticed. I’d swear it wasn’t there earlier.

Lifting her hand, she shifted her wrist in the sunlight, staring at the mark. “I don’t know. I probably laid on my arm wrong when I napped.”

It looked more like a deliberate pattern to me than a crease from her clothing, but what did I know?

“Why is that crow with you all the time?” she asked, her hand twitching back down to her side.

“I found him wounded near the border fortress where I grew up.”

“That’s right. You were a rider. A dragon trainer.” She shuddered. “Honestly, I’m not eager to get close to dragons, though I flew on one to reach Bledmire Castle. They’re so big. They blast fire. And Madrood, Ivenrail’s dragon, is the scariest one of all. He watches me.”

“Stay away from him.”

“Oh, I intend to.” She peered at Drask as the bath continued to fill. “You nursed this crow back to good health?”

“Yes, and when I freed him, he decided to stay with me rather than leave. He’s a friend, a pet. He won’t hurt you.”

She huffed. “I should see if the king will let me have a chall. Then I’ll have a pet too.”

This wasn’t a competition, but sure. “I bet he will.”

A snarl ripped up her throat, and her face darkened. “He’s going to collar me on our wedding night,” she snarled.

“Really?”

Drask flew off my shoulder and landed on the side of the tub, eying the water. I’d have to make sure he didn’t dive in while she was bathing, something he’d done every now and then with me.

I went around to Brenna’s back and started undoing the numerous buttons marching down the back of her day gown. I was sure Delaine knew spells she’d use to do this rather than having to physically release each one herself, but I was a Nullen with only a bit of magical training, not a fae bitch with endless power. “Why does he want to collar you?” Actually, why would he tell her he was going to do it?

She turned with her gown gaping forward, though still covering her breasts, and traced her fingertip along the welt jutting out from my neck in a circle. “Did it hurt?”

How was I supposed to answer that?

“It didn’t.” Delaine arrived, sashaying into the bathing area. “It tickles, doesn’t it, Tempest?” She sent me a snide smile. “I’m sure you laughed with joy when the controller collared you like an unruly chall.”

There was the bitch I’d interacted with at the fortress.

I wasn’t surprised to find her here. I knew she wasn’t cut out to be a rider even if she was good at killing dregs. Was the story of her rejecting her parents’ arranged marriage real, or was it as fake as this fae woman?

Even more important, did she possess the same skill with magic as her sister? She’d seek revenge for the role she suspected I’d played in Selitta’s disappearance.

“It was horrible,” I said with a shudder.

Brenna gaped over her shoulder at us, her mouth widening with terror. “I won’t let him do it. I’ll tell him I refuse.”

He wouldn’t listen. He’d force it.

“It’s not that bad,” Delaine snarled, shooting me a glare. “Tempest is weak. A puny Nullen, while you, my queen, are strong and much more capable of withstanding something as silly as collaring.”

“I’m also Nullen,” Brenna said.

“Oh, yes, of course. I assume that’s why he’ll collar you. You wouldn’t be allowed to remain here without one.”

I’d bet anything that Delaine knew that Brenna was the Lydel heir, though Brenna appeared unaware.

If her father knew, he might’ve taken more care before gifting her to Ivenrail. Unless that was the whole point. My king would see Brenna as a wonderful trade for the power he’d gain from the arrangement.

Everyone was using her.

Delaine dragged her gaze to the floor before feeding Brenna a bright smile. “Surely you know that the king would never do something cruel to you? He adores you.”

“You’re right.” Brenna sent me a look I couldn’t define. “I’m sure Ivenrail would never do such a thing to me if it might cause me pain.”

Draining her would be worse, but I doubted she’d believe me if I pointed that out.

“Claiming. Awakening. Access,” I said. “Remember.” And that was all I was going to say.

“That doesn’t apply to our queen,” Delaine snapped.

I nailed her with my eyes. “Didn’t she just state she was a Nullen like me?”

“I am,” Brenna said. “That’s why he said he needs to do it. As Delaine said, I can’t remain here uncollared.”

As good an excuse as any.

The Nullen king was as power hungry as Ivenrail, and Brenna wasn’t his true heir. Now that he had a new queen, he must plan to replace Brenna with a new heir.

Brenna’s gown dropped to the floor, and, with our help, she stepped out of her undergarments. Taking my hand to steady herself, she climbed into the tub, sinking down into the water.

Delaine lifted the gown with magic, snatching it from the air with her finger and thumb as it dangled in front of her. She tossed it toward me and followed the gesture by stepping close to me. “I know you killed Selitta,” she hissed.

“Oh, really?” I asked, making sure my voice only held humor. “With what? I’m Nullen. I don’t possess the magic needed to sever even one hair on Selitta’s head.”

“You did it, and you’ll pay,” she said.

“With what blade?”

None of us were allowed to wear them around royalty, not even the high advisor’s daughter.

“I won’t need one.” A flick of her finger, and my skin felt scalded, as if I’d plunged into a vat of bubbling oil.

Brenna, oblivious to the interaction, extended a dripping hand. “Hand me the soap. Better yet, wash my back for me. My feet too.”

While I gulped and sputtered and tried to summon enough power to soothe the magical burns, Delaine nonchalantly took the soap and stooped down behind Brenna. “Yes, my queen. I’ll be happy to massage your back after I wash it.”

“You’re so kind, Delaine. Thank you.”

Delaine sent me a slick smile. “I’m toying with you,” she whispered.

“That’s enough, Delaine,” Brenna snapped. “You’re rubbing my back too hard. I’ve changed my mind. I’ll wash my own feet. Leave me. I want to soak a bit. I’ll call out when I’m ready for you to return to dry me.”

Like when I met up with Selitta in the forest, I couldn’t move. At least I could breathe.

Drask squawked and flew up from the edge of the tub, landing on my shoulder. He fluttered his body, his wing smacking my ear.

Delaine grabbed my arm as she passed, dragging me from the bathing area.

My heart pounded in my throat, and only my ragged breathing told me that I still lived.

Delaine neatly tugged on the bathing area door, leaving it open only a crack so we could hear Brenna when she called out. Then she leaned close to me. “I’m a chall, and you’re a fluffy little marscapole. I’m going to play with you until I’m ready to make the kill.”
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Iscooped a bunch of power from my well and blasted it out of me, flinging it at Delaine.

She shuddered. Eyes wide, she reeled back from me, her arms lifting.

The scalded feeling went away, and I could move.

Before she could find a way to retaliate, the outer door opened, and Reyla drifted into the room. She moved over to stand beside me, though I doubted Delaine would care if a drained Nullen witnessed her revenge.

“What’s going on out there?” Brenna called out. “I do hope you’re all getting along. I’ll be very displeased if you’re not.”

“Everything’s fine,” I said in a breezy voice. “Delaine and I were merely having a discussion.”

“Remember, I’m toying with you,” Delaine said with a smirk. “When I’m ready to act, beware.” She ripped Brenna’s gown from my hands and took it to the closet.

I limped over to the sofa, more shaken from the encounter than I wanted to admit. Delaine was not as powerful as Ivenrail or Vexxion. She couldn’t be.

But if I couldn’t best Delaine, there was no way I’d be able to kill Ivenrail. I needed to train harder and push myself every single moment I had to make sure I was prepared, because I didn’t have much time left.

Reyla sunk down onto the sofa beside me. She lifted my hand and linked our fingers together before dropping them onto her thigh.

My throat choked off with pain. Was my friend finding her way back again? Surely her well of power would slowly replenish, and she’d be the Reyla I remembered once more.

Delaine sauntered out of the closet and over to the bathing room door, poking her head inside the room. “How are you doing my queen? Can I get you a glass of wine? A snack? Anything?”

“Send in Tempest.”

With a huff, Delaine stepped back from the door and glared at me.

Releasing Reyla’s hand, I rose and walked toward the bathing area with Drask riding on my shoulder. I stopped beside Delaine. “Marscapoles may appear sweet and innocent, but they can be quite vicious. While I may appear as fluffy and powerless as them, remember, I also have teeth.” I gouged out with my power again, but instead of flinging it at her without purpose, I made it slice down her arm like I wielded my favorite blade. Blood welled in the thick wound.

She gasped and flung herself away from me, clutching her arm while her blood dripped onto the floor.

“I believe Delaine needs a healer,” I called out. “She did something foolish, and cut herself. Shall I send for a healer, my queen?”

“What have you done, Delaine?” Brenna growled. “Yes, Tempest, please send for a healer. Thank you for thinking of your friend.”

Ha ha. She would never be my friend.

Without prompting, Reyla rose and drifted to the door. She opened it and spoke to the guard about summoning someone to take care of Delaine’s wound.

Delaine slumped on the sofa I’d just vacated.

As I stepped inside the bathing area to help Brenna, I swore Reyla snickered.
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The next morning, with only four days left until the wedding, we once again attended to Brenna’s needs, helping her dress and fixing her hair. We adorned her with jewels worth enough coin to feed an aerie full of dragons for a month.

Before Brenna left to have breakfast with the king, she turned our way. “After tidying my rooms, I’d like you to return well before dinner to help me dress, just as you did yesterday. However, as a treat, you three shall dine with us tonight.” A sweet smile spread across her face. “You’d enjoy that dining with the king and I, won’t you?”

Her words were a statement, not a question.

“Yes.” Delaine pretty much jumped around with excitement. She must’ve dined with the king before, which told me she was behaving in this way to impress Brenna.

I forced a smile and nodded while Reyla stared at the floor.

Brenna left, and we remained behind to tidy her room.

Delaine said nothing about me cutting her with magic the day before. I was surprised she still wore a bandage. Didn’t the fae heal faster than Nullens? She also didn’t seek revenge, but I knew she was only waiting for the right moment to act.

Reyla, sadly, wouldn’t speak even when I quizzed her. She dutifully helped with the queen and her possessions, but if she wasn’t given specific directions, I’d catch her staring blankly at the wall. I began to wonder if I’d imagined her speaking yesterday, let alone taking my hand and holding it.

Once we’d finished, Delaine flitted from the room.

I took Reyla’s limp arm and dragged her up to my suite, where I made her sit on a sofa in the living area and dropped down beside her.

Drask soared over to his perch by the window, where he paid more attention to us than whatever might be going on outside.

Ember’s Shadow lay on the low table in front of the sofa, and I dropped it onto Reyla’s lap. “This is yours. Vexxion brought it all the way from the cabin we shared at the Claiming.”

Her hands remained at her sides, and she stared at the unlit fireplace.

“I’m going to help you, Reyla. I’m learning magic. You were right. We Nullens have power. I’m going to learn the spell that’ll bring you back to the surface.”

Wait . . .

Closing my eyes, I pictured my well. I scooped up a handful of my power and, opening my eyes, I siphoned it delicately into Reyla.

She shuddered.

I sucked in a breath, watching her for multiple heartbeats while she continued to stare forward.

I cast the spell again. Another time. I kept sending my power at her, hoping some would sink into her skin, that I could refill her well or give her enough to bring back the friend I adored.

Finally, when my body was limp and the level of my well had dropped down so far, I couldn’t reach to scoop up any more power, I stopped.

“I’m not giving up,” I whispered, turning her face toward mine gently. “You’re in there, and I’m going to fix this. I miss you so much. I miss talking with you, hugging you. I miss how you used to cheer me up when I felt sad, how you’d tease me about guys. I miss sharing everything with you. I’m greedy. I have Vexxion, and I love him, but I want you, too, Reyla. I’m going to make it happen.”

She said nothing.

But her left hand twitched.

When she stood, the book dropped to the floor with a thud, opening to reveal the pages. She stepped over it and drifted across the room.

I scrambled off the sofa and caught up with her at the door, taking her hand and squeezing it. “Come back to me, Reyla. Please.”

She wrenched away, opened the door, and stepped out into the hall, slamming the panel in my face.

“She’s there,” I whispered, my eyes smarting with tears. “She has to be there.”

Drask cawed in what I swore was agreement.

Returning to the sofa, I lifted the book and tossed it onto the cushions beside me. Drask flew over and landed on the book, his claws raking the cover.

“Don’t damage it,” I said softly, lifting him off and placing him on my shoulder. “Reyla’s coming back to us, and she’ll want to finish it. You know she’ll complain if you’ve torn it.”

I tsked at the marks, rubbing them, but they’d marred the leather.

“I should go to the stables,” I told Drask. “Brenna won’t need me for hours.”

He watched me, tilting his head this way and that.

“I’m sure there’s more dragon poop in need of shoveling,” I added. I’d grab something to eat in the kitchen as I passed. I’d heard the cooks kept bread, meat, and cheese available for staff.

I tossed the book onto the table, and it opened again, revealing the pages. My gaze was snagged, and I leaned forward to read.

“Fuck,” I cried out, straightening and lifting the book to clutch it against my chest. “Fuck!”

Drask squawked and fluttered his wings.

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

He cawed and looked quite disgruntled.

“Yeah, alright, you tried to, but I scolded you instead.”

This wasn’t a romance novel about a Nullen and a fae lord broken apart by tragic fate.

The book had fallen open to Chapter Twenty, entitled, Bonding with Dragons.

I flipped to the table of contents, running my finger down the various subjects discussed in the book.

Most, like Deadly Plants of the Plains and How to Avoid Them, I ignored. A few others caught my eye.

Liege Bone Coins. I needed to read that one soon.

Fae Mate Bonds. Since I wasn’t fae, I’d hold that one for last.

The Power of Nullens. Intriguing. Would I learn more about our abilities with magic and the initial treaty?

The Blade of Alessa. I’d read about the lost blade . . . somewhere. Maybe Vexxion had mentioned it.

I was snagged by Nullen Redemption, and flipped to the page, gaping at the introduction that discussed how Nullens had once provided balance—though this section didn’t discuss how—and how, when they fled faerie, that balance was lost.

A quick scan of The Power of Nullens reiterated the rules. Only collared Nullens would be allowed beyond the veil into faerie. Those who were not collared at the Claiming would remain within their own boundaries. Any Nullen collared and claimed would have their dormant power awakened and must allow whoever claimed them—or one of their blood—to take this power as needed through Access. After that, they would work as servants even if they couldn’t generate more power to drain.

And the last detail in this chapter: the fae were only allowed to collar one Nullen at a time but could claim another if the Nullen suffered an unfortunate demise. What a delightful way of phrasing that, as if the Nullen would die of old age rather than a quick slash across the throat with a knife.

One detail, though it was vaguely worded, mentioned the spell that would be triggered if any fae disobeyed the rules set forth in the treaty. Why hadn’t Ivenrail triggered the spell when he started taking power from whoever he pleased?

Another tidbit Nullen Redemption shared was that the balance needed to be maintained or the fae realm would be lost. That even those Nullens with no power at all were needed to center that balance, whatever “center” meant. I’d grown up being told Nullens had no power at all, but since meeting Vexxion and coming here, I’d learned we did have power. Yet this book suggested there were completely powerless Nullens as well. How could anyone tell the difference?

Vexxion said that the fae used a spell to suppress us, but the spell must only be needed for those of us who had power.

Nullens with power. I was missing something, though I couldn’t figure out what.

“Hmm.” I stared toward the empty fireplace. “I wonder what sort of balance my people provided and how it can be maintained.”

Shaking my head, I returned to the book, skimming the chapter again but not finding any more clues. I flipped forward to the section about the Blade of Alessa. The chapter discussed how some believed the blade had been forged by trolls ages ago while others thought the blade came into existence all on its own. Magic? The chapter didn’t speculate further about how the sword was created. It indicated the sword was lost but if found, it could fulfill the will of the cursed heart—whatever that meant.

A weapon isn’t always the right choice in a time of great need, the last part of the chapter said. All it takes is the will of a true hero.

The information was so vague, the chapter could’ve been written by Vexxion.

I flipped to Bonding with Dragons and started to read. Most of the chapter discussed the history of dragons I already knew from my lessons at the fortress. Long ago, someone came across an egg and rather than destroy it—dragons were feared back then—the person cared for it until it hatched. They raised the dragon, and the first rider was born. Others, envious of the first rider’s skill with beasts, did the same. Eventually, training dragons became a part of the everyday culture for both Nullens and the fae.

“Where’s the bonding part?” I asked, greatly intrigued. I continued reading. And read some more, only getting up to stretch before sinking back onto the sofa.

Drask got bored and left, soaring out through the open window to go hunting. With luck, he wouldn’t bring back another ghastly trinket.

I was still reading an hour later when Vexxion entered the suite and came over to stand behind me. Bending close, he slid my hair to the side and kissed across my nape.

My bones melted, and it was all I could do to focus on the page I was reading.

“You’re an incredible distraction,” I said.

“A welcome one?” he rasped.

“Always.” I closed the book and dropped it onto the cushions.

Then I flitted us to the bed.
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My fury flitted, placing me below her on the flooferdar blankets. I, naturally, removed our clothing with a flick of my finger.

The blankets were soft. I could see why she adored them, though things like that weren’t necessary for a male like me. The fact that she loved them was all that mattered.

Bracing herself above me, she grinned. When she started stroking my chest, my smile joined with hers. I was tempted to flip her onto her back, to take charge like I do so often, because she adored it. But this was my Tempest, my fury, and I was eager to let her storm over me today.

“You need to tell me what feels good,” she purred in my ear as she continued to stroke along my sides, her palms moving up to my chest and her fingertips teasing my nipples. They puckered like hers did from my touch, and knowing that she was doing this to give me pleasure was all it took to make heat sear through my veins, centering in my cock. Lit, it surged upward, as eager as me.

“Everything, Fury. Everything you do feels good.”

“Then let me play.”

“Always.”

I placed my palms beneath my head and closed my eyes, giving myself over to this woman.

My woman. My perfect match. The only person I’d ever love.

Her mouth took the place of her fingers, and she kissed from my ear to my chin, moving down across my neck, where she nipped.

“Shall I claim you with my own form of brand, sear myself into your flesh like you do each time you stake your claim on my body?” my temptress asked.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Mark me, love.”

She bit down on my neck, and my groan ripped out.

She spread her legs wider around my hips, settling herself over my stiff cock. Her wetness coated my shaft.

Fuck.

I inhaled sharply, my arms tensing. It was all I could do not to flip her over and drive myself inside her, ride her until she shrieked out her joy. I loved that her hunger mirrored my own, that she needed me as much as I did her.

I slid my hands across her hips and gripped tight. I wanted to lift her, place the head of my cock at her entrance, then push her down. Impale her with all I had to give. Everything had been stolen from me but my soul and what was left of my tortured body. These, I gave to her freely.

I wanted to offer her this moment of pleasure in a world full of too much sadness, in a world that would soon be torn apart in a way the fae realm had never seen before. So I stroked across her belly and up to her breasts, cupping them, teasing the nipples to ripe buds. Rising, I sucked one into my mouth.

Her head tilted back, her hair cascading along her spine, and she moaned, a heady sound that only drove me closer to exploding.

One touch from this woman was all it took—all it would ever take. She was the other half of me. She had been from the instant she was born. We were destined from that moment, for this life and beyond.

With a nudge and a heady smile, she settled me back on the bed. “You’re distracting me.”

“I thought that was the point.” I pouted. Me. Pouted. This woman had changed me. Not the Vexxion the world saw, but the man I was inside. Without her, I was lost. With her, I was infinitely better. I couldn’t describe it in any other way.

Now I lived, when before, I’d merely existed. I’d been awash in muted grays, but she gave me vivid colors.

She kissed across my scars, and the feel of her tongue was a distant, scratchy thing that somehow healed me where I needed it most. I was humbled by the affection this woman gave me so freely, stunned that she saw everything that made up Vexxion and still found a way to love me.

Her hot mouth moved past my scars and across my chest, and she took care to attend to each of my nipples, her lips spreading in a smile as she adorned each with kisses. Then she moved on to my abdomen.

“It’s not fair,” she muttered as she dragged her tongue between each ridge.

“What’s not fair?” It tickled yet it didn’t, and my cock decided the matter, smacking against her chest. It wanted inside her body. It wanted to plunge into her hot and fast. It wanted me to pump into her until she cried out my name.

“That your body’s shaped like this.”

My laugh snorted out, though it was soon muffled by a groan when she licked up the length of my cock. “Would you rather my body wasn’t shaped like this?” I bit out, barely holding onto a thread of my self-control.

Speaking of threads. I let a few of them loose. They so rarely got to find joy in life. They were tools I wielded with precision, horrifying weapons of death. Now I used them to give my fury pleasure, and I felt them rumble with the same exquisite need inside me as they glided down her back and others slid between her legs.

She’s wet. Incredibly wet as always. My precious love.

Her breath caught, and her eyes rolled back before she shook her head and regained her focus.

You’re still in control, which means I’m not trying hard enough, she said in a sultry voice that tickled across my spine.

It was a game for us now. Who would give in first?

I dare your threads to do what they will, she said with a laugh in my mind.

I slid some inside her while the finer ones coiled around her clit, tugging and stroking.

Her moan was the headiest sound I’d ever heard. I wanted to hear it every single day of my life.

With another catch of her breath, she moved her body lower, sliding it along my leg. It was just skin, yet it thrummed with pleasure from the touch of her flesh.

Sensing I was losing this game, I doubled my efforts with my threads, and when she started thrusting her hips toward them, I grinned.

But when she took me into her mouth, my groan ripped out and my grin was stolen. She looked up at me, her eyes gleaming slyly. She was doing this for me, but she was also doing it for herself, and that humbled me as much as the knowledge that she saw me and still loved me.

Her head bobbed up and down, and her tongue . . .

Fuck, I was losing control of everything. It was all I could do to keep my threads teasing, to keep driving her to the point where she’d lose the control I was barely holding onto myself.

In no time, I was jerking my hips up, driving my cock into her mouth, and I didn’t care about what was going on around me. It was a fine line between exploding and holding on. And fuck, I wanted to hold on. I didn’t want to lose myself until she was with me.

And she would be.

Finally, when I was about to latch onto her and put her into a position where I could plunge my cock into her wet sheath, she lifted her head, releasing me with a smooth pop. With a sweet smile, she slid her body up mine and rose over me.

“I’d ask if you enjoyed that,” she said. “But unless a beast slipped into the room when I wasn’t looking, I’d say yes, you do love the feel of my tongue.”

“Fury,” I growled, nearly come undone.

She held the head of my cock at her saturated entrance, dragging it through her folds. “Do you need something else from me, my wicked fae lord?”

“Fuck me.”

“I believe I shall.” She dropped down hard on my cock, impaling herself on the length. A wiggle of her cute ass sunk me deeper, and it was all I could do to hold on, to keep myself from giving in.

Not until she’d found her pleasure. Not until she’d found her pleasure.

I slid my threads out of her passage, leaving some to stroke her clit.

Her core clenched around me, and my fucking balls tightened.

I was about to break loose; it was all I could do to hold back. As she rose and dropped back down in a lazy manner, her face overcome with bliss, I thrust up to meet her.

She was beauty personified. Her face, suffused with pure pleasure, spoke of her love for me. The light in her eyes pierced my soul, and I knew I’d never be the same. My heart swelled. I was going to burst, and I’d only be reclaimed when I fell into this woman’s arms.

Power rushed through me as she stroked my chest, my sides. She bucked up and down, rocking against me before lifting completely. With a smile, she released me with a sucking sound that brought out my needy groan. Before I could say a thing, she turned her back to me and placed my cock at her entrance once more, plunging back down on it hard.

Fuck, yeah.

I sat and held her, rocking myself up into her while she rode me, her moans echoing in the room, harmonizing with my growls and groans.

There was nothing more arousing than knowing that this woman wanted me above all others.

Her whimpers grew feverish, as did her pace. “Not enough. Not enough!”

I urged her onto her hands and knees and gripped her hips tight. Then I ripped out of her and shot my cock back inside.

“Yes,” she moaned, her head dropping. She shoved back to meet each of my thick, driving thrusts, and I let loose, giving her everything I had and more.

The sight of her taking me so deeply, of her rocking back with hard jerks, made me come undone.

“Fury,” I growled, securing my grip on her hips, pushing into her harder and faster. My head reeled back and every muscle in my body tightened, sinew forging to tendons as my balls tightened and an orgasm started burning through me.

Not yet.

My threads stroked her clit, coiling around it and tugging.

I fought back my pleasure, focused solely on hers.

This was raw and feral and completely us. Always had been. Always would be. There was only now. Me. My fury. And our bodies coming together like this.

She fisted the blankets and with each thrust, released a heady moan. She surrendered completely to me, and there was nothing that could make me love her more than that.

Leaning over her, I stroked her breasts, tugging on and rolling her nipples.

Her body gave way, shuddering beneath mine, and that was all it took for mine to follow. I ignited. I was consumed by her.

Tremors took hold, and I roared as I succumbed to this woman alone.
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After, I laid in Vexxion’s arms. There was no place I’d rather be.

I really needed to get up and do something. I wanted to reread the chapter about bonding with dragons because there must be instructions. Imagine being able to bond with a dragon you love.

Seevar. If only my sweet little friend were here with us. If only he were still alive. The king stole his future. Seevar should’ve been given the chance to soar through the skies for years, to retire and grow old in the aerie eating treats and being indulged with endless pats.

This was another reason to hate Ivenrail. My heart cratered, a wide cavern that would never be refilled. Kinart was never coming back, and I was beginning to worry I couldn’t help Reyla. As for Brodine, I hadn’t found a chance to get near him yet. The last thing I wanted to do was draw the king’s attention, and I hadn’t seen Brodine anywhere other than with the king’s attendants.

After kissing Vexxion, I slid from the bed and washed, returning to the bedroom to dress in leathers. “Do we have time to train?”

Rising onto his elbows, he watched me with that broody look that made me want to climb back into bed with him. But time was slipping away, and I didn’t feel any closer to killing the king than when I first arrived.

“I’m expected in the throne room soon, unfortunately,” he said.

His hair was a tousled crown, evidence of our shared passion. His eyes sparkled like shards of ice, catching the light streaming in through the windows. As I stared at him, I was stunned all over again by his brutal beauty. His scars only added to his appearance, giving him a sharp edge I adored more than I should.

My affection for him was so potent it bordered on reverence. He was my sanctuary and my storm, a bolt of lightning I’d reach up to capture but would never be able to completely claim. He generated a visceral ache within me that was accompanied by a soothing calmness, as if I’d been lost forever and only now found the path that would lead me home.

Loving someone could make you weak. If I lost him, I had no idea how I’d find the will to go on. But love could also make a person stronger. Knowing he loved me sent power coursing through my veins like steel, making me believe anything was possible. He made courage surge through me. He wasn’t my shield but the forge tempering my resolve. We’d find a way to end this nightmare because we’d do it together.

“I need to return to Brenna’s suite in time to help her dress for dinner,” I said. “I’ll practice spells and train alone this afternoon before I leave. And work.”

“In the aerie.” He rose and stretched. I gaped at his gorgeous body, a sculpture crafted by a master of taut sinew and coarse muscle. I’d never stop staring.

“Yes, in the aerie.”

“Take Drask with you.”

“I will. Brenna wants us to join her and the king for dinner.” I strapped on the blade he’d given me, adding a few knives to my thighs. Hard work wasn’t training, per se, but it built my core strength. Maybe I could take the pale blue dragon to a training area and practice those rusty skills. I never knew when I might need to flee. Flitting worked well for short distances, but a loyal dragon could take me to the other end of the continent.

“I’ll be in the dining room as well tonight,” Vexxion said. “Don’t meet the king’s eye.” He padded to the bathing area and returned fully dressed a few moments later to kiss my neck and wrap his arms around me. “The moment you’re allowed to leave, do so.”

“The last thing I want to do is dine with him.”

“I’ll be watching.”

Guarding me, as always.

“What were you reading when I arrived?” he asked, his lips leaving a trail of passion along my neck.

This man could distract me with one glance. His touch was pure fire.

“A book Reyla had with her before the Claiming.” Should I tell him she stole it? Maybe later. He had things to do, and I didn’t want to hold him back. “She used to adore romance novels. I thought it was one about a Nullen in a forbidden relationship with a fae lord.” I shot him a grin. “Like us.”

“Our relationship is not forbidden.”

“Are Nullens and the fae allowed to marry?” I’d never thought about it or cared until now.

“They are.” He lifted the tail of my new braid and glided it across his lips.

I wasn’t going to ask if we’d ever marry. If we survived, we could discuss it then.

“Some fae are fated to love each other for eternity,” he said, his gaze trained on mine. Tiny stars flickered in his.

“I’ve heard of fated mates.”

“Marks on their wrists prove the fates paired them.”

We had no marks, and I wasn’t fae.

Brenna had a new mark . . .

Maybe it meant nothing.

“I should leave.” I stepped backward. Drask still hadn’t returned, but he’d meet up with me as I walked across the bridge, something I’d do instead of flitting to give him that chance.

And my thigh needed stretching after the exercise I’d gotten in bed.

“I’ll lay out a gown for you to wear to dinner.” Vexxion’s fingertips slid down my cheek, generating delicious shivers.

“Black or green this time?” I tossed out with a laugh.

“Perhaps tonight, I’ll dress you in a new color, one you adore.”

“I look forward to seeing what you leave behind.”

After he flitted to the throne room, I took the servant staircase and exited out the back of the castle, making my way on the little-used path around the side of the building. When I heard voices in the thick gardens on the left side of the path, I paused before moving forward at a more cautious pace.

Through the network of bushes, I saw the fae woman I’d run into at the main entrance standing in the shadows beneath a tree, speaking with two men. Their backs faced me, and I couldn’t tell who they were, though I knew almost no one here. Not wanting to be seen by her, though I was some distance away, I scooted over to hide in the castle’s shadow. If only I could hear what they said.

The faint shimmer around them suggested a protective spell of some sort. Would I ever have the skill to generate something like that?

Finally, they left, the men melting into the shrubbery beyond the tree. When the woman strode toward me, I hurried to the outer edge of the platform and leaped off, ducking behind a bush. Stooped, I waited until she’d passed, only rising after I’d counted to one hundred.

Scurrying to the front of the building, I turned and jogged up the bridge.

When Drask landed on my shoulder, I jumped, then sagged against the railing spanning the plunging gap between the castle and the aerie.

“Where have you been?” I asked, though I wasn’t chiding him. Shakes kept scooting through my body. I was worried the woman would come after me, though I had no reason to suspect anything like that.

I could hold my own with some of the fae, but I wasn’t up for a confrontation with anyone else today. Whatever was brewing here at the castle would soon boil over, and the longer I delayed the inevitable, the more prepared I’d be to handle whatever a fae lord or lady threw my way.

I stroked Drask’s back and sucked in a few deep breaths, releasing them while studying the broad valley stretching forever in front of me. So pretty considering the blight tainting this place.

Light footsteps came up fast on my right, and I turned, nearly unsettling Drask from his perch. Two fae men approached at a brisk pace, their gazes locked on me.

My lips curling up slyly, I pulled on my power to flit and cast the spell.

They grabbed me.

I yelped, unsure why my flit didn’t work. With a bellow, I yanked away from them. My heel caught on the uneven stone, and my arms spiraled as I struggled to maintain my balance. My left leg gave way, and I toppled sideways, smacking into the railing.

“Quickly,” one of the fae said. His weathered face was twisted in a sneer that made my skin crawl. Dressed in a light blue tunic with gold braid around the color, he had silver hair that cascaded over his thin shoulders, draping partway down his spine. His blue eyes gleamed maliciously, piercing mine, and I could feel his magic scrape across my skin as he tried to lull me. Break me. “Grab her. Throw her off the bridge.”

Fuck, no.

As I pulled my dagger and slashed out, gouging his arm, the second man dove toward my feet, grappling with my legs, wrapping his arms around them and tightening his hold. This man had dark brown hair streaked with gold and he wore a tunic made of a burnished tan fabric. He snarled up at me, revealing teeth that I worried would gnaw at my flesh if I didn’t get away.

I kicked, snapping his head back. He groaned as it smacked into the stone railing.

Pivoting, I bolted down the slope of the bridge, my legs pumping as I aimed for the aerie.

“Get her,” one growled.

Drask left me, flinging himself at them. I sent a spell their way, a random thing that should do something, but they kept pace, too close behind me. Only Drask fluttering in their faces slowed them.

My heart churned, and my pulse screamed in my throat as I reached the end of the bridge. The cool, dark aerie beckoned ahead. If I could get inside, I could duck down somewhere and hide. Figure out why my magic wasn’t working and why I wasn’t able to flit.

I bolted across the open area between the bridge and the stable and slipped into the dark opening. My heart thundering, I wrenched open the first gate I came to, tumbling inside. A subtle click rang out as I closed the gate. I cast a spell, praying to the fates it would lock the door, then slid along the wall and slumped down onto the floor, tucking my legs up and wrapping my arms around them.

Muffled curses rang out from the hall as they searched.

And searched.

And searched.

Their footsteps and voices faded. Were they giving up?

Why not enter this pen? If they tried the gate and found it locked, they’d suspect I was inside. They might find a way to break down the door or enter from the entrance on the opposite side, the one the riders used to exit the aerie to fly.

Finally, silence reigned in the hall. Only the shuffle of dragon feet on sand and the occasional huff of a beast releasing sparks reached my ears.

When Drask flew in from outside and landed on my shoulder, I breathed out a sigh of relief. I rose to shaky legs and stroked his smooth feathers.

“Aren’t you a brave bird for attacking them?” I choked out. “I love you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I kissed his birdie head, and he flapped his wings before pecking at my cheek.

I flopped back against the wall, and now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkened interior of the aerie, I peered around.

Whose stall had I entered?

My gaze met Madrood’s.

Trembling, I tipped my head back to take in the immense silver beast, his scales glinting like a field of deadly stars in a night sky. Mounds of dragon poop covered the floor, and I inanely wondered why no one was taking better care of him.

His sinuous muscles coiled beneath his hide; his talons etching lines into the sand beneath his feet. His eyes, chilling red orbs, stabbed my soul with malice. Only a few days ago, I’d watched this dragon unleash fire that devoured someone in moments. He was a beast bound to a merciless king's will. Now trapped within his lair with him, every breath I took felt borrowed.

He’d see me as prey.

Insignificant.

Expendable.

Drask cawed, flapping his wings, but he remained on my shoulder.

Carefully rising, I backed toward the gate, my hand scrambling for the latch.

Keeping pace, Madrood stalked me.

My throat thick with fear, I tried to swallow, but it wouldn’t go down. This was it. I’d come so far. I’d worked hard to get ready to bludgeon the king with my growing power. And now I’d die.

Madrood sucked in a breath, heat coiling in his lungs. He’d blast, and nothing would be left of me but ashes that would be swept up by the wind and scattered across the valley below.

“Flee, Drask,” I croaked, jerking my shoulder, trying to dislodge him. “Fly away from me.”

My fingers fumbled with the latch, but it wouldn’t open. I’d locked myself inside with my own spell, and I couldn’t figure out how to undo it. I couldn’t flit. My power was still locked down by whatever spell the fae men threw my way.

Turning, I met Madrood’s gaze. If I was going to die from this dragon’s fire, I’d do it with a strong heart and the image of Vexxion in my mind.

Love you, I sent to him.

What is going on? he roared, his voice tinged with a touch of the panic taking hold of my mind.

He’d flit to me, but I sensed it was already too late.

Drask cawed again and darted to the right. At least I wouldn’t take him with me.

As flames licked through Madrood’s eyes and smoke churned from his nostrils . . .

. . . I closed my eyes and whispered the first spell that tumbled into my mind.
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The tick of my heart sounded much too loud for that of a dead girl. So was the ragged breathing wheezing in and out of my lungs. If I was dead, shouldn’t my stupid leg stop hurting?

I opened my eyes to find Madrood standing too close, watching me. His head tilted, and the flames died back in his eyes. Smoke still coiled from his nostrils, puffing against the front of my leathers. He wasn’t blasting me with fire—yet.

Vexxion flitted beside me, and without pausing, he wrapped me in his arms and took us to our suite. There, he lifted me and carried me over to one of the big, high-back chairs flanking the fireplace. He sat, enfolding me on his lap.

Explain, he snarled.

I told him what happened, feeling my power return to me as if it had been held back behind a filmy wall.

Describe the fae men and the woman.

I sent him an image, surprising myself with my ability to share their faces and build as if they were paintings.

His growl ripped up his throat. I know them.

I couldn’t flit. I couldn’t do magic. They did something to keep me from using my power. Like Selitta had in the woods.

This one time, yes. Death tore through his voice.

I didn’t need to ask what he’d do to them.

I already knew.
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When I stepped outside our suite later, dressed for dinner and heading toward Brenna’s suite, I overheard Vexxion speaking to someone on the landing below. I walked over to lean against the rail.

I wasn’t spying.

Alright, I was.

“Walk with me,” he told a fae man. From the angle, it was difficult to see who it was, but when the man tried to back away, light from one of the wall sconces slanted across his face, revealing him as one of those who’d almost killed me today.

The man’s eyes widened, and his wild gaze spiraled, seeking a way out of what he must know was coming. “I . . . I . . .”

Vexxion latched onto the man’s arm. Pausing, he glanced up, his gaze meeting mine. He jerked out a nod and flitted.

Drask fluttered his wings, and when I looked his way, I swore I read satisfaction in his beady eyes. I swallowed the feverish beat of my heart, shoving it back inside my chest. My breathing came in jerky gasps as I took the stairs to the next level.

“My, don’t you look lovely,” Brenna said when I arrived at her suite to help her get ready for dinner. “I love that color on you. It’s the same as . . .”

“Yes.” I flared the rich sapphire skirt that perfectly matched Vexxion’s eyes. He’d left combs for my hair as well, and someone had stopped by to help me arrange it.

Brenna clapped, her eyes sparkling with joy. “You’ll look so pretty for the king.”

Not my intention at all, but sure.

While Delaine—dressed in yet another red gown—grumbled, I pirouetted for Brenna’s viewing. “Thank you.”

Brenna’s approving smile faded when she took in Drask riding on my shoulder. “Why do you always bring that bird with you?”

Because he’s Vexxion’s eyes, and he was my defender and friend.

“If I leave him behind, he’ll only follow.” I stroked his back. “I told you. He’s been my companion since I found him.”

“I can tell he loves you.” Rising, she came over to peer at him, though she kept her distance. “My father didn’t allow me to have a pet.”

“You should’ve asked for a dragon. You’d see they were sweet creatures.”

Reyla watched from the opposite side of the room. Did I see anything but blankness in her eyes?

Delaine snorted and joined us. “Dragons aren’t pets. They’re transportation.”

“And amazing to ride into battle,” I said. “It wasn’t long ago that you rode a dragon I’d trained to attack dregs.”

“I can’t imagine being a dragon trainer,” Brenna said, her green eyes lighting up. “It must’ve been exciting.”

“At times. As I said, I grew up in one of the fortresses along the border between the wasteland and Nullen territory,” I said. “Reyla and I are orphans. We were raised there together. Delaine lived there with us, though she chose to live there.” To spy on me; that was clear now.

“Truly?” Brenna breathed, gaping at Delaine. “Why would you do something like that?”

“She said she didn’t want the marriage her father had arranged for her,” I said.

“What marriage?” Brenna’s grew even wider. “I haven’t heard about anything like that.”

Delaine shot me a glare that told me to shut up or else.

As if I’d listen to her? “Such a shame,” I said. “Imagine. You could’ve been living somewhere inside faerie with a few children instead of riding around on dragons, killing dregs.”

Brenna shuddered, wrapping her arms around her waist. “I can’t imagine killing anything.”

Oh, this poor woman.

“I can,” Delaine said.

“Did you kill your fiancé to avoid marrying him?” I asked Delaine.

I swore—swore—Reyla’s low laugh rang out, but when I glanced at her, she was busy straightening Brenna’s things, not paying any attention to what we were saying.

“Of course not.” Delaine’s spine stiffened, but she was too much like her sister not to tidy things up before leaving for the fortress.

“I do apologize for suggesting such a thing,” I simpered, turning to Brenna. “Do you have suggestions for which color gown you’d like to wear tonight?”

“I’d like to wear something different from my ladies, naturally,” she said, sauntering over to sit on the sofa. “Why don’t you pick, Tempest? I still find it hard to believe you were a rider. You’re so poised and confident, and your manners are impeccable.”

Delaine snorted but said nothing.

“Did you truly kill dregs?” Brenna breathed, her eyes wide with amazement.

“Many.” It wasn’t anything to brag about. I dealt death to protect others, not because I’d enjoyed it.

“I fought and killed dregs too,” Delaine whined. “Lots of them.”

Brenna flicked her hand toward the other woman. “Not for long. My king told me you were raised here within Bledmire Court. Your father has been the high advisor for many years. But Tempest . . . I feel horrible for you, my dear. I’ve heard of how orphans are raised within the fortresses, how you start working with the dragons from the time you’re very small, how you train them and then ride them into battle. Was it exciting?”

“It was . . .” She wouldn’t want to hear the torturous stuff, how we so often lost friends, how death haunted our every move. “It’s a life unlike any other. The dragons are quite sweet when they’re young.”

Reyla made a soft sound, and I glanced her way. Again, I found her straightening Brenna’s things.

Drask cocked his head, watching her as well.

Go to her, buddy, I wanted to say. See if nuzzling her neck will wake her up. Nothing else seemed to be doing it.

“We work with them closely,” I said. “It helps keep them tame. When they’re big enough, we start training them to take riders, and when they’re fully trained, we take them into battle against the dregs.”

“My father, the Nullen king, told me the dregs are attacking more often,” Brenna said.

“Yes, they are,” Delaine said in a shrill voice. She must hate not being the center of attention. “The Lieges are fierce.”

“I’ve met some of them.” Brenna quivered again. “They come to Bledmire often to speak with Ivenrail.” Her face smoothed. “He’s working hard to negotiate a treaty with the Lieges to keep the dregs from attacking the villages and taking our poor people. In fact, his half-brother, Camus, is leading those negotiations. He’s here for the wedding. If you haven’t met him yet, you will tonight at dinner. Soon, the dreg attacks will stop, and we’ll settle into peace once more.”

Is that what the king told her? It was sad that she appeared to believe it. I didn’t dare open her eyes to the danger she was in. I wasn’t sure it would be the right thing to do, even if I could spit out the words. Not until we had a way to get her out of here.

“That’s wonderful,” I said.

She released a low laugh. “It would put you riders out of business.”

“I’m no longer a rider or a trainer,” I said. “Not since the Claiming.”

“Ah, yes.” Her gaze landed on my neck, and her hand fluttered at her throat. “I’m going to tell Ivenrail I do not want a collar.”

On cue, my vines squirmed, and I tried to ignore them. I hadn’t told Vexxion they’d started thrashing again. I didn’t want him feeling any worse than he already did. Removing them from my neck and everyone else’s was just one more task on our agenda.

“What will we do with all those dragons you were training when riders no longer need to fight the dregs?” Brenna asked.

“Use them for pleasure rides?” I said. “I had a special dragon.” I needed to say this. Reyla would want to know—or the old Reyla would. “I called him Seevar.”

Delaine’s lips twisted. “A fae name.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re Nullen.”

Yet her sister suggested I might not be full Nullen. I hadn’t had time to explore that yet, though I would when this was over. Assuming I lived long enough to do so.

“That doesn’t mean she can’t use a fae name for a pet,” Brenna chided, though sweetly.

“You’re right.” Delaine’s voice brightened—so false. “Seevar’s a decent name for a dragon.”

“Seevar was killed on my way to Bledmire.” I watched Reyla as I spoke.

I swore her body twitched.

Drask leaned against my neck. How did my pet so unerringly know when I needed his comfort? I stroked his back and pinched my eyes closed, refusing to cry.

Because we had to help Brenna get ready, the discussion about dragons dropped away. Some time later, and with her primped and dressed in light pink, we left her suite and proceeded down the stairs to the first floor, arriving in the sitting area beside the dining room. She’d be announced when it was time for her to enter, before the king but after the rest of the guests, as was appropriate for the future queen. We’d walk in with her as her attendants.

Since she’d be announced soon, we didn’t sit, but mingled near the closed door.

“Seevar,” I swore Reyla whispered from beside me, but when I looked her way, I found her staring at the floor.

Drask cawed, startling us, even Delaine, though the sound only made her scowl deepen.

I took Reyla’s hand and squeezed it. The pain in my chest kept expanding, contracting hard against my rips. It crushed my heart to the point I could barely breathe. I wanted my friend back. I needed her. Could I bring her back to the surface?

I wasn’t giving up.

The guard standing by the door grunted and nodded at Brenna.

“Ladies,” she said smartly, and we formed a line behind her. “Attend me.”

The guard opened the door, and we entered behind her. She’d sit to the king’s right while we’d take our places nearby. I wanted to be with Vexxion, but of course, my role here tonight was to assist her if needed, not chat with him.

A fae man dressed in gilded servant’s clothing pulled out her chair, and she sat.

I fluffed her gown and made sure it wouldn’t get caught on the leg of her chair, then nodded to the fae man. He helped slide it inward. Brenna murmured a polite thanks over her shoulder.

Delaine took the crisp napkin arranged to resemble a swan from the table and released it from its pose, draping it across Brenna’s lap.

We sat in a row beside her, Reyla sinking into the chair on my right with Delaine on my left.

It was only after I’d laid my swan napkin on my own lap that I looked up, my gaze meeting that of the man seated across from me.

The second fae man who’d tried to kill me today stared at me with a sardonic twist of his mouth.

As for the woman I’d seen with them, a glance around didn’t show her seated in the room.

Drask flapped his wings, and I patted him—restrained him, actually, to keep him from darting toward the fae man to claw at his face.

The man’s smirk deepened, and he twirled his finger in the air.

I froze.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t suck in a breath.
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Drask didn’t need to alert me; I knew what was happening the moment I flitted inside the dining room and strode toward the table.

A flick of my finger released Horcrest’s spell, and Tempest sucked in a deep breath, sending me a wide-eyed look.

The other guests didn’t appear to notice anything unusual, but even if they had, a few would titter in enjoyment while the rest would calmly go on with whatever they’d been doing. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t seen something like this multiple times.

Only my Uncle Camus seated to Zayde’s right at the end of the table watched me with amusement in his eyes. He would’ve sat there while Tempest died, perhaps only chuckling when she collapsed onto the table.

Soon, I’d kill him and then I’d be the one laughing.

After all these years, it still stunned me that anyone dared challenge me or the woman under my protection. I’d only been away from court for a short time. I supposed some might see that as a challenge.

No one was allowed to touch my fury.

I couldn’t issue an invitation for a stroll like I had with two fae I’d killed today. The king would arrive soon, and he hated seeing his guests depart at such a time.

My growl rumbled low in my chest.

Horcrest glanced in my direction, and I delighted in watching a pink tinge flood his sharp cheeks. Delighted in watching the smirk begin to fade from Uncle Camus’s face. He had no idea who I was targeting, but he’d soon find out.

When I pointedly looked toward the empty place settings on either side of Horcrest, I took even greater joy in watching that transient, high color drain from his face. Would he leave to seek his twin brother and older sister? If I knew him, and I did well enough for something like this, he was calling out to his brother in his mind.

He would not receive a reply.

I understand the cooks are serving roast brission tonight, I casually told my fury as I padded to an empty chair a few down from hers and sat. I suggest you take a rare piece, though if you prefer your meat medium or even well done, you’ll enjoy that as well.

Thank you.

Guards up.

Always. Her low laugh rang out. I’m rarely a violent person—

No, I breathed, my lips curling upward.

Alright, I’m learning how to be violent. What did you do with the other two?

Do you truly want to know? I asked.

Yes.

I sent her images. I would never lie to her unless I had to and only then to protect her.

They deserved it, she said.

I thought so as well.

What will you do to the one sitting across from me?

The man now studiously avoiding looking your way? The one scrambling to speak with his twin and wishing he could be anywhere inside faerie but here? Watch. Learn.

There’s a lesson in this?

In everything.

The guards at the door announced the king’s arrival, and we all stood, not taking our seats again until he’d been placed in own seat and had waved for us to settle. His gaze scanned the room, and I was sure he noted the missing guests, though he didn’t comment.

The high advisor was noticeably absent tonight, though he didn’t always attend formal functions with the king. As long as he wasn’t getting into things he shouldn’t, I didn’t care what he chose to do instead.

A few of the king’s attendants had slipped into the room behind him and they waited by the wall, Brodine among them. He stared at the floor. At nothing, really. I’d yet to find him alone long enough to probe his mind, though I’d tried when he was among the others, without success. If there was a way to bring him back, I’d find it, though I’d yet to come up with a spell that would work.

Back at the fortress, I hadn’t trusted him, but I’d settled that in my mind as jealousy on my part. He’d wanted Tempest. I’d be a pitiful man if I was jealous of what was left of him now.

“Make that thing leave,” Ivenrail snarled at me.

Send Drask away, I told Tempest.

The bird soared from the room, though I sensed it waited in the sitting area next door rather than flying to our suite.

“Serve,” Ivenrail said, and attendants bustled from the kitchen holding platters full of everything imaginable and then some. They never knew what might appeal to the king’s palate for the upcoming meal, so they prepared everything. Soon, the clink of silverware and sighs of appreciation rang out in the room.

You’re right, the rare brission is amazing, my fury said.

The vegetables are also delicious. Try some.

I believe I shall. She waved for the server to add them to her plate. I’m also enjoying watching the man across from me squirm.

Now there’s my violent storm, churning across a vast plain. I couldn’t hold back my smile.

Seeing it, the man sitting opposite me gulped and lowered his fork to his plate. His gaze flashed around, and I could tell he wanted to flit from the dining room. But no one left before the king—not if they wanted to hold on to their life, that is.

Draped in the sapphire dress I picked for her because she once told me she adored the color of my eyes; Fury stunned me. She was a jewel among thistle-crowned nightmares, and when she glanced my way, even a beast like me could feel something twist inside. I’d been molded into a predator, not one who could deliver tenderness, yet I ached to make sure she never felt even a touch of pain. Until the moment I took my last breath, I’d shield her from every shadow lurking in this wretched realm. I’d crush any threat that dared cast its eyes on what was mine.

Brutality was my second skin, but look how easily she pierced through it without even trying, armed with nothing but a smile and the soft caress of her hand.

Don’t look away, I said. The entertainment’s about to become as delicious as the brission.

Horcrest started gagging.

My uncle lowered his fork onto his plate, though he wisely said nothing. Ivenrail appeared oblivious to what was happening at his dining room table.

The woman sitting two places down on Horcrest’s right kept eating—for a short time. Then her fork paused halfway to her mouth.

When Horcrest keeled forward, his face landing in his partly finished bowl of stew, she dropped her fork and punctuated the clatter with a shriek.

Others amplified the sound, their cries echoing in the dining room while servants rushed around the table to yank Horcrest out of his bowl. Brown liquid dripped down his pale face as his head lolled on his shoulders.

The woman kept shrieking, reeling away from Horcrest until the king lifted his arm. Her screaming didn’t come to a halt because he’d commanded it with the gesture but because he’d cut off her air. Her hands rose to encircle her throat, and if she wasn’t the wife of one of his most loyal high lords, I suspected she’d soon join Horcrest in a similar fate.

With a grumble, he flicked his finger, allowing her to breathe once more. Air jerked in and out of her chest, and she did all she could to remain seated. Madrood wasn’t here to turn her into a pile of ashes, but Ivenrail had other ways of dealing with unruly fae.

Ah, my fury said, and I couldn’t tell what she thought of this public display of my power.

Normally, I prefer to take care of matters like this in a more private manner. It was more that I didn’t like revealing something like this to her. I’d never spared anyone else. But this will do almost as well. I do apologize if you find this unsettling.

You saw me kill how many dregs?

More than I wanted to count. I was proud of her skill with a sword, but I wanted to wrap her in flooferdar blankets and lock her up in a place where nothing and no one could harm her. That world didn’t exist for us. Not yet. Maybe never.

I wanted to protect her from everything, an impossible task here at Bledmire. Not anywhere within faerie or beyond, actually.

I showed you this on purpose, I said, not breathing as I waited to hear what she’d say.

I didn’t want her thanks, though I’d acknowledged it for each and every person I killed to make her safer.

I wanted her acceptance.

She knew the king wasn’t the only person here who’d have to die. I wouldn’t be the one dealing the final blow. If she was going to come out of this with her sanity, she needed to accept that she’d bear new scars.

Death should never be welcome, she said.

In my role here at Bledmire, it often is.

They tried but did not harm me. Many would say those three didn’t deserve to die.

I don’t agree, I said.

I can’t either, not after today, but . . .

She still hesitated, which was why I knew she wasn’t ready. This was the reason I hesitated pushing her to end this. I’d told her we were waiting for the king to claim Brenna, that he’d be at his weakest point right after, but the truth was, we were too weak right now to deal the final blow. Not because my fury wasn’t strong enough to wield the blade but because I wasn’t confident she had the inner strength needed to do so.

And I hated that I had to harden her still, force her into this role that only she was capable of assuming.

Some say death is inevitable, she said. Half the time, I’m surprised I’m still alive.

I’d kept her alive. I’d done so from the moment I realized she existed, that she’d survived long enough to start down the path I’d place her on. We had too little time. Soon, I’d take everything from her and shove her onto the next step of my plan whether she was ready or not. I wanted to wait for her to get there on her own, but I couldn’t.

I’d sacrifice myself if I thought it would make a difference, but I’d never sacrifice her.

All I could do was guide her and hope she’d be ready when the time arrived.

Death is an unwelcome visitor and inescapable here. I was death. It’s indifferent.

You’re not indifferent.

Not with her. Never with her. She was the only person keeping me from falling. I’d clung to that wire stretched across the cavern for a very long time. I’d begun to believe I had no choice but to succumb to my father’s demands, to give in, to allow him to finish molding me into the person he needed me to be—an even worse extension of himself.

This woman had saved me.

If I could mold her into the person she needed to be, then she could save herself.
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“What happened to that man?” Brenna shrieked, her hands flailing around her face.

“Yes, what’s wrong with him?” Ivenrail’s gaze drilled Vexxion. “Do share with us.”

“Perhaps it was something he ate?” Vexxion said with that wry twist to his voice I adored, but tension boiled inside me. I could barely savor the sound of it now.

A man a few seats down who’d also chosen soup vomited it back up into his bowl.

I swallowed back the bile rumbling in my throat, my gaze flicking to Brodine standing near the wall. He continued to stare at the floor.

Others gagged, their hands slapping over their mouths to hold their dinners back. Soon, the room was going to fall into shambles.

“Stop it,” Brenna cried. “This is terrible!”

Yes. Yes, it was.

The vomiting was only a symptom of the larger disease plaguing this court. Vexxion was right when he said death shadowed Bledmire. It was inevitable.

These three hadn’t acted alone. Who was trying to kill me now?

Brenna screamed, barely sucking in a breath before releasing another.

“Stop it,” Ivenrail snapped her way. Her screams ended abruptly. I wasn’t sure if he used magic or if his will alone made it happen. Her face darkened, and she looked down at her plate, her hands flopping off the table and onto her lap.

I was the dispenser of death today even if I hadn’t dealt the final blows, and I wasn’t sure what to think of that or the gruesome satisfaction I’d found in watching the man across from me choke on his stew.

Kill or be killed. That was how I’d looked at the dregs. It was past time I started seeing those in Bledmire Court in the same light. Only a few might come out of this alive.

I sincerely hoped I’d be among them.

“Leave,” Ivenrail snapped Brenna’s way.

She nodded, and a servant rushed over to pull out her chair and help her stand.

Delaine jumped up as well, but when I started to rise, Ivenrail’s gaze pinned me in place. “You will remain seated, as will the other lady-in-waiting.” When his attention fell on Reyla, my heart turned into a solid block of ice.

“You don’t need either of them,” Vexxion drawled.

I didn’t look his way.

The vines squirmed beneath my skin, and it was all I could do not to claw at them. I wanted to dig and dig until I reached them, then rip them out and shred them.

“They weren’t involved in this,” Vexxion added.

One of Ivenrail’s slash-of-black-eyebrows lifted. “Weren’t they?”

After a panicked glance my way, Brenna left the room with Delaine.

“Leave, all of you,” Ivenrail bellowed. “I only want Vexxion, the pretty Nullen, and the blank one to remain.”

Brodine left with the others, shuffling out through the door behind the king while the rest of the guests hurried through the door to the sitting room.

Fear prickled across my skin. I slid my hand toward the dinner knife on the table, but the moment I touched it, Ivenrail ripped it from my hand with magic and sent it flying into the wall. Impacting, it remained there, quivering.

I thought of reaching for the dagger strapped to my thigh, but I might need it for whatever was coming next.

“I will, of course, stay,” a fae man with a lined face, sitting farther down the table, said. I’d noted him looking my way a few times during the meal, his white-blond hair gleaming in the light. There was nothing unusual about someone staring at me. They knew Vexxion had claimed me. They knew he was protective of me. But they didn’t know why.

“Leave, brother,” Ivenrail said, his gaze remaining on me.

Brother?

Adored younger half-brother, Vexxion said in my mind. Newly arrived for the wedding. My Uncle Camus led my training from the time I was five.

Then I hated him.

“You’re sure?” Camus stood, his chair screeching when he rose. His pale blue tunic heavily gilded with silver hugged his lean frame.

Ivenrail’s gaze flicked to him. “I’ll speak with you later. Join me in my living area in, say, an hour or so? I’m eager to hear what you’ve discovered.”

What was Camus up to? Nothing good would come from anything Ivenrail discovered.

“I look forward to it.” Pivoting, Camus strode from the room.

Zayde stood at the opposite end of the table from Ivenrail, a frown cratering his face. “What’s going on, Father?”

Ivenrail’s scowl deepened. “I told you to leave.”

“But . . .” Zayde’s gaze shot to Reyla, and I was grateful she was protected by Vexxion’s ward.

Did Zayde finally see his father clearly?

Reyla’s fingers snaked out, scrambling across my lap to take my hand and squeeze.

She was there—somewhere. I wanted to shout the words. What was left of her might be buried deep inside, covered up with a bunch of fae crap and magic, but I was going to find her and drag her back to me. Then I’d hide her where no one would ever find her.

What should I do? I asked Vexxion. I gnawed on my lower lip with my teeth.

Remember what you agreed to.

Avoiding questions and behaving wasn’t going to get me out of this, though I wasn’t worried about myself. I doubted the king would blame me tonight. He’d place all the blame on Vexxion.

Tension pulsed inside me, threatening to knock me off my chair. I gathered power from my well, though I had no idea what to do with it. My spellcasting abilities were limited, a deficiency I needed to rectify as fast as I could. There was only so much time for training and practicing. Vexxion had to hold up the façade of the king’s controller; he couldn’t work with me all the time. We needed to sleep. Be with each other. If I didn’t escape to the aerie every now and then, I’d go out of my mind.

“What did you do?” Ivenrail asked Vexxion calmly, though from the sharpness in his eyes, he seethed.

“Do?” Rising, Vexxion strolled over to drop into Brenna’s seat. This, of course, put his body between the king and me and Reyla. He did this on purpose. As always, he’d take any blow intended for us. How could I do the same for him?

“I enjoy how willful you can be,” Ivenrail sighed. “But you cannot keep killing whenever you please. My lords and ladies are complaining.”

“When did complaints from your lords and ladies start to matter?”

“When they start grumbling about joining together to defy me!”

“And when did you care about a few paltry fae defying you?” Vexxion drawled. “I’m surprised you haven’t already squished the potential rebellion beneath your thumb. Call them to the throne room and have Madrood burn them.”

“I can’t keep behaving like that.”

What had changed?

“Are you trying to impress the Nullen king?” Vexxion asked, his head tilting slightly. He studied Ivenrail; did he see something I didn’t? “He’s gifted you with his daughter. Soon, you’ll have it all. Lydel Court will be yours. Riftflame will give in after that; they’ll have no choice if they hope to survive. All you’ve craved is within your grasp.”

“His new queen is with child,” Ivenrail said softly.

“Does Brenna know?” Vexxion asked, his voice still as bland as if he discussed dragon claw oil. How long had it taken him to perfect this neutral tone of voice and perfect mask?

I suspected he’d learned how to do it before he turned six.

My heart ached for the child he’d been, for the man he would’ve become if none of this had happened. I loved him for who he was now, but if I could, I’d take away the horrors of his past, even if that meant he was no longer mine.

Ivenrail slammed his fist on the table, making the silverware rattle and Reyla jump. “I don’t care what Brenna thinks.”

“Then what’s your point?” Oh, Vexxion’s voice was so deadly. It even made chills claw up my spine. How could Ivenrail remain immune?

He thought the spells he’d cast on Vexxion kept him safe. That was why.

One day soon, those spells would snap, and then it would be over. Perhaps I could find a way to break them, and then—

“Once the child is born, she won’t be the heir to his throne.”

“What do you plan to do about that?”

“Nothing so far.” Ivenrail stood. “But at this point . . .”

“You’re being careful,” Vexxion said.

Ivenrail huffed. “Bring the two Nullens to my room.”

Vexxion’s severed pinky finger twitched where it rested on the table. “Very well.”

A sly smile curled one corner of Ivenrail’s lips. “Don’t come with them.”

“I never do.”

“Not even when you’re masked by your puny silver threads?”
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Itried to swallow, but my throat had clogged off with terror. Everything I’d dumped into my belly kept trying to come up. If I hurled all over Ivenrail, would he let us go?

The thought of going to Ivenrail’s suite gouged dread through me like a spear, but knowing that he’d drain Vexxion of his precious power instead of us made it even worse. How long could Vexxion keep feeding this evil fiend’s thirst before he had nothing left to give? It took time to refill a well. I worried one day soon Ivenrail would take it all, leaving nothing left of the man I loved.

Vexxion glanced toward me and Reyla. The desperation in his gaze was enough to make my heart come to a shuddering halt. He would not allow the king to harm me like he had his mother. He’d sacrifice himself rather than stand by and let it happen. “Tempest is mine. I claimed her.”

I love you, he rasped. Take Reyla and run.

I tried to move but something kept me pinned in the chair. Not Ivenrail’s magic.

It was me. I refused to leave Vexxion here to deal with this alone.

Ivenrail’s gaze landed on Reyla. “You didn’t claim the other one.”

“Zayde did.”

“We’re family, which means they’re mine,” Ivenrail snarled, his hands forming fists on the table. “Do not defy me in this. I want power, and they don’t need it. As for your threads, you’re a fool to think something like that would slip past me.”

“What threads do you speak of?” Vexxion asked.

“You’ve been spying on me,” Ivenrail roared, shooting to his feet. “Your mother controlled the same threads. Did you think I wouldn’t watch for something like this with her son? She never used them to mask herself. It took me time to see that you could use them in that way.” Spittle flew from Ivenrail’s mouth, spattering the tablecloth.

“I do it when I must.”

“You never have the right to spy on me.” Ivenrail stormed around the table and grabbed both my and Reyla’s arms. “High Advisor Adwarin. Get in here.”

The robed fae man melted into the room as if he’d been hovering outside the door, listening.

“You need me, Your Highness?” His sly gaze landed on me, and his lips curled up.

“Take these Nullens to my room.” Ivenrail glared at Vexxion. “My son and I will have a brief conversation and then, I will join you.”

Before I could rush to Vexxion’s side, the high advisor flitted us to the king’s living area.

As we left the dining room, I heard Drask caw, but I had no way of telling him to remain where he was. If he followed . . . I didn’t want to think about what might happen to him.

The high advisor dragged us across the room and slammed us into chairs placed in front of the unlit fireplace. Vines snaked up from the floor, binding us to the wooden frames before either of us could flinch.

Reyla sat in the chair without struggling, staring at the floor. If there was anything left of her, had she given up?

The Wraithweave game still sat on the table nearby, and someone must’ve been playing, because the game pieces had moved again. The opponent’s master had shifted toward the border between faerie and Nullen territory, bringing his entire team with him, a common strategy.

As for the high lady, she’d taken a new position farther south, standing on the border between Weldsbane and Lydel land with two of her defenders—the dark blue ones. The white one who’d flanked her remained at the starting point. I couldn’t determine how this strategy might work, though I hadn’t played the game often. I had little free time, and I wasn’t as competitive as others. Brodine, for example. He used to play a ruthless game of Wraithweave, to the point he got mad if he lost.

My heart sunk. Would he ever sit across from me at a board like this again, his eyes gleaming with excitement as the play got underway?

With a frown, I looked for the high lady’s shield. It wasn’t beside her or at the starting point with the white defender.

Horror raked across my skin. Had her shield been eliminated already?

“You’re rather aware for a Nullen who was recently drained,” the high advisor said, glancing from the gameboard to me. “Do you enjoy Wraithweave? You recently gave our king the pleasure of a drain on your power. You either have a considerable amount to give, something rare in one of your kind, or . . . Hmm.” He latched onto my chin and shifted my head back, tilting it this way and that, studying my face. “You look different from the other one.”

“We’re not related.”

“It’s not that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’ll figure it out. No one keeps anything from me.”

This man was dangerous. He didn’t need to name it. I could smell the taint of it in the air. Selitta and Delaine had been sliced from a nightmare, but he was the whole.

He placed his thumb on the spot on my forehead where Vexxion had marked me and pulled.

Pain stabbed through me like I was being turned inside out and left lying on the floor to bleed. My gasp echoed in the room.

I thrashed in the chair, struggling to break free, the thorns slicing into my flesh. Hot blood trickled down my arms and legs from stinging wounds.

He tugged away his thumb and stepped backward, still studying my face. “Very interesting. I’ll need more before I can figure you out.”

“I’m a rider from a border fortress,” I sputtered, struggling to catch my breath and maintain the guard on my mind. I felt him probing. “Nothing else.”

“You’re so much more than a—”

The king appeared behind the high advisor. “What are you doing?” he barked. “I told you to bring them to the room. I did not tell you to do anything else.”

“I was just toying with this one.” He started to turn. “She’s quite unusual, don’t you think?”

He was lifted and flung against the wall, smacking hard enough to jar his skull. His yelp rang out as he slid down the surface, knocking a painting off the wall as he passed. It hit the floor with a clatter, followed by the slump of the high advisor on top of it. He lay on his chest for a moment before groaning and bracing himself up on his forearms, lifting his head to peer around blankly.

“Don’t touch them again,” the king said pleasantly. A flick of his finger, and the high advisor was lifted and tossed toward the door. He hit hard and smacked onto the floor again, rising even slower this time. He didn’t flit from the room. Whatever power he’d taken from me would not serve him well now.

He staggered as he opened the door and limped from the room.

The king turned back to me and Reyla. “It’s hard to find decent advisors, don’t you think?”

“What did you do to Vexxion?” I asked with a lift of my chin.

“I don’t answer Nullen questions.” He stepped toward me. “However, since I’m feeling jovial tonight, I’ll entertain you with a story. My son has reconsidered his impertinent behavior, though he’ll spend some time repenting.”

“Where is he?” I bellowed.

Ivenrail tsked. “You really are persistent, aren’t you? I’ll need to slice that from your hide. As for my son, he’s contemplating what he’s done and thinking of ways he can make amends.”

Where are you?

Vexxion did not reply. I couldn’t even tell if he heard me. Panic dragged its talons across my soul.

“What did you do to him?”

“I’m hungry. It’s time to feed.” He smacked his thumb against Reyla’s forehead, and she shuddered, her head jerking back to hit the chair with a snap. “Luscious,” he crooned, his body undulating as he tugged from the core of her energy. “This one’s quite tasty. I can see why Zayde still hesitates to share.” He closed his eyes as he drank, his throat quivering with the movement as if he actually sucked her power down into his belly, gorging himself to the point of explosion.

Finally, he drew in a breath and released it. He tugged away his thumb and opened his eyes. “There’s not much left in this one, I’m afraid.” His gaze snapped to meet mine. “Should I take it all?”

“What happens to her if you do?” Did I truly need to ask when I already knew? Tears trickled down my face. I was losing another friend, adding one more reason to gut this man, twist the knife, then slash it across his throat. Death was too good for him.

Rage boiled inside me, but I had no way to let it free.

“I doubt you truly want to know.” He stroked Reyla’s face. “This one was barely useful before I drained whatever she had left just now. I doubt I’ll get much more from her in the future.”

“You’re a bastard.”

“My father would disagree.”

“Can she be brought back?” There must be a way. He might know how. “Is there a spell?”

He frowned, his hand on his chin, his finger tapping his cheek. “I believe I heard about this at one time.”

“Tell me.”

His gaze flicked to the door leading to a room behind the throne no one had entered or exited from during any of my visits. His infamous bedroom?

“There must be a book with this information,” I said. “Someone wrote it all down.”

“There are many books about many topics. I’m a collector. Did you know that?”

Why would I?

“I’m always searching for new treasures, new books as well.”

“Have you found one that discusses collars?”

“Of course. I am the king.” Frowning, he looked from my face to my bound hands and legs. “You’re a lowly Nullen. Information such as that is only available to certain fae.”

Himself, he meant.

“Through the years, I’ve collected many books. Some reveal more than you could ever imagine. Others withhold information on purpose, nasty things that they are.”

I scanned this room, but found no bookcase, no ancient tomes lying around. I hadn’t found a library inside the castle, but it could be hidden.

Did he keep his collection inside the bedroom? If he had a book about collars there, I needed to steal it. Reyla wasn’t the only sneaky rider.

Vexxion told me to stay away from the king’s bedroom, but I’d do anything to help my friends, even search there.

“Your turn.” He eased away from Reyla to stand in front of me, giving me a smile that must charm the ladies of the court, as Vexxion once told me. I could see where my love got his gorgeous appearance, though Ivenrail’s nasty soul shone through, tainting everything about him. “I’d ask if you’re ready, but it hardly matters. Soon, you’ll forget everything, even this conversation.”

He placed his thumb on my forehead in an almost delicate manner. His eyes closed, and he sighed with bliss.

Like before, I felt nothing.

The shield appeared on the Wraithweave board, standing behind the high lady.

He wrapped his arms around her.

He guarded her as he had at all times.

He would do so until death came to claim him.
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Ivenrail was foolish to think I’d remain chained to the wall in his dungeon, awaiting his pleasure.

After he left, I closed my eyes, drew on my power, and traveled to his sitting area, arriving in time to ensure the high advisor’s head hit the wall hard enough to stun him. When he staggered out into the hallway, I lifted him and tossed him over the railing. He dropped five stories, sadly using some of his power to slow his fall, but he landed on the marble floor of the foyer with a satisfying smack. All without seeing who’d done this to him.

Traveling was only in my mind. I took no physical form when I appeared elsewhere, but I could still use my magic when I reached my destination.

I had Fury and Reyla to protect.

The only reason my mother hadn’t traveled while he tortured her was because that would’ve meant leaving me behind. She couldn’t flit, and she couldn’t take anyone “traveling” with her.

My current bindings did not allow me to flit, but I’d inherited all of my mother’s skills.

The king was greedy tonight, taking and taking from me when he believed he was draining Reyla. A braggart, he talked about his collections, his love of books with Tempest.

Did he realize I’d borrowed the book with information about collars? How else would I learn about how to release them? Since he’d tossed it into a cabinet near the fireplace, I doubt he realized I’d read and returned it.

“Your turn,” he said, moving on to Tempest.

By the time he’d eased away, a sly smile on his face and his cheeks glowing with the energy he’d drained from me, I could barely hold my spirit in the room, let alone try to give Tempest reassurance with the Wraithweave gameboard.

Ivenrail left the women still bound to the chairs, drifting into his bedroom to collapse on his bed. Like many times in the past, he’d fall into an indulgence-induced slumber. If I knew him, and I did all too well, he’d sleep until morning and wake with a headache from all he took from my well.

Tempest’s gaze remained on the shield as I slipped away, unable to hold the travel spell any longer. I jarred back into my body, still chained to the wall, and hung there, unable to support my physical weight. If someone came upon me . . . I didn’t want to think of what they might do or the fact that I was so drained, I wouldn’t be able to host enough power to defend myself.

My fury was aptly named. She appeared in front of me with tears in her eyes and storm clouds gathering on her face. She stomped over to where I hung on the wall and shook her finger at me. “You were in the king’s living area while he attempted to drain us.”

I nodded.

“He took no power from me.”

“Good,” I said.

“You revealed yourself as the shield, and you left not long after Ivenrail did.”

I could only grunt in agreement.

“I followed you.”

“Not . . . possible.”

Her hands smacked onto her hips. “Yet here I am.”

“You . . . shouldn’t be able to . . . flit here.” Damn, I was weak. How much more of this could I take? I already knew the answer. I’d let him keep draining me until I had nothing left to give.

Or he was dead, something I both dreaded and looked forward to.

“That’s hardly the point,” she said.

“How did you . . . get free?”

“Magic. I took Reyla to her room and then sought you.” Her heartfelt sigh rang out. “You need to stop doing this.”

“I won’t.” No one can flit to a place they’d never been to before, I growled in her mind. Yet you did.

You’re mine. I sensed where you were.

Also, not possible.

I love you. I’ll follow you to the very center of this world to be with you.

Tempest. Could she hear the love in my voice? Could she feel the stroke of my soul across her own?

Grumbling, she took in the manacles and chains securing me to the wall. Tell me the spell to release you.

My bindings were magicked by the king. Only he can release them.

“How about this?” She lifted her skirt and tugged my family blade from the sheath she’d strapped to her thigh. “I’m digging you out of here, love.”

“I love how you . . . continue to . . . disregard the rules.” I scanned her frame. “You look lovely tonight,” I croaked. “I didn’t get . . . the chance to show you how gorgeous I . . . find you.”

“You can show me later.” Her face furious with concentration, she attacked the wall where the chain had been secured, raking away at the stone.

Speaking in our minds took a lot less energy. Had she figured out why we could talk to each other while she couldn’t speak with anyone else?

Ivenrail will be displeased if he finds me gone, I said.

Ivenrail can suck ass.

As delightful as that idea is, and I’d love to hear you tell him this, I don’t have many friends here, I said. He’ll make Zayde tell him who helped me.

Will Zayde talk?

With the right persuasion, yes.

Fuck him.

I’d rather not.

Her snort rang out, but her eyes sparkled with fresh tears. It killed me to see her cry. Killed me to see her in this horrible place. She deserved a life full of strolling through beautiful meadows. A courtier who’d hold her hand and recite heartfelt poems. Not tragedy. Not someone trying to kill her. Not a lost bastard like me.

If only I could offer her that life.

All I could give her was my love and my very soul, and they might not be enough.

I don’t want him hurting Zayde, but I refuse to leave you here, she said. What else do you propose?

I hated even suggesting it. Give me a tiny bit of your power.

That’s a switch.

A small amount, I said sternly. Enough for me to travel from here to our suite for the night. I’ll return before he arrives in the morning and will act contrite enough to convince him I’ve repented.

What does traveling entail?

My shell remains here but the rest of me leaves.

She stepped back, frowning. What happens to your shell if someone tries to kill you?

We don’t want to think about that.

You’ll be vulnerable.

I’m always vulnerable.

Not if I’m with you. She slid her blade back into the sheath and stormed around the cell, clearly thinking.

Don’t try to fix this, I said. He needs to believe I’m dutifully chastened.

I won’t allow this.

You don’t have a choice. Let him think he’s won.

This changes the dynamics. The high advisor is already itching to step into your place.

He doesn’t have the guts or the power to do so.

He took some of mine.

“What?” I barked. “Tell me everything.”

When she did, I snarled and hauled on my chains, though all that did was make fresh blood trickle from the wounds on my wrists and ankles.

“Don’t,” she whimpered, sliding her fingertips gently across the wound on my right wrist. Heat seared along with her touch, and the pain instantly went away.

This woman had so much power, so much love to give. It still hollowed out my heart to see that she loved me.

I would do all I could to be worthy of her love.

I would sacrifice everything to end this.

High Advisor Adwarin suspects I’m more than a simple Nullen, and he’s right. She strode right up to me and levitated, another skill I hadn’t yet taught her and she shouldn’t be able to do. She gently cupped my face, tilting my head to make me meet her eyes. What else haven’t you shared with me?

I tell you all I can. You know this.

One day, you’ll need to tell me everything.

I will. I promise you this. Soon there will no longer be any secrets between us.

“Vexxion.” Pure frustration came through in her voice. I’d planted it there. I’d soon pay the price for holding things back.

The high advisor needed to die and soon, though I’d have to be careful with him. Despite flinging him against the wall, the king liked him for some reason. He wouldn’t allow me to smear his blood across the fae realm. If I did something like that, my punishment here would seem paltry in comparison. I couldn’t risk being hurt that badly, not when we were close to ending this forever.

I’d take care of him, however, and dropping from the fifth to the first level of the foyer was nothing compared to what I’d do to him for daring to touch my fury.

Unable to hold eye contact for fear she’d see something she shouldn’t, I eased out of her grip.

Give me a fraction of your power, and we’ll leave for the night, I said. Travelers moved only with their souls, but our bond was different. I’d be able to hold her, reassure her. Find comfort myself. Tomorrow, I’ll stomp around and show everyone he’s the only one who can do this to me. He’ll feel vindicated and full of himself. I’ll crush a few hands or stab a high lord or two to prove the controller is still someone to be reckoned with.

I’m not allowing this.

“Fury,” I growled.

“Vexxion,” she shot right back.

Damn she was beautiful when she stormed, and I didn’t only mean on the surface. She was gloriously exquisite even within this fae court where each person was more stunning than the next. Her true beauty rested within, and it shone in her eyes. Her heart was pure, brimming with everything that made her special, everything I should push aside.

Yet I couldn’t.

It would break me to release her.
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There were too many limits on my power. I’d discovered if I thought about what I wanted and sent that out in a spell, it rarely worked, much to my endless frustration. When I mastered whatever it was that was growing inside me, would that mean I was finally “prepared” to kill the king?

Turning back to face Vexxion, I lifted myself off the floor again, a handy trick I’d just discovered. What else could I do that I’d yet to explore? There wasn’t enough time in the day to look into this.

I held his face again. This wretchedly gorgeous fae man tended to hold things back, but his eyes and that twitch of his jawline gave him away. I didn’t have much else to work with.

I gathered power from my well and sent it to him, and damn it was such a turn-on to do something like this for him. Not necessarily arousing, but stimulating in a way nothing else could ever be. This man needed me if only for this, and that thrilled through me. It was pure bliss to do something for him, and I’d savor it if only for this moment.

“Enough,” he growled, shutting me off.

“I can give you more.”

“You will not.”

With a sigh, I lowered myself to the ground. I don’t feel depleted at all.

You’re not supposed to.

Yet you still are. I could feel it.

He took a lot tonight. How’s Reyla?

Fine. She was sleepy so I left her in her room. The king went to bed. We were still bound to the chairs! He would’ve left us there all night, then dined on us for breakfast. I figured out how to make the vines retreat.

I’m not surprised.

Unfortunately, it didn’t work with my collar.

You need to leave that in place—for now, he said.

We’d see about that. This has to stop. We need to either get Reyla and Brodine out of the castle or find a way to hide them. I can’t imagine what the king’s doing to him. I haven’t been able to get near him to find out. He’s so lost. My voice croaked. I’m worried about Bro. Everyone, actually. The weight of trying to help every single trapped soul inside the castle dragged across my soul.

I haven’t been able to get close to Brodine either, he said, strain still coming through in his voice. He hadn’t taken enough of my power. I wanted to give him more. I plan to, though. Soon.

If someone comes here while you’re traveling, will you know?

Yes. I’ll travel back and groan at the appropriate moments.

I don’t like leaving your body here. Can I cast a spell to protect you?

From everyone but Ivenrail? he said. Yes.

Teach me.

It wasn’t an easy spell. But when were they ever? Finally, after about an hour of ripping out my hair, I got it right. A barrier shimmered around Vexxion.

Will anyone else see it? I asked him.

No, but they’ll feel it if they try to touch me. Even better, if someone tries to harm me, you’ll feel it.

Me, not you?

You crafted the spell, he said. Hence, you’ll feel someone trying to breach it.

Amazing.

The grin he sent me made my knees melt. That’s you, my love. Amazing.

One of these days, we need to take time for us. Would that day ever come?

His smile faded. One of these days. He said it like a promise, but we both knew the odds of that happening were nearly nil. You flit to our suite, and I’ll follow.

You travel first, and I’ll follow. I would insist on this. I could defend myself, more or less. He could not. He was still too weak after the king drained him. He put on a brave front, and I appreciated how hard he tried, but he was slowly fading away.

He gave me a long look before nodding. His body slumped, and seeing it happen stole half of my heart. I’d never get it back again. I wanted to shake him, but that was the point of this. Ivenrail needed to think he was “repenting”.

I flitted to our suite, finding Vexxion lounging on our bed—no, lying there because he was incredibly weak.

It crushed me that he kept taking the blows meant for me and every other Nullen inside the castle. I didn’t want the king draining me instead, but this situation was untenable. We couldn’t keep it up for much longer, yet we still had days to get through until the king would try to collar Brenna.

Vexxion could barely stay awake.

I climbed into bed with him and for tonight, I held him.
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He was gone when I woke in the morning.

Are you safe? I asked, feeling frantic.

I’m alright—relatively.

Drask shot over and landed on Vexxion’s pillow, tilting his head, watching me as if he could hear the thoughts in my head. I jerked my hand out to pat his back, and he took off, landing on his perch to stare at me from a safe distance.

Where are you? I asked.

The king released me from the dungeon. I bathed and changed mid-flit. Ivenrail requested my presence in the throne room.

Requested?

As he does.

Is Madrood there? I barked.

Yes, why?

I clutched my fist to my chest. Stay out of fire-blasting range.

Vexxion’s low laugh rang out, thrilling down my spine and easing my tension. Will do.

He was alright. He had to be.

I swiped the tears from my face. How do you feel?

Surprisingly refreshed, he drawled. What did you do?

Nothing you wouldn’t.

Fury, he growled.

I’d fed him more power last night. He’d do the same for me.

As soon as I’m finished with the king, I’m cornering Brodine, he said. I’ll see if I can help him.

We need to remove these collars.

I’m working on that.

That made me sit bolt upright. Have you found a way?

I am the controller. All I can do is try.

You said anyone collared would be hunted.

Only if they can tell that the collar has been removed.

Will the king be able to tell? I asked.

A long silence followed.

We can’t risk it. Can we grab Brodine and hide him?

As long as the collar’s in place, Ivenrail will be able to find Brodine no matter where we hide him.

Would he bother to look for a drained Nullen?

He’s unpredictable. Just as he knows Reyla’s your friend, he knows Brodine is too. He won’t risk losing a way to force you to behave.

Is there anything we can do? I asked.

I have an idea, he said. He paused, then his voice came out urgent. I have to go.

You’re still safe?

For now.

He cut me off, but I had to trust he’d watch out for himself since I wasn’t there to do it for him. The thought was laughable. He was so much more powerful than me, even after he was drained. What could I do for him that he couldn’t do for himself?

After bathing, I dressed in one of my simpler gowns. With Drask on my shoulder, I left my room and went down the back staircase, exiting out into the hallway with the portrait where the fluffy blue creatures were trapped.

Because I didn’t want to scare them again, I cautiously approached from the side.

This time, when I showed my face, I did so from across the hall. And this time, they watched me rather than scurry into the woods. I swore I read excitement in their eyes. They must see I was trying to help them. I hoped their confidence in me wasn’t unfounded.

While Drask fluttered his wings and stroked his beak through his feathers, grooming himself while sitting on my shoulder, I drew on my power and whispered the spell Vexxion taught me. Predictably, nothing happened, though the marscapoles shuddered like they had the times before. That encouraged me, so I cast the spell over and over again, not willing to leave until I’d done something.

Finally, I could tell I needed to go. Brenna was decent enough as far as would-be queens were concerned, but she wasn’t above scolding someone for arriving late and who needed to deal with that?

“One more time.” I drew in more power, scrambling to tug some from a deeper, smokier section of my well. After pinching my eyes closed and making a wish, I watched the blue creatures as I sent the wish out with the spell.

The marscapoles tumbled out of the painting, plopping onto the floor.

I wasn’t sure who was more surprised, them or me. They weren’t very big, not much larger than a full-grown chall, coming only halfway up my shin. Their fur appeared soft and lush, but I knew better than to touch it.

They blinked up at me before releasing high-pitched cheeps.

“Alright, then,” I whispered. I bolted down the hall and opened the exterior door. “Would you like to be free, little guys?”

They scampered out through the opening.

I watched as they raced across the stone platform and leaped, landing on the grass and scrambling across the open area. They disappeared into the woods.

I didn’t chide myself for having tears in my eyes.

After assisting Brenna, she dismissed us.

Reyla appeared unchanged by what happened the night before. I still felt horrified.

I returned to the suite I shared with Vexxion and dropped onto the sofa, tugging Ember’s Shadow onto my lap. My carved dragon stood on the table where I’d left it. I swear it watched me, though such a thing wasn’t possible.

I skimmed the chapter on bonding with dragons, though I didn’t get much out of it that I didn’t already know. Treat them kindly. Finally, I had validation. There were a few short phrases in italics, and I whispered them into the air, though nothing happened.

With a shake of my head, I dismissed this chapter as simple lore and turned to the one entitled The Lost Fae.

Lost fae, huh? I’d heard of other fae kingdoms on distant continents, but as far as I knew, they hadn’t reached out to us and no one here had spoken to them.

What kind of world might there be far from this one?

With a shrug, I flipped past Lost Fae to the chapter about bone coins. But I’d only read the first line when someone knocked on the door.

I rose and crept over to the panel, leaning against it rather than haphazardly opening it. You never knew who might blast you with magic if you did something like that. If I’d learned nothing else since leaving the fortress, it was caution.

“Who’s there?” I called out.

No reply.

I spoke again.

Still no reply.

I cracked the door and peeked through but found no one there.

Leaning out, I peered down the hall in both directions, but I still didn’t see anyone around. With a grunt, I stepped back inside and closed the door. I returned to the sofa and sat, opening the book once more. A subtle sound drew my attention to the table.

The wooden dragon’s left front leg twitched as if he was about to take a step.

My gasp echoed in the room. I tossed aside the book and leaned close to the figurine, but he didn’t move. Had I imagined it? I lifted the dragon, turning it every which way and tugging on the leg that remained as stable as, well, wood.

“The carving did not move,” I whispered, holding it up to eye-level and squinting at it. It stared right back at me with the same beady eyes and unmoving body Vexxion had formed into this position.

“What do you think, Drask?” I asked my pet sitting on his perch.

He ignored me, still staring out the window.

“I’m losing my mind,” I said.

Drask chirped.

“Thanks, buddy.”

I needed to do something productive.

Tossing the book onto the coffee table and placing the carved dragon on top of it, I dressed in leathers, and ran through a series of exercises Vexxion had taught me.

Then I practiced with blades, throwing them at the target I created and hung on the back of the door.

More workout generated more sweat until I finally dropped down onto the sofa again and stretched out my legs.

I focused on the spell for moving objects, but no matter how many times I cast it, the wooden dragon still stood on the book. Maybe I wasn’t saying the spell right. I had a solid memory, but I could’ve misremembered.

Since I wasn’t expected back to help Brenna until it was time for her to get ready for dinner, I might as well keep busy at the aerie.

“Want to come with me, Drask?” I asked, but when I looked his way, I found his perch empty. He must’ve gone outside to hunt. Well, he’d find me in the stable if he needed me.

A flit took me to the aerie entrance.

“I tell you, someone has to do it,” Will said to one of the stable hands as I walked down the hall, pushing the cart I’d soon fill with dragon poop. There was something incredibly satisfying about shoveling shit. The dragons seemed to appreciate my efforts, and I enjoyed looking around a clean stall, knowing I’d made it happen. I also did my best thinking during that time, and if there was something I needed right now, it was time lost in my thoughts.

I’d imagined the carved dragon moving, hadn’t I?

I stopped beside my new friends. “What does someone have to do?”

Will shot me an odd look. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was angry with me, though he had no reason to feel that way.

“It’s nothing,” he said shortly.

He couldn’t be upset that I showed up here every day. No one would complain about me cleaning stalls.

“Maybe she’d be willing to do it,” Airia said, teasing her fingertips across one of her tiny braids. I’d met her yesterday, though we’d only exchanged a few words and our names. She’d come from one of the villages in the center of Nullen territory and was claimed a few years ago by one of the fae living near Bledmire Court. Like Will, she said her lord was a decent person and hadn’t drained her.

“What might I be willing to do?” I asked, keeping my tone pleasant. It never paid to irritate anyone, another lesson I’d learned over the past few months. My, how I’d grown. Back at the fortress, I hadn’t cared if I pissed anyone off. But with only three days left before I was going to kill the king, I needed all the allies I could get. You never knew who might hide you when you were on the run.

“Take care of Madrood,” Prenton said. “We usually take turns. But you don’t have to go in there. We appreciate the work you’re doing here already. You do it for free.”

“We don’t get paid,” Will said with a twist of his lips.

“No, but we’re assigned to work here,” Prenton said in a kinder tone than I’d use. “She isn’t.”

“It’s nice of you to come help us,” Airia said. “But Madrood? There’s no reason you need to ever go near his stall.”

Frankly, I was surprised no one had tried to toss me into Madrood’s pen from the moment I arrived. I was a volunteer, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be asked to work with the unruly dragons.

Airia studied my face. “The controller claimed you, right? What was that like?” Her attention zoned in on my collar and like all the other times when someone noted it, it twisted, reminding me of its presence, reminding me that it monitored me at all times.

“Painful like yours.”

“Yeah, the collar sucks,” she said. “But I meant, what’s it like to belong to the controller? He’s scary.”

“It also sucks.” I had no problem lying to this group, to anyone here, actually, though I wanted to defend Vexxion to the world.

“That’s not what I heard,” Will said with a snort. A slick grin rose on his face. “I heard you sleep in his suite. In his bed, actually.”

“He needs me to stay in his suite. Remember? The collar comes with access to my power.” While I was willing to lie, I wouldn’t disparage Vexxion. Maintain the ruse and his rep, sure, but I wouldn’t let them believe he raped me or anything like that.

He frowned. “Do you actually have much power to offer? You never look like he’s drained you.”

“He’s not guzzling it down. He’s not greedy.”

“I don’t see him as the cautious, caring type,” Airia pointed out.

Because she didn’t know him.

“We get along, and that’s all that matters. The suites have more than one room.” Let them think I slept on one of the sofas. I glanced toward Madrood’s stall. “What does the king’s dragon need?”

“Everything, but for now, he’s got scales in his eyes.” Will’s gaze took a sly slant. “I don’t suppose you have any tricks for handling something like that, do you? Since, as you said, you’re so good with dragons.”

“They like me,” I said. “I treat them with kindness, and they respect that.”

“Dragons respect this and this alone.” Will lifted his fist.

Airia and Prenton frowned but said nothing.

It was like the fortress all over again. I bit back my sigh. I wasn’t going to be here long enough to educate anyone. I might not live long enough to educate anyone.

Will’s gaze flicked past me, to the entrance, and I glanced in that direction, not finding anyone there.

“I’ll take care of Madrood,” I said.

Airia sucked in a breath. “Be careful. He’s mean.”

“Stay near his side and watch out,” Prenton added. “He doesn’t usually blast anyone with fire unless the king gives the command, but like a lot of dragons, he can be unpredictable.”

“I’ll work fast and get out of there as quickly as I can,” I said.

“You’re either a fool or really brave.” Will shook his head. “But if you’re willing to try, we appreciate it.” He nudged Prenton with an elbow, and his low laugh burst out. “We get to keep our heads for another day.”

“I’ll groom him and clean his stall while I’m there.”

Will’s eyes widened. “I don’t get it. You don’t have to be here, so why take on the worst assignment in the aerie?”

“I like to help.” I was willing to leave it at that.

A touch of fear slid down my spine, but I shrugged it away. I’d approach Madrood carefully. I’d watch his eyes. If he made any threatening moves, I’d leave his stall and try again later. If he killed everyone who worked with him, there wouldn’t be anyone left, and that clearly wasn’t true.

I almost looked forward to the challenge. I was no fool, though I was brave. I’d had to be to survive in the fortress.

Prenton’s frown deepened. “Everything you need to work with him is in the tack room. Good luck.”

Will’s high-pitched snicker rang out as Prenton opened a stall gate and stepped inside. “We’ll clean up your remains later.”

Airia shot a glare at him but said nothing.

Will looked toward the entrance again.

Prickles raced across my skin. What was up with him?

After those fae tried to kill me yesterday, I couldn’t be too careful. Vexxion had eliminated them as a threat, but had they been working alone?

“Who claimed you, Will?” I asked casually. “I don’t believe you told me.”

“I didn’t.” He strode over and lifted the handles of the cart I’d brought inside and wheeled it down the hallway, the shovel clattering on the side as he aimed for the end of the corridor.

“Who claimed you?” I called after him.

He opened Glim’s gate and steered the cart inside, shutting it behind him.

“I’m not sure what the big secret is. Everyone knows.” Airia rolled her eyes. “Delaine claimed Will.”

My throat tightened. “Delaine?”

“You must know her. She’s High Advisor Adwarin’s daughter.”

Delaine claimed Will, huh? Wasn’t that interesting? I wasn’t sure what, if anything, I should do with the information, but I couldn’t trust him. Not that I trusted anyone here other than Vexxion, but still.

I gathered a bunch of tools inside the tack room, tossed them into a basket, and strode to Madrood’s gate. After sucking in a few deep breaths and releasing them, my spine loosened enough I dared release the latch. I cautiously creaked the gate open but remained to the side as I eased it wider. If he was in a bad mood, I’d clean a few stalls and come back after. There was no need to be blasted with fire.

When nothing happened, I poked my head inside. He stood near the exit to the valley, staring out through a gap in the netting. Dragons cooped up in the aerie most of the time got bored. Did the king exercise him regularly? Vexxion said the king adored dragons, but I hadn’t seen any evidence of that outside his adoration for what Madrood could do with his fire inside the throne room.

I stepped into the stall and closed the gate, lowering the basket of tools to the sandy floor.

“Hey, Madrood. Nice day, huh?” The sun was shining, and the temperature was perfect for working. Not too hot. Not too cold. With my heart pattering much too fast, I pawed through the basket, grabbing a brush. With light footsteps, I moved around to his left side. “Grooming first, buddy. You’ll like that, won’t you?”

He ignored me, staring through the small gap in the screen blocking the opening to the world outside.

When I started brushing the scales on his leg, he twitched, but he didn’t turn his head my way.

“They haven’t been taking care of you,” I chided, noting the poor condition of his scales. “A shame.” They were afraid of him and for good reason, but that didn’t mean he didn’t need care. If you were going to keep a beast like this in your aerie, you had to find a way to keep him in top shape. Otherwise, he’d be useless to you when you needed him the most.

I worked my way along his side, adding oil to the brush, massaging it into his scales with a vigorous rub.

When he groaned, my hand stilled on his side. My breathing came to a shuddering halt, and my heart went tick, tick, ti . . . ck.

He shuffled his feet and shot me a look that I took to mean, why did you stop, you foolish girl?

So, I got working again, rubbing harder with the brush.

He groaned again and leaned into my touch.

“You’re a big softie, aren’t you?” I whispered, grabbing the stool I’d brought, climbing it, and starting on his shoulder. I worked oil into those scales, using a light touch with the ones that had cracked. When I’d finished this side, I made my way along the other. I’d have to get a taller stool to reach the spikes marching down his neck to his shoulders. This dragon was huge when compared to Seevar.

“What do you think, Madrood?” I asked as I hopped off the stool, my feet hitting the sand with a dull thud. My thigh twitched, but it was cooperating so far. “Should I oil your claws while I’m at it?” I eased around his front to approach the basket.

His snout snapped out, his fangs going for my throat.

I yelped and flung myself away, smacking into the mesh screening the pen from the valley below.

It gave way, and I tumbled backward, falling . . .

OceanofPDF.com


28


TEMPEST
[image: ]


Igrabbed onto the torn mesh, and it raked across my palm until I latched onto the bound tip.

My body snapped as it came to a halt, my teeth jarring together. I dangled and swayed in the air with my heart aflame and my breathing ragged.

Where are you? Vexxion growled. I sense—

I’m having a delightful time with Madrood.

Vexxion appeared in the stall above me, stooping down, his hand extended.

“I can do it,” I said.

His lips thinned. “Tempest.”

I flung my other hand up and grabbed onto the torn mesh, scrambling to find purchase with the tips of my boots on the stone cliff. “If you weren’t here, I’d have to do this on my own.”

“You wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”

Honestly, my body shook with adrenalin, and my muscles kept twitching. My left thigh was one big spasm. Why was I insisting on handling this on my own?

My gaze swept past Vexxion to Madrood.

He was watching me, ignoring Vexxion. I suspected he didn’t dare take a bite out of the controller.

Most didn’t give enough credit to dragons. Actually, no one did other than me. Something had changed between me and this silver beast, though I didn’t know how to describe it or why it was happening. I’d worked with him today. He’d not only allowed me inside his stall, but he’d also let me groom him. He’d snapped out at me as dragons often do, and I needed to handle this like I would’ve with Seevar.

The pinch in my heart turned into a full-on ache in my throat. Madrood would never replace the golden dragon I’d loved. But just like in Seevar, I saw something special in Madrood. He kept it well-hidden, but it was there.

It might be silly, but I suspected I’d lose his respect if I let Vexxion help me.

“Go away,” I told Vexxion.

“Are you out of your mind?”

“I mean it.” I wedged the toe of my boot in a crack in the cliff and used it to lever myself up to the edge of the stall. Fortunately, I could then grab onto a groove in the lip and flop onto my belly on the sand strewn across the big open surface. I scrambled to my feet and shot Vexxion a grin. “See? I’m fine.” I’d need to locate another mesh to replace this one as soon as possible. The king would not be happy if his prize dragon flew out from his aerie without a rider.

“Why are you here?” I asked, cocking my head to peer up at Vexxion. He looked good, almost glowing with color in his cheeks. His hair looked nice, too, swirling around his shoulders. I wanted to comb my fingers through it. Stroke his pretty cheeks. Kiss him.

“I’m here because you needed me.”

He said it so simply, I wanted to hug him. But I never knew who might be watching. Would there ever be a time when we could be free with each other outside our suite? I craved the chance to let loose and just be with him. To drag him off into the sunshine and strip off his clothing with my teeth. To lie with him in the deep grass and laugh to my heart’s content.

To shout out to the world that I loved him.

With a sad sigh, I snagged what was left of the mesh together and knotted the ends to cover the opening. It wouldn’t hold up if Madrood bumped against it, but it would present a barrier he was unlikely to challenge until it could be replaced. Most dragons had been trained to remain inside their stalls, only flying with a mounted rider.

“You haven’t told me why you’re here without Drask,” he said. “Let alone inside this infernal beast’s cell. You did see him burn someone after we arrived, did you not?”

Something like that was hard to miss.

“I finished with Brenna, and I’m not needed until it’s time to help her dress for dinner,” I said. “I decided to work here a bit before strolling through the castle. I’ve been thinking about the marscapoles and how grateful they were that I freed them. I thought—

“You did what?” he roared, then switched to speaking in my mind. Explain.

After leaving Brenna, I worked out in the room and practiced some magic. You need to share the moving objects spell again, because I don’t believe I remember it correctly. It’s not working, and I—

Tempest.

Yes, sweetie?

He sighed, but his eyes gleamed with humor. I might irk—no, vex—him every now and then, but he adored me. And he enjoyed being called sweetie, though he’d never admit it. Tell me what you did with the marscapoles.

The spell you taught me worked. I’m not sure why you seem upset about that. You shared it with me. You must know I’d use it.

It’s a difficult spell.

Oh. I huffed, pretending to be highly offended. You didn’t expect me to master it so quickly. I tipped my head back, watching him, though I kept an eye on Madrood as well. He stared at Vexxion, basically ignoring me. You really don’t know my potential, do you?

No one knows your full potential, which suits our plan. You’re amazing. You’re going to stun the fae realm soon.

I like that idea as long as it comes with killing the king.

Always. You shouldn’t be freeing creatures from the paintings. Someone will notice.

I can’t leave them trapped.

It draws attention, he said. I can’t protect you all the time.

One of these days, I’m going to surprise you by protecting myself. Sure, my hands shook at the thought of dealing the final blow, but that was the point of training, right? I’m getting closer all the time.

You are. He watched me. He always watched me, even when he wasn’t nearby.

“Go.” I waved my hands at him. “I still have time before I’m needed in Brenna’s suite, and Madrood’s eyes need cleaning.” I’ll see you after dinner in the meadow for training?

You will.

I started to march past him, but he snagged me around the waist, lifted me, and pressed me against the metal wall.

His mouth crashed down on mine, and the need I sensed within him all the time poured through me, molten and a touch feral, just the way I liked it. His mouth was hot and demanding. His tongue slaked across my lips, and when I gasped, he dove inside.

This. This was what I needed from this man all the time. How could I forget for even one second?

I forgot where I was. What I was doing. Who I was, for that matter. All I could think of was Vexxion. This moment in time.

The feel of his mouth claiming mine.

Fire coiled tight, low in my belly, and shot downward. If he touched me there, he’d find me wet for him already. Always. Always. There would never come a time when I didn’t need him more than I needed to breathe.

He held me with his silver threads and the harsh lines of his body while his palms caged me against the wall. This man was made up of sharp edges. Sinew and endless muscles. I’d named him correctly back at the fortress.

But he had a soft side he showed only to me, and I craved that as much as his hardness.

I drowned in the possession of his mouth, the groans he released, and the stroke of his hand on my side.

He lifted his head. If I didn’t have to be in the throne room right now, I’d take you far from here, love. I’d show you everything.

I want you. I always will. I love you.

You’re mine.

I am.

His lips curled up on one side. And I’ll always be yours. He gently lowered me to the floor, stroking his knuckles down my face. Don’t get into any more trouble. But if you do, call me.

I will. Maybe.

“Tempest.”

That’s Fury to you, buddy. I shot him a smile. My heart was singing after our kiss, and pretty much everything was right in my world. For now, that is. But I had to snatch up moments like this when I could because all too soon, they’d be gone. I said I would be careful.

He just growled and flitted away from me.

Injecting confidence into my limping strides, I strode over to stand in front of Madrood and gave him a sharp look. “You’re going to let me finish, right? No more shoving me out into the valley. I can’t fly without a dragon beneath me.”

He huffed, shooting sparks down my front.

“Ha ha. Try harder. I’m wearing leather.”

Lifting his head, he sent sparks toward my hair.

Yelping, I dove to the right, barely missing a mound of shit. I rolled and came up in a crouch, rubbing my aching thigh. “Good one.” Hobbling over to stand by his head again, I carefully stroked my fingertips down his snout. “I’ll treat you right. I just ask for respect in return. You can trust me. I promise.”

He shot me a glare, but what else should I expect? This dragon was owned by the fiercest fae in the land, one I hated but held a healthy respect for, if nothing else.

“Get to work, Tempest,” I whispered.

Leaving his stall, I tracked down a new mesh and secured it to the outer opening, making sure this one didn’t have tears.

“I’m going to take care of your claws,” I told him. As I lifted his left front leg and started oiling his talons, I sang a little poem I’d read somewhere, though I couldn’t remember where or when. Beasts seemed to like music, and I needed all the help I could get with this one.

I didn’t want Vexxion to worry about me, but I refused to sit in our suite until he said it was time. There were so many things I could do here that would make a difference.

I still had to get inside the king’s room to search for a way to remove collars. Could I flit there like I had to the dungeon? Vexxion must’ve been there before, and I could steal the image from his mind like I had last night when I tracked him to the dungeon.

Vexxion would snarl if he knew I was considering trying to get inside the king’s bedroom. But if there was a way to free my friends and all the other Nullens wandering in the ether, I was going to find it.

After finishing with his claws, I tackled Madrood’s eyes, and he was surprisingly compliant. See? When you treated a beast with kindness, it paid off.

Then I cleaned his stall and returned the gear to the tack room, leaving the aerie without seeing anyone else, though I heard voices echoing from various stalls as I walked down the hallway and out into the afternoon sunshine.

My muscles ached from my exertion, and my left thigh kept spasming, but I felt as good as I could considering I was living this close to Kinart’s murderer.

There weren’t even any fae men or women lingering around, looking at me like they wanted to kill me. I wasn’t sure my day could get much better than this. The memory of Vexxion’s kiss humming through my veins didn’t hurt either.

I flitted to the front door and as always, I was drawn to the poor dragons writhing across the surface. I cringed as I watched them. This was wrong. No one should do something like this to such glorious beasts. I was sure they’d done something paltry, and the king had punished them by trapping them inside the frame. I couldn’t imagine what anyone could do to deserve something like this. Sneered at Ivenrail, probably. The marscapoles probably peered at him from the woods.

I stretched out my hand and laid a fingertip on the right door dragon’s snout, keeping my voice low. “I wish I could do something for you.”

The dragon stilled. Our eyes met. Then it started writhing again, its pain slicing through me.

Fuck this.

Drawing on my power, I sent it out with the spell I’d used to release the marscapoles.

Nothing happened.

What are you doing? Vexxion asked in my mind. He sounded distracted, but if I knew him, he’d send Drask my way to spy and arrive soon after to tell me again that I needed to behave.

Nothing, I said. I’m done in the aerie. I’m heading toward our suite. Will you lay out a dress for me?

Of course.

I hope it’s pink.

You hate pink, he drawled. What are you doing?

Absolutely nothing. Don’t pay any attention to me.

I’ll be there soon.

I didn’t have much time.

I grabbed onto a bunch of power and flung it at the dragon.

To my shock, it slipped—oozed—from the door and plopped onto the stone in front of me. As it grew and grew and took the form of a beast even bigger than Madrood, I flung myself backward, toppling onto my ass on the hard stone platform.

It grew larger. And larger. Finally, its growth slowed, and it rattled its head, smoke blasting into the air from its enormous nostrils.

Damn, it was going to shoot fire at me, and I’d be turned into a pile of ash. I should’ve left this alone. Vexxion was right, as per usual. And I was wrong, as per usual.

“Free,” it hissed. “Iasar issss free!” He rose over me, looming like an icy blue, murderous statue morphed from a time long forgotten. His neck arched, jagged spikes quivering as they jutted up from his spine. His spiked tail snapped around as if he intended to smack me off the platform then lash me while I writhed on the ground.

He was going to kill me.

“I’m sorry,” I stuttered, my hands lifting, my fingers splaying wide. Struggling to my feet, I gathered power, though I had no idea what I’d do with it. “I didn’t mean to release you.” I did, actually, but maybe stating that was the wrong tactic to take. Would it help if I bowed? I did it just in case. “I’ll find a spell to send you back.”

“No.” His voice thundered, making the ground shake. Me as well. “Iasar issss free!”

Iasar. Was that this glorious dragon’s name?

He stomped toward me, each step making the stones rattle and the very air blast my ears and echo in the valley below.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. My heart slammed against the inside of the cage forged by my ribs, determined to break through and flee.

“Free.” Iasar’s head snapped forward, stopping only when his snout was a breath away from my face. Smoke continued coiling from his nostrils, and I bit back my overwhelming urge to sneeze. “Lissssten and lissssten well, tiny being. You. Freed. Me.”

“This is a good thing. Right?” Please, let it be so.

“It issss,” he bellowed, the words shoving the leather front of my tunic against my quivering skin. “Lissssten well, tiny being.”

I swallowed, spittle clawing its way down my throat, and jerked out a nod. Speaking felt like too much in this gorgeous beast’s presence.

“A blade will be forged in light, torn away by thorn’ssss blight,” he whispered, lifting his snout to speak by my ear as if no one but me should hear his words. “And veiled beneath the gaze of eternal right.” Lifting his head, his dark gaze met mine. “Do you lissssten? Do you remember, tiny being?”

“A blade will be forged in light, torn from thorn’s blight,” I repeated softly. “And veiled beneath the gaze of eternal right.”

“Good. There issss more.” He cocked his head, revealing spikes jutting up around his eyes. Modern dragons didn’t have anything like that. How old was this beast, and how long had he been trapped inside the door? “Where no foot treadssss and no eye sssshall ssssee, guarded by ssssilence, assss if held within treessss.”

“Trees?”

He nodded sagely. “Treessss.”

I repeated what he’d said, though I didn’t know what this referred to or why he felt it was so vital I remember. I’d imprint it in my mind because I sensed this might one day mean everything to me.

He shot a look over his shoulder before snapping his head back to stare at me. When a fae woman rounded the side of the castle and stopped, gaping our way, his head jerked in that direction. With a shake of his neck, he blasted blue fire toward her. She shrieked and flitted, disappearing from view.

The dragon faced me once more. “Ssssplit between realmssss where the horizon meetssss the world beyond, half 'neath starssss where dreamssss unsssspoken are drawn.”

I repeated the phrases after the beast, and he nodded.

“It waits where a blood red ssssun does ssssink,” he said. “In dawn’ssss embrace—it'ssss there you must sssseek.”

I whispered the words as if they were a spell, having no idea what they meant. “Anything else?”

The dragon’s gaze flicked back to the door where the other beast still writhed. “Free my mate, Amronth.”

“Amronth is your mate?”

He nodded. “He’ll gift you with resssst of the riddle.”

Then Iasar had given me half.

“I’ll do it right away,” I said.

Tempest, Vexxion growled. What’s going on?

Nothing. Nothing! Fates, don’t come here now.

Iasar scrambled around me and up onto the bridge railing. It cracked beneath his vast weight, fissures snaking across the stone.

Then he leaped and soared out over the valley.

I rushed over to stand at the rail. The world . . . parted. There was no other way to describe it. A slice appeared in the sky and the dragon angled his body to fly into it. The gap closed, and he was gone.

It was so beautiful and perfect that all I could do was stare after him with tears in my eyes.

Vexxion flitted. I felt him arrive on the bridge behind me.

I quickly swiped my tears away.

His arms wrapped forward, pinning me against the rail. “You said you were going to our suite. Yet, here you are, standing on the middle of the bridge in wide open view like bait.” A snarl edged into his voice, though it was never directed at me. It only showed how concerned he was about me.

I peered up at him.

His gaze snaked around the still empty area, seeking threats as always. If there was a fae person in the vicinity, they’d be shaking from fright—just like I still did after what happened.

“I was on my way to our suite.” I said, trying to inject strength into my quavering voice. “Did you lay out a pink dress? I need to bathe off Madrood’s stink and go help Brenna get ready for dinner.”

“What were you doing?” he bit out, still on the edge. He turned me, pressing me against the railing, tipping my chin up with one finger to gaze into my eyes.

“Oh,” I said, evading his eyes. “I was having a bit of fun. Freeing a dragon named Iasar from door captivity. You know. Nothing unusual for me.”

Iasar? His voice coiled as tight as Iasar’s tail just had.

Do you know him?

I do. He’s a legend.

Great. Just great. Leave it to me to free a legendary dragon from captivity, not your usual plain one.

Vexxion’s gaze snapped to the door. Fuck.

Yeah. Maybe. This one could be a double fuck, I bet. One fuck won’t do in a situation like this.

Did you think . . . He shook his head, and his eyes blazed. This is the main entrance. Before you acted, did you think that someone might happen to notice that one of the dragons was missing?

It was trapped.

It’s been there for a very long time. It could’ve remained there a little longer.

No. It’s wrong. He’s happy to be free. To thank me, he shared something with me.

Vexxion placed his fingertip on my lips and flitted us to our suite where his threads encircled us like his arms still wrapped around me.

“Tell me everything,” he bit out.

He didn’t have to shout. His deadly tone delivered his mood quite well. I didn’t fear him. He loved me. I loved him. But boy did he make me quake with lust when he spoke to me like this. That stern tone of voice made me want to climb all over him.

From the look in his eyes and the frustration pretty much pouring from his ears, he knew this. He wanted to chastise me, but he liked seeing I was turned on by his berating words.

I told him what happened, including the riddle.

He sighed; his brow tight. “Interesting.”

“What do you think it means?”

“Those dragons are a mated pair.”

“Iasar said that. I assume Ivenrail trapped them there because they wouldn’t share the riddle.”

“You’re incredibly wise.”

I flashed him a smile, though it faded fast. “He shared half of it with me. I’ll have to free the other dragon to get the rest. Assuming we need this information.”

“Oh, we do. You do, that is.”

“I’ll do it right away, then.”

“Not today.”

“Why not today?” I asked.

“Because it’ll take considerable power to hide the fact that Iasar’s missing. Two disappearing dragons are too much for me to handle right now.”

“Alright.” I could wait, though not for long. “What will the riddle do for us, assuming we can solve it?”

“You’ll solve it.”

“With your help.”

“I’ll be with you for as long as I can.”

If I could break away, and we didn’t need his silver threads to shield us from being overhead, I’d start pacing. “Please don’t suggest you won’t be with me always. Promises, Vexxion, remember? I’m not the only one who made them.”

“Sometimes, promises have to be broken.”

“Fates, no. I need you for more than just training. I love you. I’ll follow through on this. I need to do it. But I want you with me when it’s over. Please.”

“You’re stronger than you know.”

“That sounds lovely, and I appreciate you saying it, but my heart will be a hollowed-out thing if you’re not there to fill it.”

He kissed me, and while that soothed me and heated me up at the same time, I sensed a touch of desperation in it. I understood why. We were getting closer to the end of this journey. Would we live long enough to start a new one together?

Lifting his head, he stared into my eyes. “You’ll do what you must.” His arms tightened around me. “I’m determined to stand in front of you for as long as I can, but the time may come when I can’t be there for you. If that happens, I want you to go on without me. You need to end this. If you don’t, right won’t triumph like it must.”

“I’m not anyone’s savior.”

“In the end, save yourself. That’s all I ask.”

“If I was going to do that, I’d hide now, not continue this dangerous plan.”

“You’re not someone who will ever allow yourself to hide.” He nodded, convinced of this even if I wasn’t as sure. “When the time comes, you’ll kill him, and you’ll walk away with your head held high.”

“You said I need to do it when he’s weak after claiming Brenna. Will I be allowed to walk away after killing him?”

“The court will be stunned. They won’t know what to do. You’ll not only walk away, but you’ll also be able to claim what has always been yours.”

I cocked my head. “What might that be?”

“Remember the riddle. It’ll one day guide you.”

“I assume I’ll need all of it, then.”

“Be patient. Don’t act too quickly.”

“Should I wait to free the other dragon until after I’ve killed Ivenrail?” I asked.

“Do it before but give me a day or two first.”

“Restraint has never been one of my strong points.”

His low laugh rang out. “I’m well aware of that.”

I was glad he wasn’t angry about this, because I was going to make sure every creature trapped within the castle was freed before I left.

I glanced at the timepiece on the mantle above the fireplace. “I should bathe and dress. Brenna will be waiting. You’re going to craft a spell that will suggest Iasar is still trapped inside the door?”

“I will.”

I felt bad that he had to keep cleaning up my messes. “I won’t say I’m sorry for doing it.”

“I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

I nodded.

He released his silver threads, and we separated.

“Do you have to return to the king?” I asked.

“He expects me to stand by his side at all times, especially after my recent disobedience.”

“Be careful.”

He nodded; his gaze locked on me. “Always.”

After he flitted from the suite, I walked to the bathing area, finding the bath drawn already, candles lit, and a solitary black rose with silver tips perched in a delicate vase.

He’d laid out a gown for me.

I laughed when I saw it was pink.
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“How close are you to acting?” I asked Zayde. “The timing needs to be perfect.”

After working with Tempest in our secret meadow, we returned to our suite, where I left her.

My half-brother and I flew our dragons to an isolated spot in the valley below the aerie. No place was safe to speak, but with my threads surrounding us and our mounts grazing nearby, their clawed feet digging into the grass and their sharp senses alert, the location would do for a short conversation.

Blackness cloaked the world without even the hint of the moon or a star in the sky, just the way I liked it. If I couldn’t be with my fury, I didn’t want the stars trying to outshine her light.

Creatures moved through the woods around us, though even they were wise enough not to come near.

I sensed we were alone—for now.

“I am ready.” Zayde paced to the outer reaches of my threads, gnawing on his lower lip, a habit he’d started when he was little and never shed. It was the only thing that gave away the tension coiling inside him. “She’s scared. She hates this. We both do.”

“I understand.”

“The situation is unbearable.”

If it wasn’t, would he be willing to join me in this or would he still waver? I feared the latter. There came a time in everyone’s life when they had to choose a side. I’d done so when I was five. His time was now. Did he finally see?

“Are you sure that we have to—”

I growled in frustration and raked my nails across the back of my neck. “Please don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts now.” At this point, if he didn’t follow through on his part of the plan, everything would fall to pieces.

“We don’t have to go through with it. We can handle it in another way.”

I slammed my eyes shut before opening them again. “I’ve spent months putting this into place. I need you.” I’d needed him for most of my life and while he’d often stepped back when he should’ve stood by my side, he was four years younger than me. I’d allowed him to choose his own path whenever possible, because I’d never been given that choice, and I’d wanted better for my half-brother.

But it was past time he grew up and faced what I’d been forced to see when I was still a child.

“If he finds out, he’s not going to just let you have her,” I said.

“And he won’t allow you to have her.”

“I already do,” I drawled. No one was taking my fury from me. No one.

“He’ll claim her if he’s given the chance.”

“Which is why we must follow the plan I’ve laid out.”

Zayde stopped in front of me and scratched the back of his neck. “Do you truly think this will work? It’s been so long. We don’t even know if they’re still alive any longer.”

“Things have changed.” I shared the latest.

“Wow.” His eyes widened, and he smiled for the first time in . . . I didn’t know how long. “Really?”

“Really.”

“That’s amazing.”

It was.

“This gives me hope,” he said.

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“Oh, I won’t.” He started pacing again, but his steps held a spring they’d lacked before. “I can’t imagine being free of all this. Bledmire Court is a nightmare.”

“Change will take time.” Was he truly up for it?

“I’ll do what I can.”

“I’ll stand with you.” With them both if things fell into place as they should.

When had “as they should” been part of the game? Winning took strategy, a cutthroat plan that took no prisoners and laid waste to everything and everyone in its path. I’d always had the nerve and the will to do what I must. If I didn’t, I risked losing what I treasured most. My life was on the line—something I hadn’t valued before I met Tempest. She’d brought color to my world.

And hope. Its sweetness came with a bitter taint I couldn’t get rid of.

“I’ll be there,” he said. “Waiting. Ready to act.”

Finally.

I braced his shoulders. I wanted to tell him not to fail me, but I’d asked him that before—begged him before—and we both knew how that had turned out.

“Thank you,” I said instead.

There was so much more riding on this than me, and that should make a difference. With a personal stake in the outcome, he would try harder.

By the fates, I sure hoped he did.

We rode back to the aerie, but while he flitted to his suite immediately after, I remained to groom Glim. I usually roused a stable hand to do this, but since working with Fury at the fortress, I’d discovered I found comfort in the task. It soothed me in a way few other things did.

It reminded me of her.

Finished, I left Glim’s stall and strode down the silent hall that echoed only with my thoughts. As I passed Madrood’s pen, a subtle sound inside made me pause. I released the latch and eased open the top of his gate to peer inside, finding the beast lying on his side, asleep. He didn’t look up and nothing appeared out of place.

Securing the latch again, I leaned against the wall and waited longer than I needed to before flitting to my suite.

I removed my clothing and slipped into bed beside Tempest, gathering her into my arms. It felt good to hold her, to kiss her brow.

Best of all, she murmured my name in her sleep.
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Iwoke up the next morning, finding the bed cold, though I was aware that Vexxion had slept beside me during the night.

Two days until the wedding, and I wasn’t sure I was any closer to feeling ready to kill the king. My determination to see him dead remained strong, but when I stood beside him with a blade in my hand and my power crackling on my fingertips, would I be able to do it?

I had to.

And that was the problem. Knowing I must do this should be a solid thing in my mind, yet my resolve felt weak, though I didn’t know why.

“You’ll get there,” I whispered.

On his perch, Drask nodded his head.

I slid from bed and bathed, dressing in the green gown Vexxion had left for me.

It was early for Brenna, so I opted to head downstairs to look for Brodine first.

No time like the present to free a few creatures as well.

With Drask riding on my shoulder, I walked sedately through the lesser-used hallways, seeking Brodine everywhere I dared look, but not finding him. I also paused at one image after another. Some of the creatures hid, which made it hard to do anything with them. Unless I could coax them out, the spell didn’t work. More than half the time, even if they writhed in front of my nose, I couldn’t release them.

I didn’t dare make this obvious, which meant I only freed creatures from two paintings, one in a dusty parlor near the end of the hall, and two little green scaly things in a tall painting in a bathing area adjacent to the dining room. I let each out the back door, and while the green creatures took flight immediately, the solitary one dug a hole and disappeared into the ground, covering itself up.

I hoped they stayed away from the king from now on.

With time running out until I needed to go to Brenna’s suite, I headed up the back stairs, stumbling when I spied Brodine coming down from the level above—alone. Joining him, I latched onto his arm. He didn’t yank away but let me turn him and drag him all the way to my suite. I was tempted to flit us there, but I didn’t want to startle him if something of my friend still remained.

I sat him on a sofa near the fireplace and dropped down beside him, turning to face him. I cupped his cheeks with my palms and turned his head, something that was much too easy to do with my usually ornery friend. I made him sort of look me in the eye.

Total blankness greeted me.

I girded myself. I’d known I wouldn’t find much, though I’d surprisingly held onto a scrap of hope there might be something left of my friend.

“Brodine,” I said, then louder. Shouting his name didn’t cause even a flicker in his big brown eyes. “Come back to me.”

That didn’t help either.

I gathered power from my well and used the spell that released creatures from portrait captivity, though who knew if it would work for something like this.

Of course, it made no difference. Still, it was better than doing nothing, so I did it at least ten times, using so much power, I had to dangle over the edge of my well to scoop up more.

Finally, I released his face and flopped back on the cushions.

“I’m not giving up,” I said, my eyes stinging. “You’re inside somewhere, and I’m going to drag you back. You may not be the Brodine I knew and loved anymore, but there has to be something left of you. Come back to me, Bro. Please.”

His eyes didn’t flicker.

As if he’d received a silent command, he rose and drifted over to the door, opening it and slipping out into the hall.

I didn’t get up. I didn’t chase him.

And I didn’t follow.

But I decided right then and there that I would find a way into the king’s bedroom to look for information about collars the first chance I got.

I flitted to the hall outside Brenna’s suite and was surprised to find no guards waiting.

Stepping into the living area, I heard a moan coming from the bedroom, which made me worried. I rushed in that direction. Had she fallen?

I opened the door and stepped inside, but came to a halt, my eyes widening.

Brenna stood beside the bed, locked in an embrace, kissing a fae lord who was not the king.

They broke apart, not seeming to notice I was there.

Zayde stroked her face. “I promise you, Brenna. It’s going to be alright.”
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I backed into the sitting room, shut the door carefully, and scurried to the entrance, bumping into Reyla as she was coming inside.

“Oh, hey, there you are,” I said brightly—and loudly. “Let’s go see if Brenna’s awake yet. I wonder what they’re serving for breakfast.” As if I cared? I wouldn’t be there to eat it.

If Reyla was her usual self, she would’ve something snarky about my perky demeanor. Instead, she looked at me blankly. Should I consider the fact that she was actually looking at me an improvement? I wasn’t sure, but I’d take it.

I latched onto her arm, and to give Zayde time to flit from the bedroom, I dragged Reyla over to the sofa and made her sit. Like with Brodine, I tugged power from my refilling well and tossed it Reyla’s way with the spell. Like with Brodine, I didn’t expect it to work, and I was right.

When I felt depleted for now, I gave up, rising and walking around her. I strode toward Brenna’s bedroom, making my footsteps extra loud to ensure she heard me coming.

I stopped outside the door and secured a smile on my face before stepping inside, finding her lounging on her bed on top of the blankets. “Are you ready to rise, my lady?”

“I believe I am. I slept very well last night. I had the best dream.”

“What about?” I walked toward the bed, pausing beside it, keeping the pleasant smile on my face.

“I rode on a dragon.”

“Ah, that’s always nice.”

“You were a rider, so you understand.”

She’d told us she’d only ridden once, that she was afraid of dragons, but they were huge. They shot fire and sparks. They growled a lot. And smacked you toward entrances to valleys.

All she’d done since I’d arrived here was eat, sit in her living area, attend functions with a few random fae ladies, and join the king in the throne room. She had to be bored. No wonder she was dreaming of doing adventurous things.

Her hands fluttered at her throat. “I was so frightened the one time I rode on a dragon. They fly very far off the ground.”

“They do.”

“And they snap their heads out and sniff you. The one I rode on tried to burn me!”

“It shot flames at you?”

“No, sparks. My dress nearly caught fire.”

“Ah, yes, that is scary. Riders wear leather tunics and pants. Boots. The sparks can’t reach our skin.”

She blinked. “I wonder why they didn’t suggest I wear something like that.”

I shrugged. “Maybe they thought you enjoyed wearing pretty dresses, not serviceable leather outfits.”

“Maybe. After that one incident, my father told me never to ride again. He said it wasn’t ladylike.” Easing to the side of the bed, she sat.

“I enjoy it, and that’s all that matters to me.”

“But you’re not a lady.” She coughed. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to slight you. You’re my lady-in-waiting and the controller’s claimed Nullen. You’re also a friend, and the latter’s the most important to me.”

“Thank you.” Because I didn’t know what else was expected during a moment like this, I gave her a curtsy.

She nodded and extended her hand for me to help her rise from the bed. “I’ll bathe this morning.”

“Of course.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Reyla, please start the water for Lady Brenna’s bath. She—”

Reyla stood in the open doorway. There was nothing unusual about that. She often followed me or Delaine around, waiting to be assigned tasks. But for the first time since she sat in that wretched chair at the Claiming, her eyes met mine and I saw . . . I saw!

. . . A spark of my friend shone there.

My eyes burned, and I welcomed the feeling, because it made me feel real.

“Alright,” Reyla said softly. “I can do that.” Pivoting, she strode toward the bathing area.
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Iwanted to run after Reyla, but Brenna clung to my hand as if she couldn’t walk by herself over to the quaint chair where she liked to sit in the sunshine while we prepared her bath. I helped her settle and gently laid a light blanket across her lap, something else she adored. I offered her a book, a drink of water. A song, though I was fresh out of ditties. I even suggested I dance for her, which brought on a scowl.

“Make my bed with fresh sheets,” she snapped, though not unkindly. Brenna was fluffy, a true princess who was raised to believe things should be handed to her before she asked. But she wasn’t mean. She was completely unaware of how the rest of the world lived. “Stop puttering around.”

If I didn’t putter, she’d complain that I wasn’t paying enough attention to her.

“Very well,” I said.

Reyla returned from the bathing area, floating into the room with her blank gaze pointed at the far wall. Without being asked, she helped me strip the bed and make it with fresh sheets, but that wasn’t new. Despite lacking her usual self, she’d been able to initiate simple tasks from the start. She’d just done it without speaking or interacting.

Delaine arrived as we were tucking in the fresh blankets. She stood at the foot of the bed like a supervisor, watching as we gathered the soiled linens from the floor to place them in the basket for the sprites to take to the laundry.

When Reyla rounded the bed, Delaine stuck her foot out, tripping my friend. Reyla, predictably, fell forward, smacking onto her knees. The laundry she was carrying tumbled from her arms, fluttering onto the floor in front of her.

Drask flapped his wings, smacking the back of my head, and cawed. I wanted to let him loose on Delaine, but then Brenna would send him away and forbid him from returning.

Brenna sighed. “There she goes again. Reyla’s so clumsy. I asked Ivenrail about her, but he doesn’t know her history. Neither does Zayde, though he claimed her. He said she worked at a fortress, but he doesn’t know much more than that. He’s quite concerned about her. Protective, which I like.”

Fuming, I helped Reyla back to her feet. I gathered the laundry and stuffed it into the basket. Whatever I’d found in my friend’s earlier response appeared gone now. She stared forward blankly, her arms limp at her sides.

“I think you’re right, my queen,” Delaine said snidely. “Reyla’s useless. We should tell the king you need a different lady-in-waiting. He can put this one from the castle. Toss her over the cliff.”

“What?” I growled.

Drask flapped his wings again, as agitated as me.

Delaine chuckled. “I was only teasing. I’m sure that never happens to anyone.”

“Come now, Delaine. That would be much too harsh,” Brenna said. “While Reyla is a challenge to work with at times, I don’t mind a quiet lady-in-waiting.” She slanted a long look at Delaine, her expression suggesting beware, before looking back at Reyla with a hint of sympathy I found reassuring. “I’ll see what Ivenrail suggests. Perhaps there’s a village in need of a laundress or someone who needs a cook, assuming we think Reyla won’t burn herself or something like that.”

“I worry she’d be taken advantage of if we sent her away.” I was already worried about that. Can we reinforce Reyla’s ward or add another protective barrier around her? I barked at Vexxion. I don’t think it’s working like it should. Delaine’s doing mean things to her, and if she keeps it up, I’m going to stab her.

I’ll add another spell.

Delaine’s purposefully trying to hurt Reyla. It was all I could do not to snarl.

Delaine watched me too intently. She couldn’t be listening in, could she? No one can hear our conversation, can they?

Who’s with you?

Brenna, Reyla, and Delaine.

Don’t speak further, he snapped.

Fuck.

I tightened my guards, but I worried it was too late.

Despite Vexxion’s reassurance, I stayed close to Reyla, but Delaine didn’t try anything else.

Sadly, Reyla didn’t show any more evidence that she was clearing. I hadn’t imagined it earlier. She was there, and I was going to bring what was left of her back. I kept pulling power and casting the spell, leaning close to whisper it in her ear when no one else was looking in our direction.

We took Brenna to the dining room, but she shooed us away rather than encourage us to join her, stating she was dining alone with the king this morning. “As always, come to me in time to help me prepare for dinner,” she added. “I won’t need you until then.”

I gave her a curtsy and grabbed Reyla’s arm, grateful when she didn’t tug out of my grip. “Let’s go.”

She placidly walked with me, up the stairs one landing after another, all the way to my suite. Inside, I dragged her over to the sofa and sat, urging her down beside me. I lifted the dragon book and plunked it on her lap.

“Here’s your book about a Nullen woman falling in love with a fae lord,” I said. “Read it.”

She dutifully opened the book and started scrolling through the pages. Was she reading?

“Out loud,” I said.

She muttered the words found in the chapter, Deadly Plants of the Plains and How to Avoid Them, but I couldn’t tell if she understood what she was reading or not.

“Louder.” Rising, I rounded the table and stood in front of the crackling fire. Because it magically burned, we never needed to feed it wood. It threw heat all day and night at our request.

The dragon Vexxion had carved in the middle of the table was unmoving, though I swore its eyes watched me. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Had it shifted its leg that one time? Vexxion said such a thing wasn’t possible, that it was a carving and nothing else. I wasn’t convinced. Anything was possible inside this castle.

Finally, I couldn’t stand to listen to her recite the book in a monotone voice any longer. “You can stop now.”

She did, staring down at the page.

“What can you tell me about the story?” I asked. “Do you think the couple will end up together or will tragedy tear them apart?”

She said nothing.

“It’s a romance. You love them. You must believe they’ll end up together.”

Still nothing.

“Reyla,” I sighed. “Come back to me. Please. I miss you and Brodine so much.” I rounded the table and sat beside her, taking her hands. “Tell me about Kinart. No, I’ll tell you about him. He was the nicest guy. I loved him so much. He was tall. Skinny, though he ate like a youngling dragon. He loved to tease both of us. He adored kissing the back of your neck. He used to scoop you up and spin you around until your laughter rang out. Then he’d tumble you onto the ground and kiss you until you were a moaning wreck.”

Seeing her staring forward blankly gutted me, as if the asshole of a king took the blade from the sheath on my thigh and stabbed it into my heart and twisted it.

“You and Kinart were going to have ten children, and I was going to be their auntie,” I croaked. Damn, I missed him. He was the best. “You were the one who wanted ten children. No, twenty! And I was going to move in with you two and cook all your meals. I’d sing all day long, and you’d encourage me to do it.”

She hated my cooking. Hated my singing even more. Not hated, but I was a horrible cook and only a halfway decent singer. My singing was fun, and it made people laugh, but that was about the only good things I could say about it.

Rising from the sofa, Reyla placed the book on the table.

While I imagined the king twisting my blade in my chest some more, she left the suite without saying a word.

“I’m not giving up,” I called after her as she pulled the door closed. “Never!”

Since I couldn’t wrench the king’s imaginary knife out of my chest and turn it back on him, I might as well shovel shit.

“Want to come with me to the aerie?” I asked Drask. “Vexxion would want me to take you.” Sitting on his perch, he gave me a long look before turning to gaze out the window. Before I could cross the room to lift him and place him on my shoulder, he soared out the open window. “Alright, I’ll see you later.” I wasn’t sure why I felt sad that he didn’t want to come with me, but it would be easier to work without him bobbing around by my head.

I flitted to the interior of the shed beside the aerie. There was something satisfying about working with beasts. Sure, they tried to bite me every now and then or smack me with their tails. And I had to watch out for their claws and fire, but they showed me with a head nudge or a rumble in their throat how much they appreciated me treating them with kindness. I knew where I stood with them. No subterfuge. No conniving behavior. And no manipulation.

“Hey,” Airia said, coming over to me as I was backing the cart out into the sunshine. “Stay out of Prenton’s way today. For some odd reason, he’s in a snit. Snapping at everyone.”

I’d have no problem believing it of Will, but Prenton? He’d seemed like a nice enough guy. “Why’s he upset?”

She shrugged. “Who knows or cares? Not my problem unless he sends it my way. Just thought you’d want to know.” She tugged on one of her braids and swiped her hand across her face, adding dirt to it. Soon, mine would look the same, and I welcomed it.

“Thanks for the warning.” Leaving her, I pushed the cart toward the aerie entrance, the shovel handle clattering against the metal. I entered the dark interior and started down the hall, stopping short before I ran into someone standing in the middle of the aisle.

“Oh, hey, Prenton.” Normally, I’d chide him. Tease him. Now I just waited for him to get out of the way—which he didn’t.

“Why are you here?” he snapped.

“To shovel shit.”

“I mean, why are you here? Why don’t you leave? It would be safer for all of us if you did.”

With that, he stomped his boots around the cart, gouging my shoulder with his bony one as he passed.

I glared after him but lifted the handles of my cart and continued down the aisle to Glim’s stall. Prenton must be having an off day. He’d apologize tomorrow.

In no time, I was singing a ditty about a girl named Betty and a guy named Carl and how they kept meeting up in the sandpile for fun. Glim seemed to enjoy the tale, nudging my butt with his snout and showering me with sparks.

After finishing with his pen, I continued down the row. I lost count of the number of carts I wheeled out of the aerie and dumped onto the growing pile to the side of the long building. Someone else would load it into larger carts and spread it in fields where they grew the crops they’d serve in the dining room, something I didn’t like to dwell on too much.

Finally, I reached Madrood’s stall. Would he let me work with him today or would he be in the same foul mood as Prenton? For a snarly dragon, he’d been fairly cooperative before. I’d treated him the way I did all the dragons, and they universally liked me. I missed Seevar so much, but working with dragons helped soothe the ache in my heart.

Madrood let me clean his stall. Since few of the stable hands were willing to work with him, I grabbed a basket and filled it with supplies, then strode down the hall to give him another solid grooming. I was opening his gate when movement down the aisle caught my eye.

Prenton stood there, leaning against the wall.

Should I call out?

If he was still in a bad mood, I had no interest in drawing his attention; he wasn’t even looking my way.

I stepped inside Madrood’s pen and was soon lost in grooming and singing to the dragon.

Finally, his scales were polished, his claws gleamed, and I’d cleaned out his eyes. I’d even scraped his fangs, though he’d snarled when I did that.

“You’ll be happy later when you’re eating,” I told him, giving his snout a long rub. I added a kiss, though I stepped back fast, closing my eyes when he showered me with sparks. He might be the king’s hench-dragon on the outside, but he was a sweetie where it counted. “I have to go, but I’ll try to come see you tomorrow.”

Soon, I’d have to tell him goodbye.

Actually . . .

“Goodbye,” I whispered. I never knew which day would be my last. From now on, I would tell him this each time I worked with him.

I gave him one last kiss and stepped toward the gate, opening it.

Someone rushed toward me, uttering a guttural groan. I caught the glimpse of a raised blade roaring down toward my chest. Instinctively, I lifted my arm to deflect it.

Everything happened so fast.

With his inner lids sliding closed, Madrood snarled and shoved me to the side with his snout. He followed the bump by snatching me up in his claws and tossing me toward the wall. While I righted myself against the metal, he shot fire into the hall, blasting whoever had tried to stab me.

Madrood’s flames winked out.

Smoke swirled in the hall.

With a grunt, Madrood tossed me a look I couldn’t define. Backing up, he shifted toward his feed bin and delicately plucked some food and started chewing.

My heart aflame and my legs wobbly with spent adrenalin, I hobbled toward the gate. I kept my eye on Madrood, and honestly, I quivered like a blade of grass in a stiff wind. The air had been knocked out of me when I hit the wall, but it was him burning someone that had done me in completely.

“You . . .” I swallowed; my throat as scorched as whatever might remain of the person who’d just tried to kill me.

“Tempest?” I recognized Airia’s shrill voice in the hall. “Are you alright?”

“I, um, yeah,” I croaked, pressing my back against the wall beside the gate, watching Madrood placidly chew his food and gather up another bite. He didn’t look my way. As far as he was concerned, it was over.

“What did you do?” I asked him in a whisper.

Only now did he look at me again, and the expression in his eyes suggested . . . Nah, I couldn’t be reading him right.

“You defended me?” I asked softly.

“Tempest?” Airia called out again. “Are you sure you’re alive? Because Madrood . . .”

“I’m alright,” Thankfully, my voice held more strength than the rest of my body. “I’m coming out.”

“You need to. Right away.” Horror lifted her voice to a screech. “Look what he did. That dragon is terrifying. Unpredictable.”

That was an understatement.

I walked over to him, tentatively stretching out my hand. Would he bite it off or . . . I didn’t know what, but I felt I should acknowledge whatever he’d done in some way, not limp from his stall and lock the door behind me.

My leg nearly gave out, and I swore he frowned as he glanced down at my thigh, though dragons didn’t frown. His brow tightened. Was that a dragon scowl? You’d think by now I’d know something like that.

I was so wound up, I was rambling within my own mind.

“Thanks.” I ran my fingers down his snout.

As I reached the tip, he nudged my fingers up and released a shower of sparks that rained down the front of my leathers like golden stars showering across a dark sky. They winked out when they hit the sandy floor, and he returned to grab another bite of food.

I backed to the gate and slipped through the opening, closing the latch behind me.

The taint of scorched flesh hung in the air, but only a smoldering pile of ashes remained of whoever had attacked me. Oh, wait, no. That wasn’t exactly right. A blade lay among the ruins, a long, silver thing with a black hilt. It had been seared clean, blazed anew, and I kicked it out of the pile. It hit the wall with a thud, falling to the floor. I left it there, looking toward Airia standing near the entrance to the aerie.

“What happened?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I was . . . I can’t imagine why. If I wasn’t here, I . . . I still don’t believe it.”

“Did you see who it was? Because there’s no identifying them now.”

“I knew he was upset, but why would he do something like that? He had no reason. No reason!”

“Prenton?” I guessed.

“I saw him standing outside Madrood’s stall. I thought he was waiting to speak with you. He was fidgeting, but like I said, he’d been weird all day. I didn’t think he’d ever . . . I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“He attacked you. If I’d known he was going to do something like that, I could’ve . . .” She shrugged, and her voice cracked. “I could’ve helped you.”

“Madrood did it instead.”

“Yeah, and why? He only does stuff like that for the king and when he’s commanded.”

He also did stuff like that for me, apparently. Today, at least. Tomorrow, I might be the pile of ashes coating the sandy floor of the hall.

“Who collared Prenton?” I asked.

“The high advisor.”

Shit. Lots of shit in this place, actually. Delaine had wrapped a collar around Will’s neck. Would I have to watch out for him as well? Actually, I had to keep my eye on everyone. I needed to remember I could only trust Vexxion.

“Who collared you?” I asked Airia.

“I, um . . .” She backed out of the aerie and fled before giving me a reply. If she was wise, she’d pack her bags and beg whoever had claimed her to take her to the opposite end of the continent. Even better, beg them to put her on a ship and take sail for a place where no one knew the fae existed.

I scooped up the knife that was half the length of my forearm and held it by my side. I’d examine it later, see if it had any markings, though I didn’t need to identify the source.

I wasn’t surprised that High Advisor Adwarin was also trying to kill me.
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Iflitted from the aerie, not caring if anyone saw me or remarked about it.

Inside our suite, I stripped everything off, tossing my soiled clothing into the basket, leaving my sheath on the bed. I carried Prenton’s blade into the bathroom with me and while the water gushed from the faucet, I examined it in the light spilling in through the window.

It was an ordinary knife; nothing special. There were no identifying markings that might tie it to whoever made it, let alone who’d sent it.

The high advisor.

Prenton hadn’t needed anything unique to kill a simple Nullen rider like me. Did the advisor know I was a fully trained rider? Delaine did, but I didn’t know how close she was to her father or how much she shared.

The advisor had sent Prenton on a suicide mission. Had my supposed friend believed he could catch me unaware? He’d befriended me. It was only today that his behavior changed. He must’ve felt skittish, uncomfortable with what the high lord asked him to do.

I should’ve seen this coming. Instead, I trusted him. I saw him as someone like me, a Nullen trapped by his collar. I needed to remember that I had no friends here other than Reyla, Brodine, and Vexxion. Funny how quickly I’d slipped back into trusting Vexxion again. Love fractured mistrust with one blow. But I’d seen the honor he’d done his damnedest to hide.

Why had Madrood defended me? It could’ve been a reflex on his part. He was startled by Prenton’s actions or the guttural cry he released. Or he didn’t like Prenton in general. Few dared enter Madrood’s stall. Maybe Prenton was mean to the dragon. The regular staff did almost nothing for him. They waited until the king’s trainer flew Madrood out for exercise to clean his stall and refill his feed bin.

Someone leaping into his stall like Prenton had today would be an anomaly. Madrood had startled and released fire. That had to be it.

Yet Madrood had moved me to the side before he acted. That showed intention.

Why are you upset? Vexxion asked. He didn’t wait for a reply but flitted to me, landing behind me and tugging me into his arms.

I melted into him, needing his touch, his warm embrace, the gentle kiss he placed on my shoulder.

I told him what happened, my voice hitching through the words.

“The high advisor claimed Prenton,” he said in a tight voice.

“Yes. That’s what I heard.”

“I’ll take care of this.”

“You can’t kill him.”

“Only if I leave evidence of my involvement behind.”

“Don’t risk it. The king will know.” It was bad enough he’d eliminated the three the other day. He’d ended up hanging in the dungeon, and me and Reyla had been “drained”.

While the high advisor deserved to be punished for this, and I was convinced he’d sent Prenton, his death would have an impact on the court.

How many would have to die before this was over?

Many. So many.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“I didn’t know Prenton well. I only spoke with him a few times. He . . . I thought he was a friend. An ally, I suppose. He was Nullen like me.” Why was I sad about this? I should be glad he was dead. He deserved the ending he found for trying to stab me.

Yet I couldn’t shove my heavy emotions aside. I kept seeing Madrood blasting someone with fire. I kept imagining the stuttering look of panic he’d have on his face before he melted, before he was gone. I’d seen a lot of death in my life. I’d dealt it out with a quick slash of my blade more times than I could count. But in a short amount of time, I’d been the reason people died. I couldn’t reconcile that in my mind.

Why was everyone trying to kill me? I was a simple Nullen, not someone worth losing their life for.

“I saw Reyla earlier.” If I was seeking a distraction from the images of Prenton dying, this wasn’t it, but I pressed on. “Brodine too. I tried the release spell that’s worked with a few of the creatures in paintings, but it didn’t make a difference with my friends.”

“I know you want to help them.” Vexxion tightened his grip around my waist and slid my hair to the side, kissing up the column of my neck.

Sighing, I closed my eyes, sinking into the wonder of his touch.

I felt hollowed out, empty of everything that made me Tempest. All that was left was a smoldering ache that wouldn’t dissipate. If I didn’t have Vexxion . . .

Well, I did. I’d hold onto him for as long as I could.

“I thought the spell might have worked with Reyla and Brodine,” I whispered. “I’m not sure why. I see them trapped like the creatures. The king placed them in the paintings; the king drained their power and trapped them within their physical frames. It makes sense in my mind. I thought for a moment that the spell did something, that Reyla was responding, but she slid back into the emptiness again. I kept trying, over and over.”

“I’ve sought them out as well. They’re still there. I know this. The key must be in removing their collars.”

I looked up at him. “You tried to help them too?”

He nodded, so solemn. Equally sad, though he barely knew them. He ached because I did, and that meant everything to me. My heart swelled, suddenly painfully full. I feared it might shatter with one more beat.

On top of it all, I bore the weight of my love for this man, a love unlike any other. I was saturated with love for him; it felt so heavy I feared my chest would burst. Beneath the heady feeling lurked a shadow, the dread of losing him like I had everyone else. It gnawed at the fringes of what little joy I’d grabbed from this world, threatening to unravel me from the inside out.

He was burdened with everything. I couldn’t pass this weight onto him as well, so I pushed it aside, locking it down tight beneath the wall I’d placed around my heart. I was strong. I could do this. I’d survived horrible things, and I’d find a way through whatever came next.

“I’m scared I’ll never have my friends back again,” I said, the starkness of my pain slicing through my words. “And then I realize it might not matter. I could be dead within days. It could be over. The king will win. I’ll lose. And life will go on as it is.”

He flicked his finger out, and water stopped gushing from the faucet. The tub brimmed and steam swirled and flowed across the surface like sprites dancing across a meadow at the break of a new day. It looked lovely, but it was hard to let the image sink beneath my quivering skin when my world was coated with a blanket of dismay.

The taint of Prenton’s ashes still coated my sinuses. I’d never get it out.

Vexxion swept me up and stepped into the tub, him fully clothed while I was completely, utterly naked in too many ways.

When he settled beneath the water, he laid me across his chest, tucking me gently against him with his arms wrapping around me.

The pendant he’d given me shifted between the shelter of my breasts.

“You’re getting your pretty blue tunic wet,” I said, my eyes stinging. Damn tears. Damn sadness. Each time I thought I’d moved past it, it would drag me back down into a realm I’d never escape from.

“I have other clothing.”

“You could be naked too.”

“I just want to hold you.”

“The king must need you.”

“He always does, but I don’t care. I’m here for you now and for always. I’m staying with you for as long as you need me. Fury.”

“I’ll always need you.” I sunk into him, sucking in his warmth, letting the water coast across my skin while his fingertips traced up and down my arms. He was magic, this wicked fae man. How could his simple words and his light touch make everything bad thin out long enough for me to sort through and toss most of it aside? “Doesn’t it feel odd to be sitting in a tub of water while fully clothed?”

“I’m holding you in my arms. Nothing’s odd about that. It’s the only place I want to be, love. Lay back. Close your eyes. I’m going to bathe you. Let me soothe your wounds.”

“He didn’t hit me with the blade.”

“He could’ve,” he growled.

“I deflected his attempt with my arm. I don’t think he had much training. It was a baby move. Anyone could’ve easily disarmed him. I would’ve gutted him with his own blade if Madrood hadn’t charred him for me.”

“That’s another odd thing to consider.”

“I agree.”

“The king’s dragon does not scorch anyone unless the king commands it. He was strictly trained.”

“How strictly?”

“As strictly as me.”

Poor Madrood. Poor Vexxion. “What a fucker the king is.”

His laugh snorted out, making his chest rumble, making the last bit of my tension float out of me in misty waves. “I agree. He’s a complete fucker.” Which is why we’ll kill him.

I love how you always sound so sure about that.

I know you, Fury. You can do this.

Not yet, though, I said. I hear that in your voice even though you never state it. I’m still not prepared, am I?

You will be. I promise. You’re close.

The wedding takes place in two days. The Claiming right after. We don’t have much time left. Why couldn’t I feel as sure about this as he did?

This will work out as it should. Trust me.

There he was again, asking for my trust as if there was a master plan being executed behind me. If I turned, mist cloaked it enough I couldn’t see it, but it continued shifting whenever I wasn’t looking. All I needed to do was join the dance at the right time.

Vexxion was the choreographer.

No. He was the controller.

A shiver tracked through me.

He flicked his finger, and the water heated, though that wasn’t the issue.

I do trust you, I said. That was the one solid thing in all this, my confidence in him.

If he felt I could do this, I had to believe it myself.

Or it would all fall apart.

Relax, he crooned. Let me take care of you.
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You know I adore you, right? I purred in her mind.

As I stood beside the king in the throne room, her pain had roared through me. It was my place as his controller to remain by his side at all times. He enjoyed watching others quake when I caught their eye.

This afternoon, I’d awakened three Nullens. Then fed him enough of me to satisfy his need for access to what he believed was their power. How long could I keep doing this?

If it protected my fury, forever.

The end was in sight. It would be over in just a few short days. After twenty-three years, I could finally gorge myself on a bitter yet satisfying meal of revenge.

Tempest’s sorrow had cut through me like a jagged blade. When I staggered, the king snarled.

“Something I ate for lunch,” I murmured. There wasn’t much he abhorred more than people getting sick around him—or dying, I supposed. His scowl had deepened.

“Take care of it. Attend to me at dinner.”

I gave him a shallow bow, enough to placate him, and flitted to my fury, the only place I wanted to be.

Now I sat in the bath with her, soothing her wounds. If only I could reach in and stroke her heart, heal her completely.

Love for this slight being swelled within me, jarring against my ribs like a caged bird frantic to break free. So much could go wrong with my plan, and I fought a daily battle with my fear of losing her. One misstep and everything could fall apart. The very thought constricted my throat, and I battled to contain this beautiful agony.

I adore you, I said. You know that.

I felt her lips curl up in the warmth she sent my way. I was pleasing her, though not enough yet.

Yes, she said.

I took the soap and lathered it between my hands. I’d remained clothed because this wasn’t about me. This moment was for my tiny storm who’d lost her energy, who needed my kindness and strength to rebuild herself once more. Only then could she lash the shore, could she show the world the strength that was hidden so long ago. I’ll begin by washing you here. I spread the lather across her belly that quivered from my touch, sliding my palms along her skin in brisk strokes. You smell like dragon shit, my love.

That only makes me sweeter.

Ah, there was her full smile. Happiness would lift the burdens from her heart.

It’s true, I said. Why, however, do you smell like dragon shit so often?

You know me. If there’s an aerie nearby, I can’t stay away. Brenna doesn’t need me all the time. And no one’s taking care of Madrood as he deserves, not even the king.

She needed to be wary of that dragon. He was a hellscape reincarnated. A bludgeon of death. Meanness personified.

Avoid Madrood, please. I’d learned to do so at a very young age. He’d been with the king from before I was born. Ivenrail had molded the beast just as he had me, and Madrood had been more pliable than I ever was or ever would be.

He’s actually sweet.

I snorted. He’s as vicious as the king.

Not really.

You’ve seen something I haven’t, then.

I do it for Madrood. Never the king.

I eased her forward and unraveled her braid. As always, I lost my wind as I stared at her hair. It was like a living thing, an extension of my fury. Freed, it cascaded in a tempest of darkness down her spine, as rich and vibrant as the dawn sky. Strands of gold played through her locks like lightning strikes through storm clouds. It epitomized this woman I loved, wild, untamable, and utterly mesmerizing.

I wet her hair, then I worked soap through the strands, gathering them up to drape them in coils on the top of her head like the crown she deserved.

“Rinse,” I said softly, and she slid beneath the water, shifting her head to get rid of the suds. She was a sea siren with wet strands swirling around her face. Even beneath the water, she smiled up at me, her eyes open and locked on mine.

When she emerged, she turned and draped herself over me.

The air had thickened. So had my breathing.

She crawled up my body, kissing me. When she lifted her head, she smiled again. “You make everything better. How do you do it so easily?”

“It’s easy because I love you.”

“It hurts to love you this much. Sometimes, I think my heart can’t take anymore. It’s swollen beyond belief. This is a fierce pain. Each of my heartbeats throb with a love for you so deep, I worry I’ll shatter. But then I see you again, touch you, and I know I can endure more. I have to.” She shook her head. “No, I want to. Because having you with me makes everything worthwhile.”

“Sometimes, I feel myself faltering in this plan,” I said. Much more than I’d ever wish to admit to. I would share this with no one but her. “I remind myself that my heart is determined. It beats furiously for you, my fury. We belong together. With each touch, each kiss, each word between us, I grow stronger. I can endure this torturous time because you’re with me.” I pressed my forehead against hers, locked my gaze on hers. “You don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to give in, to let him consume what’s left of me. But I’ve held on because I knew you were out there somewhere, that you waited, that once we were together, you’d complete me. You’re my strength, my reason for existing. We. Are. Destined. Our love will endure no matter what comes for us.”

“When you say things like that, I know I can do this.”

The certainty in her voice made me glad I had said it. I would tell her every second of the day and night if it gave her the confidence she needed.

Trust was a gift, and I was grateful she was able to forgive me for holding things back, that she was able to forgive me for twisting her emotions to get her to this horrible place and into this terrifying situation to fulfill both our goals. It would be worth it. I’d make sure she knew this even if I had to do so with my last breath.

“I don’t believe you’ve finished bathing me, my wicked fae lord,” she said with a sly twist to her voice. She lifted the soap and placed it on my palm.

“You’re right. Turn and lie on my chest once more.”

“Not quite yet.” She frowned, and her face scrunched in a cute way.

My clothing disappeared, and I could tell we were both surprised she could use her magic in this way. She’d soon wreak havoc, but when the sun rose at dawn, the splendor left behind would stun the Nullen and fae worlds combined.

I couldn’t wait to see it.

I prayed to the fates I’d be with her to see it.

“Get washing,” she said pertly, wiggling around to face away from me, lounging across my chest.

My poor cock couldn’t handle this, but I’d find a way.

Smiling hard enough to make my face ache, I lathered my hands again and washed her breasts, giving her ripe nipples extra care. I wouldn’t want them to feel neglected, now would I?

Her lips parted with a heavy sigh, and her raspy breaths crafted mini daredevils with the steam rising off the water.

Because I could tell it pained her, I gently massaged her left thigh. She groaned and shifted as I worked out the soreness.

“So much skill,” she whispered.

She melted against me, and despite our location, there was no place I’d rather be than here, in this tub, holding my fury.

“What were we talking about?” she asked. “I forgot. Oh, yes.” I guess I should confess about Madrood.

They say it makes you feel better.

I’ve been singing poems to him while I work with him. There’s one in particular . . . I felt her frown. I think he likes it. And I’ve been showing him my usual kind self. He protected me because he likes me.

My fingers paused on her thigh. There was my storm, dropping a stunning blow into a simple statement. Tell me more about the poem you’re singing to the hellscape-fostered dragon.

I can’t remember where I heard it, and I suppose it doesn’t matter, she said.

Recite it for me.

A long pause followed. Funny, but I can’t remember it now. I guess it was for him alone. I’ve been a dragon trainer for most of my life. There’s no such thing as bonding with dragons or I would’ve discovered it by now.

My body turned rock solid. Where did you hear about bonding with dragons? I was here to help her relax. To make her see how special she was. To give her this moment of joy. But this. This! Start at the beginning. Tell me everything.

It was just a silly song. Nothing else.

“Where did you hear about bonds?” I barked in her ear.

“No need to get snarly.”

“Tempest.” My fingertips teased along her sides. “Tell me.”

“I like it when you do that, though it’s highly distracting when it seems you want me to get to the point. Hold your dragons. I’m getting there.” Reyla kind of borrowed a book from the fae estate prior to the Claiming.

What book? Again, there was more at play here. When I knew she was the one, I changed everyone’s course. I laid the game pieces carefully. But, as with any game, some slipped onto the board when I wasn’t looking. Did someone think they could play me?

The book’s on the table in our sitting area. Ember’s Shadow. Reyla adores— She sucked in a breath and released it before continuing. I’m using present tense because I’m not going to suggest I won’t have my friend back. Reyla adores romances. I thought the book was about a Nullen and a fae lord falling in love, but instead, it seems to be a series of chapters about various topics, including bone coins.

What about them?

I only read the first line before I was interrupted. Someone knocked on the door. When I checked, there wasn’t anyone there. Then I left for the aerie. I’m going to read that chapter tonight at bedtime.

I needed to see this book.

Another chapter talks about how the Nullens were once vital to maintaining balance here in the fae realm, but it mostly teased information rather than revealing everything I wanted to know.

Interesting. You said one discusses bonding with dragons?

Yes, though it was also vague. Why not just spit it out? Anyway, it can’t be real. I’m a dragon trainer. One of the best, if I do say so myself. If such a thing was possible, I’d know about it.

Such a thing was possible, though no one had done this for many generations. No one knew how to do it any longer. Yet . . .

“Your fingers have totally forgotten what they were doing,” she pointed out. “And my humming body doesn’t like that one bit.”

“I’m remiss in my lady’s maid duties,” I drawled. “Allow me to make up for it.”

“You can begin right here,” she said with a low laugh, taking my hand and tucking it between her thighs. “You need to pay some attention to this area, Vexxion. For a lady’s maid, you’re woefully neglectful.”

Because I knew it drove her wild, I growled in her ear as I slid my fingertips oh-so-delicately between her legs. I’m going to take a look at that book, my love. Later. Much later.

I like that I take priority over a book.

I leaned forward and kissed from her jaw to the peak of her shoulder. Always.

I hitched first one of her legs, then the other onto the sides of the tub, spreading her wide like a feast for my endless pleasure—which she was.

A flick of my hand, and a pottery bowl holding deep red liquid appeared on the low table beside the tub.

“What’s that?” she asked in a lazy voice.

“Something spicy and hot and slippery,” I said, my smile stretching my face once more. She was right that I’d smiled more in her presence than I had in my life. She cracked the lines of my face on a regular basis, and I loved that fact as much as I did her.

Only she saw beneath the beast to the man I was inside.

“Are we eating it?” she asked. “Because it sounds yummy.”

“Perhaps later. For now . . .” I scooped some up on my fingers. “It dissolves in water, though slowly. I believe you’re going to enjoy this distraction, my tiny storm.”

“You haven’t even touched me—not enough, I’ll point out—and I’m enjoying this distraction already. Bring on the red stuff.”

When I spread it between her legs, she sucked in a breath. “Oh, Vexxion, you naughty fae man.”

“I’m wicked, love. Wicked. Never forget that.”
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This delightfully wicked fae man was going to drive me out of my mind, and I welcomed it with arms wide open.

How could something as simple as his touch between my legs make need coil through me to the point where I could feel myself beginning to snap?

When I did, he’d be waiting to gather the fragments of me and knit them together, turning me into something even better than I was before.

Warmth coated me, followed by deepening heat. And when he dipped his fingers inside me, he dragged the fire along with him.

“Ah, fuck,” I cried, jerking my hips up to meet his hand.

“Yes?” he drawled in my ear. “Are you distracted yet, my fury?”

“I believe you’ll need to try a bit more.” I wiggled my ass all over his cock, savoring how hard it was, how thick. I adored how he was always ready for me, always eager. “Fuck, yes,” I whispered. “This is going to be good.”

“Take what you need from me.”

He kept sliding his fingers inside me, spreading the spicy warmth. It was heating me up much too fast, and while I adored that, I wanted more. So much more.

I eased my body to the side and grabbed onto his cock.

“Greedy thing, aren’t you?” He tried to sound prissy.

I laughed, because even in this, he could make it fun. “You adore that about me.”

“I do. Everything, Tempest. Everything.”

I shifted around and straddled him, sinking down onto him, filling myself completely.

His groan shivered across my bones—as it should. No one had ever done this for me, and I didn’t only mean good cock. He touched me in places no one ever had. When we were together like this, he dragged the stars down from the sky and handed them to me one by one. He soothed my quaking soul. He brought out my best and made me realize that even in my worst, I was good enough.

Soon the water was sloshing around, and our moans filled the room.

He eased me over to the side of the tub and braced me with his big hands on my hips, holding me in place while he pulled out and drove himself back inside.

The red gel he’d stroked within me kept heating, spreading warmth all the way to my clit. It throbbed along with his thrusts, driving me straight up to the sky and beyond.

And when I crashed, he caught me, shouting out his own pleasure with a cry that filled me up all over again.

He held me as he dropped back into the water. Curling around me, he kissed the nape of my neck, murmuring sweet words that made me know everything would be alright.

We lounged in the water until it started to get cold. That wasn’t an issue; we could heat it if we wanted, but we both had places we needed to be. Brenna might scold me if I was late, but Ivenrail’s punishment for Vexxion would be much harsher.

That would never do.

“Go,” I said. “I can get ready by myself.”

“I want to pamper you all the time. Stand by your side. Be here to fulfill your every need.”

“I love you.” I stroked his thigh. If only we could lounge in bed all day. Craft meals and feed each other. Fly dragons side by side and roll around in flower-filled meadows, laughing. Someday. I was going to hold onto the belief that it could happen.

He kissed my cheek, and then he was gone, dressing himself mid-flit, a task I needed to try one of these days. Another thing to add to my list, though this one would be near the bottom.

I climbed out of the tub and dried, donning the gown he’d still somehow thought to leave for me, a pretty green one that matched my eyes and the pendant he’d given me. I did my hair, arranging it simply, and walked out into the sitting area, strolling over to stroke Drask sitting on his perch, staring out the window.

“When did you come back?” I asked, smoothing his feathers. “I need to go help Brenna get ready for dinner, buddy.” I lifted him and placed him on my shoulder. His talons dug in as he rubbed his head on my face. It was nice to have my steadfast friend.

I turned and started across the room, but paused when I noted something different.

Ember’s Shadow wasn’t lying on the table where I’d left it, only the wooden dragon locked within its original pose. Since the book might’ve slid down between the cushions, I ran my fingers along them, but I didn’t find it. Dropping in front of the sofa, I peered underneath. No book. I sat back on my heels and grumbled, peering around.

“Where is it?” I asked Drask.

He fluttered his wings and settled.

Rising, I walked around the room. Had Vexxion stopped here on his way and grabbed it? He said he wanted to look at it.

Did you take the book? I asked.

I did not.

It’s not here. If you didn’t take it, someone else must have.

No one would dare enter our suite. It has to be there. We’ll look for it later.

I sighed and left the room, arriving after Delaine and Reyla, finding them sorting through Brenna’s dresses, holding up one after another while she rejected them. She was in a snarly mood, and it appeared nothing was going to make her feel better.

“I want something pretty,” she said, flouncing around her room in her underwear. “Pink or light blue.”

I stepped into the closet and went to the back, shifting the dresses along the rack, looking for something she hadn’t worn yet. There were plenty of dresses to choose from, and I gathered an armful of them and carried them out into the room, holding up one after another while she scorned them all.

Doing my best to maintain a smile, I returned to the closet for more while Delaine and Reyla did the same. Delaine tripped Reyla as she left the closet. Reyla kept going, her gaze locked on the ground.

I sent Delaine a sneer and mumbled a spell that made her nose grow longer.

Pausing, she frowned and ran her fingertip along it. She wiggled it and it shortened once more. “Do that again, and you’ll regret it.”

“Touch Reyla again, and you’ll be the one living with regrets.”

“What did you do to Prenton?” she hissed as she dragged a medium blue dress from the rack.

“Prenton?”

“My father’s Nullen. He’s missing.”

“Perhaps you should ask your father about his collared Nullen, not me.”

“You did something,” she fumed. “I know it.”

“Ask Madrood.” I threw it out there and watched for her response. She didn’t disappoint me.

The high color left her face. So, she had been aware of the plan to kill me. “I don’t talk to dragons.”

I strutted past her with three pink gowns draped over my arm. “You should try it sometime. The conversation can be quite heated but the burn after is delightful.” I didn’t like using Prenton’s death to irk her, but I hated this woman with a passion that made my veins snap. If only I dared do more than lengthen her nose.

“What happened to him?” she called after me.

I turned in the open doorway, noting Reyla pausing behind me, rejected dresses hanging from her arms. “It was so odd. I was leaving Madrood’s stall, and Prenton ran toward me with a knife in his hand. I can’t imagine why he’d do something like that. For a moment, I thought he might accidentally cut me. Perhaps Madrood thought the same thing? He seems to have taken a liking to me. He urged me to the side and . . . I’m terribly sorry to share this news with you, but Madrood . . .” Real tears sprung up in my eyes. No one deserved the ending Prenton had found in the stable. “Madrood burned Prenton with fire.” I swallowed hard. “At least it was a quick passing.”

Delaine rarely gave anything away, but she did now with a widening of her eyes.

“Had you known him long?” I asked.

“Years,” she snapped.

What cowards she and her father were to send him to kill me. Delaine knew I could defend myself. Had she thought he’d find a way to sneak up behind me?

“I can’t imagine why he was carrying a knife, let alone rushing at me with it raised,” I said. “Do you think he believed Madrood was threatening me and wanted to protect me?”

We both knew that wasn’t the case.

“That must be it,” she said tightly, spinning around to grab more dresses.

“I suppose this means your father can now claim someone else.”

Her arms empty, she shoved past me. “I suppose it does.”

We finally found something for Brenna to wear and quickly helped her into her gown. While she sat in her chair at the vanity, we arranged her hair, dressed her feet, and draped her with jewelry.

She kept snarling.

“What’s wrong, my lady?” I asked, struggling to remain patient.

“Nothing. Nothing,” she snapped. “I had plans for tod—” She slapped her hand over her mouth.

Jeez, she wasn’t going to sneak out to be with Zayde, was she? Didn’t she realize how close to death she’d be if she did something like that?

“Plans for what today?” Delaine asked.

“Plans for nothing,” Brenna said as I twirled a swatch of her hair and artfully pinned it in place on the top of her head.

Reyla hooked jewelry though Brenna’s earlobe.

Delaine frowned but didn’t press her further.

We escorted Brenna to dinner. Thankfully, she dismissed us outside the dining room, stating she wouldn’t need us again tonight.

“Would you come with me?” I asked Reyla. I needed to ask her if she’d taken the book, though I wasn’t confident she’d respond.

“No,” she spun and hurried away before I could latch onto her arm.

Since I had no interest in spending time with Delaine, I followed Reyla, though I didn’t catch up to her.

Giving up for now, I flitted to my suite.

Vexxion was expected to remain with the king through the evening, which meant I was free to do whatever I pleased.

It was time to explore a location Vexxion made me promise to avoid.

The king’s bedroom.
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Vexxion might be busy with the king, but he was savvy. Since I didn’t want him seeing what I was doing, I tightened the forest and walls around my mind. After changing into my leathers, the clothing I was most comfortable in, and forbidding Drask from coming with me, I flitted to a shadowy corner of the king’s living area. I peered around quickly to make sure I was alone. If someone was already here, I’d flit, hopefully before they noticed I’d arrived.

The room remained empty.

I strode past the fireplace, noting that the chairs remained in place, waiting for me to be forced to sit in one of them. I could almost see the vines erupting from the floor to hold me in place and Ivenrail slamming his thumb against my forehead to drain me. Drain Vexxion, actually. I couldn’t fathom how much power the king had taken from him over the years. Vexxion’s power must be enormous because he could still outmaneuver me most of the time. Yet he still didn’t have enough to kill the king.

My gaze was drawn to the Wraithweave board. It fascinated me for some reason, though I wasn’t a player. Who sat across from the king and assumed the role of the high lady and her fearless defenders?

My gasp was followed by a frown.

The high lady had moved farther down the board, close to where Vexxion and I had sheltered at his mother’s estate. She stood on the border between Weldsbane and Lydel Court, but that wasn’t what surprised me the most. A dragon piece had joined her, crafted in shining gold. I wanted to lift it and hold it to my chest because it reminded me of Seevar. It wasn’t him, of course, and I was no high lady.

Players could purchase a dragon, though they rarely did. The beasts could only offer a few moves in the game, so few bothered with the expense.

The high lady’s white defender remained near the start of the game while the other two stood near her side, as did her shield.

The opponent’s master had moved closer to the fortresses on the Nullen border with the wasteland. What was the strategy there?

My low growl slipped out, and I stepped away. I’d been here too long, pondering a game that had no bearing on real life. It was time to explore the king’s bedroom.

Although, I knew why I’d stalled and remained beside the gameboard. Vexxion had warned me more than once to stay away, and I was rightly cautious about entering the king’s private room. Scared, actually.

Be quick, I hissed to myself as I hurried across the living area, my footsteps light, my favorite blade in my hand. Look around and leave. A dagger was nearly useless within a castle full of fae lords and ladies who could do magic with a flick of their finger, but I was nearly as fast with a blade. It also felt good to have one in my hand.

As I moved across the room, a metallic tang burst across my tongue. Sweat beaded on my clammy skin, and my heart thundered much too fast. My heart was a frantic bird trapped in a bone cage. Each breath hitched, sharp and painful against the dread clogging the air.

I paused outside the door and pushed on it, almost expecting to meet resistance. Surely it was warded to keep anyone from entering. But it nudged open easily, almost in a welcoming way, as if it knew me. As if it wanted me to come inside to play.

Fear clawed its way up my throat.

I could flit from here, return to my suite. I could curl up on our bed among the soft flooferdar blankets Vexxion so lovingly provided for me. I could read a book and dream about an impossible future by his side. Lounge in relative safety.

Should I betray the promise I’d made to him and go through with this?

I was certain I’d find a clue to the collars inside this room and if I did, I could unravel this appalling situation. I could free my friends and every other Nullen unjustly bound by the fae. I wasn’t sure where we’d go or what might happen after that, but collaring us, claiming us, and then draining us was wrong.

Silence roared around me—deafening me. Each of my heartbeats echoed in an abyss where time seemed to cease. Anxiety pressed against my eardrums, creating a throbbing ache.

Enough, I snarled at myself. Ivenrail was in the dining room. Glaring at his guests. Wooing Brenna, who was making moon eyes at Zayde. The king wouldn’t know I was here.

Gulping down my fear, I slipped inside the dark room and gave my eyes a moment to adjust before stepping further into his lair.

A vast canopy bed dominated the room, its pillars carved with writhing vines. No surprise there. He adored the wretched things.

The ones in my collar sensed their brethren and perked up, twisting, tightening. I laid my fingertip on my skin, and drawing a touch of my power, sent it at them, scolding them. They surprisingly stilled. I’d explore this later. For now, I was grateful not to have them tightening their noose around my throat.

Heavy crimson drapes pooled from the canopy, the tails resting on the floor made up of polished black marble matching those I’d seen in the Claiming cave. Like then, the pattern sent a grim feeling through me I couldn’t define.

A chest made of dark wood stood along the right wall and matching nightstands held orb lamps casting eerie luminescent light across the room. Intricately carved silver candelabras had been placed like silent sentinels on top of a big bureau—the mirror above reflecting my wide-eyed stare back at me tenfold.

To the right of it, I took in a full-length painting with three twisting pixies dressed in the finest, pale yellow gossamer fabric, so thin I could see their impossibly bony frames beneath. They writhed like Iasar had in the door, like his mate still did, contorting their frames in a macabre dance for the king’s pleasure alone.

An equally stark forest stood tall behind them made up of bone white trees with steely leaves that chittered in a wind only they could feel. Snow dusted the ground lightly enough to expose dark gray soil and jagged rocks that must pierce their bare feet while they performed. I knew it did because their blood splattered the snow beneath them.

As if they sensed me standing nearby, their dance slowed, and their gazes locked on me.

I swallowed back my dismay. They were as helpless—hopeless—as me. No, they had less hope than I did. At least I was free to roam the castle. If I chose, I could give up my plan and leave this place. I could travel far from here. Run. Vexxion would still love me. He’d support me.

The pixies came to a full stop, still staring at me.

“Free us, my pretty,” the one in the middle said, her voice more of a tinkling whisper than spoken words. They danced into my ears, melodic yet not, grating across my bones before sliding into the floor at my feet.

“I can’t. The king will know I did it,” I said softly. Maybe not me specifically, but I was sure Ivenrail could narrow it down to a few suspects. He might pin it on Vexxion, and I couldn’t let that happen.

“But he won’t, pretty,” the middle one said softly, dreamily, her voice still twinkling like the brightest star in the sky.

Utterly mesmerizing.

Her sheer gown fluttered around her thin frame in wisps, and mist flickered across the moonlit meadow. And her eyes, so light blue, reminded me of the ice shards one might find at the top of the tallest mountain peak. The sun’s rays might reach, but they couldn’t penetrate deeply enough to melt the ice formed at the beginning of time.

Yes, yes, I knew what she was doing, what any of them would do if I allowed them this moment.

I dragged my gaze from hers. “I won’t let you lull me.”

“Look at us. Help us, pretty.” Her words held a frantic cry, the shriek of a rabbit with its throat locked in the mighty jaws of a beast.

“He’ll know, and he’ll kill me.” I moved away from them, though it wasn’t easy. I wanted to stand in front of them and stare. Whisper the words they longed to hear. Reach out and let them tug me up into the portrait to join them.

Then I could dance in a furious pace beside them forever.

As I stepped to the right to continue through the room, I kept peering back. The two at her sides started writhing again, lost in their motion while she remained still, watching me.

“I can’t,” I whispered.

“Won’t,” she said simply.

I didn’t dare was more like it.

When had I started to let fear take hold of my mind? Was it when Kinart’s death broke me? Or when I thought Vexxion had betrayed me? No, it could be when Seevar died. Or when Reyla and Brodine were stolen. So much loss, everything taken until there was nothing left to cling to but me.

I wasn’t strong enough to hold everything together.

Ignoring her whispered pleading, I walked around the room, taking in one object after another, each unique and more macabre than the next. I suspected they were personal relics that served as a warning to those who dared question his power, plus a reminder to himself that there was no limit to how far he’d go or how cruel a blow he was willing to deal to expand his rule on this world.

Because touching anything might draw his attention, I only looked. I sensed I’d know what was important to my quest and what wasn’t.

On a sideboard, I found a delicate crown sitting on a crystal platform. It was twisted, as if a beast had latched onto it and wrangled it in its paws, then delicately adorned it with thorns instead of jewels. Had it been taken from a once-powerful queen?

I leaned forward to study a preserved fairy with wings made up of every color imaginable. She was mounted on a broad slab of black wax, appearing delicate and beautiful. Her wings still twitched. Grimacing, I stepped past the morbid objects.

Fragments of a mirror lay on a round piece of clear glass on the next table. I swore the shards whispered, as if the image of the person who last used the mirror still remained. Something whispered in my mind that if I put the mirror back together again, whoever was trapped there would tell me what happened. Or trap me in their place.

Beyond the table hung a floor-to-ceiling tapestry, its surface appearing alive with an image of a king and queen woven in such startling detail, it chilled my bones.

Behind them, a dark blue arch stretched across the top of the tapestry with a slice of white below, almost as if someone had purposefully cut the fabric. That wasn’t true, though, because I could see the fine stitches that adorned the image with the mark, not cuts. But I sensed if someone stepped too close to the gap, it would suck them into . . . I couldn’t imagine where.

My eyes were drawn to the couple. As I leaned closer, horror latched onto me and shook me; their lifelike hair shimmered with too-real luster. Actual strands had been woven into the silk—a morbid trophy torn from the heads that had once worn the now dingy crowns hanging lopsided on their brows. Their crystal-studded eyes haunted me as I moved past them.

I reached the bedside table and carefully opened the drawer with my knife, finding nothing but dusty books with titles related to war tactics. I wanted to open each one to make sure the stilted titles didn’t hide different contents, but if I touched anything, I feared it might trigger a spell that would trap me here until the king could arrive.

Using my blade, I lifted his pillow. The scent of his cologne, cloying and sharp, drifted from the fabric, stinging my sinuses, and it was all I could do not to sneeze.

Nothing could induce me to shift his bedding or lift his mattress.

Moving around the bed, I used the tip of my blade to open the other bedside table drawer, but again, I only found old books I didn’t dare open. None of the titles suggested anything related to Claiming collars. I dropped to my knees and looked under the bed, finding nothing but dust. Whoever took care of his rooms didn’t clean often, but if this was my job, I’d avoid coming here as long as I could.

I needed to leave, but I felt like I’d discovered nothing, so I lingered, continuing around the room.

Globes the size of my fist hung on thin chains from the ceiling, five of them with gleaming red balls inside each. Darkness clouded the corner where they hung. I moved closer, trying to make out what the balls inside might be.

I reeled backward, nearly falling on top of the bed.

Beating hearts.

Who’d sleep with something that horrifying dangling nearby? There was no way to know who they belonged to, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

I cracked open his closet door and poked my head inside, finding clothing lined up neatly on the shelves. No drawers to open, no cabinets to riffle through.

Why didn’t Vexxion want me inside the king’s bedroom? The hearts certainly gave me a fright, but I’d seen a lot worse battling dregs on the border.

Backing into the room, I closed the door and continued exploring.

A row of tiny paintings hung on the final wall, ironically at eye level, because each was a portrait of a solitary eye. One was sapphire blue like Vexxion’s. Another was nearly black. A third was an unusual shade of light blue, and the fourth was a green much like my own. They followed me as I walked past them, but I wasn’t surprised about that. Would they tell him I’d been here?

“No,” the pixie said. She’d remained still while the other two danced; I’d felt the weight of her eyes on my back as I moved around the room.

What purpose did anything in his bedroom serve? Perhaps the king just collected ghoulish things. The hearts certainly fit in with a gory display.

I should leave. This was a waste of my time.

“Oh, but my pretty, it’s not,” the pixie said. “You came here for a reason.”

“I did.”

“You won’t find answers here, but you will find questions.”

Lovely, a riddling pixie.

“I didn’t come here to free you and your friends,” I said.

“Sisters. I’m Triisa, and my sisters are Pelid and Sowen.”

I wished she hadn’t told me their names. It would be easier to leave them to their endless fate if I could pretend they were no one. Now they had names, hopes, fears, and I knew very well what the latter must be. I couldn’t imagine cavorting in a painting while the king slept—or did other things—in the bed not far away.

Pixies were quite prolific. She probably had seventeen other sisters living happily in the woods. But to see three of them trapped here pinched my throat tight, making it hard to suck in a breath.

“I don’t have a sister,” I said. “Or a brother for that matter.”

“Siblings can mean so much. Tell him that.”

“Who?”

“At this point it doesn’t matter. You’ll know when it does.”

A tremor shot through me. “Tell me.”

“I won’t.”

Alright. “I’m sorry your sisters were trapped with you.”

“At least we have each other,” Triisa said. “Being with a sibling, even in a horrifying situation like this, is a gift one must never throw away. Remember this.”

“Sure.”

“Free us, and I’ll tell you why you truly came here,” she said, that lure back in her voice. What was it with magical creatures always trying to force others to do something against their will?

“I know why I came here.” Though I wouldn’t name it to her. “Don’t try to lull me again,” I said with a sigh.

She dipped her head forward, acknowledging my words.

“I already told you I can’t free you. He’ll know. You’re a little more obvious than fluffy blue creatures trapped in a small painting in a back hallway. I doubt anyone has noticed they’re gone.”

“The whisper of a bond with even the tiniest of creatures may one day summon the roar of a guardian beast,” she said. “Every ally holds a future fierce and grand.”

That was true. Look at how Madrood had saved me from Prenton. Protecting me or just reacting? I hadn’t decided. The beginning friendship I’d developed with the dragon had probably saved my life.

“Watch,” Triisa said. She rejoined her sisters, and they held hands, standing in a row. They danced in synchronicity over to the side of the picture, leaving their mirror images behind. “Free us, my pretty. With this spell, he’ll never know.”

After he snarled about me going to Ivenrail’s bedroom, Vexxion would chide me for freeing the pixies. The dragon on the door would’ve been obvious, though I doubted the king ever strolled that way. Three pixies cavorting within a painting facing his bed, the only writhing beings in his room? He was bound to question the mirror images.

“How long will your magical images hold?” I asked, feeling my resolve waver.

“For longer than his lifetime,” they said in harmony, their voices glimmering whispers, a melody of delicate chimes.

My sigh ground out of me. I should leave. The longer I remained here, the bigger the chance I’d be caught. But . . .

Fuck him.

Ivenrail didn’t have the right to pin Triisa, Pelid, and Sowen in this frame, let alone all the poor creatures cavorting within paintings inside the castle. If they were going to dance, it should be beneath the moonlight with their sisters, deep within the forest, not here for the king’s grim pleasure.

I started gathering power, but stopped, swallowing it back down. “What did you do?”

“Do?” they asked, the solitary word echoed like three silver bells trilling through the air.

“Why did he trap you here?”

“We refused to dance at his wedding to the Lydel high lady.”

“He was going to marry her? I thought he tried to force her into his bed, and she refused.”

“He believed marriage might convince her,” Triisa said. “It did not, but by then, our fate and hers had been sealed. We told him no, and he laughed, stating that he’d make us dance for him always. Or they refuse to dance and die.”

“He kills those who won’t willingly enter the portraits?”

She dipped her head forward in agreement.

He really was a nasty piece of work.

“Alright, I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll try to do it, that is. The spell doesn’t always work.”

“When one tries, one finds growth and uncovers potential that a comfortable, untried stance never reveals,” she said sagely. “Effort is the seed of mastery.”

“You’ve got that right.” I closed my eyes and gathered power. Would it be harder to free three at once or would it feel the same as when I’d released Iasar?

I cast the spell, sending it at them like a bolt of lightning.

As I opened my eyes, they slipped from the picture, tumbling onto the floor in a jumble of thin limbs. They lay so still I thought they were dead, but then they stirred and climbed to their tiny bare feet, rising only to the height of my knees.

A pop, and Pelid and Sowen disappeared. I felt hollow surprise at their loss, a stab in the chest for the brief connection I’d found with them. I shook my head, scattering the feeling.

“To thank you, we will give you three gifts,” Triisa said.

“That’s nice of you but unnecessary.” It would be unwise to accept anything from them, but someone once said reject a pixie’s gift at your peril; slighted, they’ll spin luck into curses. Who’d told me that? Reyla, probably, reading from one of the many books she borrowed from the fortress’s library.

“Tis true,” Triisa said with a conniving smile that revealed tiny sharp teeth I suspected could rip into my flesh and leave a painful gouge that might never heal.

“What’s true?”

“Your friend’s statement.”

“Stay out of my mind,” I growled, reinforcing my mental guards.

She dipped her head forward and fed me a sly smile.

“Alright. I accept the gifts from you and your sisters,” I said.

She held out her hand and led me past the watching eyeballs and the closed closet door, over to the wall to the left of the dangling globes holding pulsing hearts.

“I don’t want a heart,” I said with a shiver.

“You may one day regret saying that, but that wasn’t my gift.”

“Who do the hearts belong to?” Now, of course, I wanted to know. Or did I? I couldn’t hold back my cringe. They looked like they were still alive, beating without a body to hold onto.

“Telling you this is not one of your gifts.”

Always words that teased but revealed nothing. What was it with freed creatures? Although, the blue beasties had fled, leaving no promises behind.

“I see five now,” she said. “Interesting. There were many more when we were first placed in this room.”

“Where are they?”

“Swallowed, I assume.”

“By what?”

“A very good question.”

I shook off that train of thought. “Vexxion’s isn’t there.” I wasn’t sure why I voiced the words.

“Do not fear. His heart beats only for you and it always will,” she said. “Come. We don’t have much time.”

The urgency in her voice made blood surge through my veins like lightning cleaving across the sky.

She pointed to the wall above the bedside table. A wooden frame made up of nine blocks in rows of three hung there, the front covered with a hinged glass panel. How had I missed it when I explored the room?

“Touch,” she said so softly I barely heard the tinkle of her voice. “Each leads down a different path, but I warn you. Never take one unless it has been offered to you by another.”

I couldn’t imagine taking any of them.

“Select two now as our gifts to you, though take one at a time,” she added. “The third will be chosen for you. Know that it will be different for each, but for you, my pretty, they will be special.”

“And the third?”

“Wait for that one until the right time, as it could burn you.”

“Touching it could burn me?”

“One might say this.” Her laughter rang out, high-pitched and torturous, a needle gouging my skin before dragging down my arm.

Could I change my mind and refuse their gifts?

“I don’t want to touch anything in the room,” I said. “He’ll know.”

Her sigh rang out, and her tiny lips thinned to almost nothing. “Not these. They don’t belong to him. They never have and never will. He stole them, so you must now steal them from him.”

So much for “gifts”.

I leaned closer, gazing into the small case. The sticks were starkly white compared to the black wood encasing them. He’d see right away if three of them went missing.

“Magic will hide their loss,” she hissed. “Hurry. You don’t have much time, and you need them. Trust me in this.”

As if I trusted anyone with magic? But I’d helped them. They were returning the favor. And, as always, my curiosity had grabbed onto me and was urging me to at least lift one of the sticks from the case.

Sticks? I leaned closer, nearly touching my nose to the glass.

“Fuck, these are bones.”

“Yes. Take two, one at a time.”

I gulped back the bile rushing up my throat. My eyes widened, and my pulse throbbed in my throat. Repulsion clutched my windpipe as I took in the skeletal things enshrined eerily, each standing up starkly as if gouging toward the ceiling.

With the tip of my blade, I opened the case.

My leather tunic had a small pocket on the underside, and I flipped up the hem, exposing it. I’d find a way to place my two “gifts” inside without touching them.

“You must touch them,” Trissa said. “It’s vital.”

“Why?”

“The gift is what they bestow, not the bones themselves, though they will have value one day, so I suggest you not lose them.”

“I’ll hide them somewhere.”

“Keep them close.”

“Alright. I’ll make a pouch and keep them in my pocket at all times.”

“Wisdom can unveil secrets that sway destinies.”

I sensed—again—that she was giving gifts that had nothing to do with bones.

“Take the first,” she said. “This gift is from Pelid.”

“Tell her thank you.” I reached inside and lifted out the bone from the center of the case.

It swallowed me into . . .
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“Come, love, it’s time for your bedtime,” a woman said from nearby.

“Can’t I play a little longer, Mummy?” a little girl chirped.

I couldn’t see them. I was . . . hidden? I didn’t know where I was other than inside a small room that was so dark, only distant shadows filtered through two draped windows ahead.

Swallowing down the panic broiling my skin, I sucked in a calming breath. It felt weird. My lungs rattled when they shouldn’t.

My bones ached terribly, as if I’d fallen off Seevar a hundred times today, then battled dregs for hours.

Because you’re me, someone said with a husky laugh—inside my mind. Yourself as well, I suppose.

I’m me, but I’m not?

Let’s say you’re borrowing me for a short time. Pay attention, now. You won’t be here for long.

The drapes on the windows lifted, and I looked out from eyes that were not my own. I was still Tempest, but I was not inside Ivenrail’s bedroom any longer.

You’re Tempest—and me, a woman whispered.

The voice sounded old.

Since I was fortunate to reach my two hundredth year not long ago, some might say this is so. I do not, however, she said sternly. My aching bones still have many steps left to travel. But enough of this. You must watch. Listen. Remember.

Who are you? I asked.

The person didn’t reply, and when I probed, using the spell to explore a mind, she tapped me sternly across the knuckles, hard enough to make me wince.

Not my knuckles. This wasn’t my body, yet mine felt the pain.

I will show you once. Then you must watch as this unfolds. Listen. Remember.

Alright.

She strode over to a mirror and for one instant, I caught my—her—image in the glass. Gray hair piled up onto her head. A simple yet beautifully crafted light blue gown. Wrinkles on her face, and eyes—

She spun away from the mirror and opened a door I’d missed and stepped through it. When she paused, I swore it was to give me a chance to absorb this world, not because she needed to stop.

Through her gaze, I took in a large open living area that was as big as two of the residences back at the fortress combined. The ceiling rose three stories and the golden gilt here could feed a village for a week. But where Ivenrail’s ostentatiousness came across as garish, this felt understated, if gold could ever be called something like that. A homey feeling permeated the room, from the toys scattered across the gleaming floor to the carved wooden dragons caught in mid-flight and mounted on thin supports, soaring across the thick slab-of-wood mantle mounted above the fireplace.

Sunlight streamed through a long row of tall, narrow windows on my right, the sunbeams dancing across the vast marble floor lovingly draped with ornate carpets. Gossamer curtains fluttered in the breeze trickling in through the open windows, carrying with it the heady scent of roses, much like the perfume Vexxion left for me to add to my bath.

At the chamber’s heart lay the hearth where azure flames crackled, shedding warmth throughout the room where a woman sat on a creamy sofa, one of at least eight, while a toddler girl played with wooden toys on the rug in view of the flames.

I swore enchantment filled the air, but that could just be the touch of magic swirling through me. The bone brought me this and it was a gift, so I would watch, listen, and remember.

“Auntie Vera,” the little girl exclaimed, dropping her toys and leaping from the floor to rush over to hug the person I . . . rode in. I wasn’t sure how else to describe it. “Help me find my Layla, please?”

“Soon,” Vera said.

A missing doll?

The child pouted. “Can’t find her anywhere.”

“I’m sorry.”

She huffed. “Stay with us tonight?”

“If I can, little one,” the lady said. “I have much to do, and you’re the biggest part of it all.”

“Yay.” She clapped her hands, her cheery mood restored. “Presents?”

“Some might say that.”

The mother rose from the sofa. “You’re always welcome here, Aunt Vera, you know this.”

“I come bearing news, Mayline.” My—Aunt Vera’s—lips spread wide in a smile. I could feel it just like I did the ache in her left foot.

“I cannot wait to hear.” The mother’s eyes sparkled, and like with the room, I took in her appearance. She was tiny, slender, and she had long brown hair she’d swept up in a pretty arrangement on the back of her head. She wore a blue gown that matched her eyes and skimmed across her dark blue shoes, plus silver jewelry appropriate for day wear. I only knew the latter because Brenna had educated me during my time serving as her lady-in-waiting.

Unlike her mother, the little girl had green eyes that looked nice with her simple, pale peach dress. She’d inherited her mother’s dark hair. Had she gotten her eye color from her father? I could see the similarity in her cheekbones and slight frame, however.

“Let’s put this precious one to bed, and I’ll tell you everything,” Vera said, taking the child’s hand. “Come, love. It’s past time you were asleep.”

“I want to play! I want stories.” She tilted her head to look at her mother. “Please, Mummy, can’t I stay up longer?”

“I have exciting news to discuss with your aunt. You can play and listen to stories tomorrow.” The mother took the child’s other hand, and they urged her from the room and into an equally gorgeous foyer, up a wide staircase and onto a plushily decorated landing. They continued down the hall on the right, stopping at a door.

It was obviously the child’s room. As we stepped inside, we were enveloped in a soft palette of blush and cream. The room had a whimsical feel, and I could tell by the shimmering sparkle drifting around them that some of the furnishings had been crafted with magic. Her canopy bed arched above where she slept and was carved from a wood unlike anything I’d seen before. I sensed it was ancient, as old as this castle. The curtains draped along the sides and were tied back with big cream-colored bows that danced as if to an unheard melody.

As Aunt Vera walked into the room with the child and mother, her feet sunk into the soft carpet designed with delicate pictures of frolicking woodland creatures. They appeared innocent and each laughed as if they’d happily given their images for this display.

Handcrafted toys lay on woven mats, scattered in front of big, open wooden boxes. Overhead, lights shaped like stars beamed down from the high ceiling that had been blackened to look like the night sky.

How could anyone sleep any way but peacefully here? A pang of envy shot through me. I’d slept curled up on a hard bunk in a room with nine other children, some sobbing half the night, others crying out from the nightmares of dreg attacks that would haunt them for the rest of their lives.

There’d been no pretty toys, no lush carpet underfoot, and no stars winking from above except the stark ones witnessing the horrors we regularly faced on the border.

The women helped the child dress in a pale green nightie and after washing in the adjoining bathing area, she climbed into bed, wiggling under the soft covers, a smile on her face.

Such innocence. I wanted to ask if she’d hold onto that or would it be stolen like mine.

Sadly, it will be taken from her as quickly as it was with you, Vera told me. There’s more you must see and hear.

Yes, I was sure there was.

Aunt Vera sat on the side of the bed and stroked the little girl’s hair off her face. “One day, you will wed a wonderful man.”

“She’s too young to hear this,” the mother said, though indulgently. I could tell she was happy to hear the news.

“Things have changed, and that’s why I’ve come,” Vera said. “It was not easy, but I found a way to visit. He’s . . .” Her sigh rang out. “You can only imagine.”

“Terrible,” the mother said.

“When I carefully showed him your picture in his dreams, little one,” Vera stroked the child’s forehead but directed her gaze to the mother, “he displayed the mark.”

The mother clapped her hands, her voice echoing joyfully in the room. So pretty, as sweet as the child and Vera. Who were these people, and why was I seeing this?

“He’s her fated one?” the mother cried. “Wonderful. Do you know what this means, my dear child?” She rounded the bed and sat on the other side, taking the little girl’s hand. “We betrothed you when you were just a baby, so it was too soon for such a thing at that time. But now . . . Now! He’ll love you for this lifetime and beyond, and you’ll feel the same about him.”

“Don’t want to love a boy,” the child said with a pout. “Wanna ride dragons!”

The mother laughed. “I’m sure you can do both.”

“Hush,” Vera said. “He’s a high lord, and you’ll have plenty of time to think about marriage and gowns and even dragons when you’re older. No one expects you to marry until you’re at least twenty. You’ll meet him one day.” I sensed overwhelming concern as Vera gazed at the mother. “We’ll have to handle this with utmost caution. We’ll arrange this where he can’t see.”

Her eyes shadowed with fear, the mother nodded.

“Perhaps, by then, it will be over,” Vera said. She gazed toward the child. “Then we’ll hold a grand ball where you’ll dance, walk in the gardens, and if you’d like, even hold his hand. No kissing.”

“Kiss a boy?” the child said. “Icky.”

Children were the same no matter where they lived.

“One day, you’ll feel differently,” the mother said. “You’ll see. When the symbol appears on your wrist, something will change within you, and you’ll know. That’s how it was with your father when I met him, sweet love.”

Such sadness in her voice. Her eyes still sparkled but now with unshed tears. Had she lost her husband?

He was murdered, Vera hissed to me. Not long ago.

“I’ll never love another,” the mother said fiercely. “And I’ll never marry another either. No one can make me.”

“Of course they can’t,” Vera said. “We’re safe here for now.” She rose and after kissing the sleepy little girl on the forehead, she started toward the door. “I’ll see you in the morning, child.”

The mother kissed her daughter as well and drifted around the end of the bed, wiping at her teary eyes. She joined Vera at the door and spoke in a low voice, too softly for the child to overhear. “What will become of them?”

“I’ve done all I can to protect them,” Vera said. “It’s in the hands of the fates now. But the mate bond will strengthen both our courts at a time when we need it most.”

Courts? I—we—sucked in a breath.

“I’m frightened.” The mother’s voice wavered. “I’d be a fool if I wasn’t. This alliance should be enough. It makes it us against them, not me facing this alone. It could mean the difference between the end of my court or a very fragile but amazing beginning for everyone.”

“Do not suggest failure, my love,” Vera said. She waved her fingers toward the ceiling and the lights dimmed to almost nothing, falling into the night sky at the crest of dawn.

“Sleep well,” the mother called out softly as she tugged the door closed. “I’ll see you in the morning, my darling Brenna, and we’ll talk more about your betrothal to Lord Vexxion of Weldsbane Court.”
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Iwas tossed back into my body.

My teeth chattered. I snaked my arms around my waist and stared around wildly, barely seeing Ivenrail’s bedroom. My mind was locked in that moment.

Brenna.

Vexxion.

With a shake of my head, I shook off the dream. Everything here appeared the same, but I felt completely different.

“I don’t want any more gifts,” I snarled. “I don’t want any more bones. I don’t want any more visions.”

Did Vexxion know? He must.

“Three,” Triisa said. “Would you deny us the right to pay you back for your favor?”

Vexxion was Brenna’s fated mate? I hadn’t seen a mate mark on his wrist, but it wasn’t like I’d studied that area. I’d focused on his mouth. His scars that I traced with my fingertips to his huffed joy. Other delectable areas I was eager to lick.

“Favor?” I pivoted away from the gruesome box of bone visions, facing Triisa. “This is no payment. It’s torture.”

“You must see.”

Though gently, my body was made to face the box once more.

“Take the second gift,” she said. “The third will be presented to you when the time is right.”

“Gifts shouldn’t hurt the receiver.” Despair clawed at my heart with relentless, icy fingers.

“These trinkets may appear trifling, but their true value will be revealed over time.”

“Bones aren’t trinkets.” Chills bound their arms around me and squeezed to the point I couldn’t breathe.

Did Vexxion know?

Was he going to love Brenna? That was what happened with fated mates, right? They’d meet, and he’d know.

The mark on Brenna’s wrist. She said it was new. She thought— My shrill laugh burst out. She thought it was pressed into her skin from her position during sleep.

Vexxion would soon adore her. He’d treasure her, cherish her forever. And she was destined to marry his wretched father.

“You’ve seen something vital,” Triisa said. “What you do with it remains in your hands alone.”

“You know what I saw.”

She tilted her head, and her gaze focused past me, though a glance over my shoulder showed no one was there. “So many paths you might start down only to turn around and take another. Which is best and which will you choose?”

“Stop talking like that and tell me what to do.”

“Your future belongs to you alone. Only you should direct it. Fate’s reins await your grasp.”

“I’m inside the castle to do one thing.”

“Whether you accomplish this goal remains to be seen.”

I studied her exquisite face shimmering with a veil of magic. “What do you know?”

“More than you’d like, but never fear. We’re friends, and I won’t share your secrets.”

“What about your sisters?” I asked.

“They’re slippery, but I’ll speak with them. For now, your goal matches theirs.”

“For now? How could that change? You three didn’t enjoy being pinned inside that painting, did you?”

“Would you?”

“I would not.” My fingers twitched, seeking an anchor I would not find inside this room—or within the fae realm, for that matter.

“Then make sure you dance for him if he tells you to do so,” she said.

“Varissa,” someone called out from the other room.

I froze, my panic-stricken gaze meeting Triisa’s. Before I could flit, she placed her fingertip on my leg. It locked me where I was, inside the king’s bedroom where I’d soon be discovered.

“Let me go,” I hissed.

Her stern gaze met mine. “Wait.”

“Where’s Varissa?” the person asked again. “The high advisor wants to speak with her immediately in the blue sitting room.”

“She’s in the library. Come, I’ll take you to her.” The outer door slammed closed.

Silence echoed around us, and my heartrate notched down a few levels.

“I need to leave,” I said. “Don’t hold me here.”

“We have time. You’re safe enough for now.” Triisa turned back to the box. “Take a second bone. Absorb the vision. I promise, it won’t harm you.”

Not physically, but I was still reeling from the first.

“Hurry,” she said.

“I thought I had time.”

“Each person’s time bends differently, and one stretched moment could be another’s lifetime.”

Enough of her odd statements. Which bone? I closed my eyes and let the fates decide, grabbing the first I touched.

Again, I was yanked from the room and into . . . somewhere.

I stood inside a dark cave with only the flicker of light ahead.

I knew this passage. I’d walked down it during the last raid. Within the cave ahead, I’d spoken with the Liege before I killed him. I sensed I would not be able to leave this moment until I’d seen why I was brought here—the gift or curse of the bone I’d selected.

Whose body was I inside now? I reached out with magic but sensed . . . nothing.

I brought you here. The voice came from behind me, but when I spun, I saw no one.

Who is this?

Proceed. See.

A woman’s voice? I couldn’t tell, but it may not matter. What I had to see was the most important thing.

I hated being back in this cave. My stomach churned as old fear bubbled up like a venomous stew stirred by the memory of Kinart’s death. Eyes stinging, I crept forward, things rattling beneath my feet. If I could hear the sounds, could others?

How deeply was I entrenched in this dream? If I died here, would I ever find my way back?

I had to trust Triisa was guiding this, as much as I dared trust a pixie. She said it was important I see whatever was being offered. To think I cringed from it. I was a warrior. A dragon trainer and rider, one of the best. I’d killed more dregs than I could count, and one day, I expected to ride again, slaying more.

I’d eliminated each Liege I came across. Three was nothing to scoff at. Would Ivenrail’s minions and henchmen fall when he did or rally around someone new? I suspected the high advisor would delight in stepping into the void.

“I don’t like that you called me here,” someone barked from the small cave ahead.

I slowed my pace but kept moving forward. While I could hear and maybe that was all I needed to do while I was here, I wanted to know who was speaking.

“You take too much. Ask too much,” another person said. “You don’t give enough to us.”

I’d heard that voice before—the Liege I’d killed in the cave. Since he was dead, this must’ve taken place before that time. That made me very eager to see who he was speaking with, though I had my suspicions. They were confirmed when I reached the end of the passage and leaned against the wall.

Ivenrail stood in the cave beside the same big, chunky candle, fuming as he glared at the Liege. From here, I could see them both clearly, though I doubted they could view me. I was a spirit, correct? An observer from the future. Neither would know I was here.

That didn’t mean I dared step out and walk among them.

“You don’t control this,” Ivenrail fumed. “I do.” He swung out at the Liege with his fist.

The Liege’s hand latched onto Ivenrail’s, stopping his blow before it could make impact. “I control many things. The number of dregs. The number of Nullens taken. How many of those you are allowed to drain. The Lieges who came before me and those who will follow control the balance of it all. You are greedy. You were only supposed to touch those collared.”

He’d only recently started taking power from the uncollared? That must be about the time when Vexxion discovered he could feed his own power to the king through the Nullen.

“I need all the power, not just that puny bit.”

A scoff erupted from beneath the Liege’s long, dingy cloak. As always, I couldn’t see his face or form, but I’d viewed this one already. Ripped his bone coin away from his wrist.

Ivenrail wore a simple green tunic and nondescript black pants and boots. No crown on his head. No jewelry I could see from here. Had he flitted here or . . .

Why dress to avoid drawing attention if he could flit from his throne room to this cave, then back when his conversation was finished?

A sound from the opposite side of the hall snagged on my consciousness, the flutter of wings. Madrood waited.

Ivenrail had flown all the way across Nullen territory to speak with a Liege either by choice or because he couldn’t flit for whatever reason.

I leaned against the wall that I could surprisingly feel. The hardness. The coldness of it sinking through my clothing and flesh, its tendrils of dread seeking my bones.

“You crave it when you should find a way to resist,” the Liege said. “I told you from the start. Small sips only, enough to give you a bit of extra and make you feel giddy. Never more than that. This is how it has always been and the way it should always be.”

“With this power, I can conquer the world.”

“A paltry wish. You’re one of many. When you’re gone, others will try to do the same. None will succeed. If you don’t rein in your craving, I will do it for you.”

“Do not threaten me.” A glare like that directed at me would’ve shocked me to my core. “No one is untouchable.”

“Some used to be. Like with your father, you underestimate all of us. At least there’s a chance that others . . .”

Ivenrail’s gaze narrowed on the Liege. “Do you know where she is?”

“Who do you speak of?” The conniving twist of the Liege’s voice cut through me like a blade.

“Tell me.”

“I share nothing without purpose.”

Ivenrail growled. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll see. It’s different this time. You haven’t seen how I plan to accomplish my plan.” Ivenrail swept his arm out and a vision appeared in the room with them. Dregs marched along the ground, stomping toward villages where Nullens cringed and screamed. Some valiantly took up arms and rushed toward the dregs, determination dripping from their pores and fear blazing on their faces. They’d fight hard and while some would survive, many would be taken or killed.

Soon, riders would appear in the skies, drilling toward the dregs, swiping through them with swords, their dragons shooting fire.

“I’ve been experimenting,” the king said, his nose twisting in a snit. “Not sucking down all that power just for myself. I’ve fed it to others.”

What did he mean by that?

The Liege grunted, clearly unconvinced.

“Soon, I’ll perfect this, and then you too shall benefit from my magic.”

“This remains to be seen.” The Liege sounded bored, ready to dismiss Ivenrail. How did he dare? Oh, yes. He felt he was in control of this, as if he’d collared the king and would soon be granted access.

The scene continued to unfold, and I silently cheered on the riders and dragons who decimated the dregs. The Lieges who’d come with the dregs were already on the run.

This Liege snarled and turned from the scene in disgust.

Ivenrail’s hand snapped within the folds of the Liege’s hood, latching onto the creature’s chin and forcing his head around to make him watch what might come next. “You’ll miss the best part.”

I’d seen this so many times, I’d lost count. Why was this particular battle important to Ivenrail?

And then I knew why I was called here, why I was watching this unfold before my eyes. Why he was forcing the Liege to observe this battle that must be from my future, a future where this Liege was already dead by my hand. When I killed him, the Liege knew what Ivenrail would do.

So many paths. Which would lead in this direction?

“I’m close to perfecting a new toy for you,” Ivenrail said slyly. “I used some of the power you’re reluctant to share, but perhaps this will make you reconsider your generosity in the future.”

Dragons and riders continued to swoop through the sky. They plunged across the dregs, the riders swiping down the beasts with their swords and the dragons breathing fire while the villagers attacked the dregs on foot.

It was a rout. Soon, the dregs would be dead and the Lieges either lying on the ground or fleeing back across the border to regroup.

Then something new appeared in the sky.

Pointing, the Liege chittered but I sensed it was with dismay, not excitement, because . . .

. . . this was shocking.

Terrifying.

Even the Liege must be horrified about this potential future. Was this why he’d set me on this path?

Once this was unleashed, it would change the course of every battle from now on.

There’s still time.

Tell me what to do, I gasped out.

Wield the blade.

Raw desperation gouged its way through me. I need more information than that. Help me.

Silence spread its tendrils around me, and I jolted when Ivenrail tipped back his head and cackled. His eyes gleamed with feral joy.

Thousands of winged dregs flung themselves from the sky, toppling riders from dragons, slicing through the mighty beasts before swooping down to snatch up women, men, and children alike. They flew to new, open-top cages and dropped the Nullens inside.

With winged dregs, Ivenrail was going to invade the Nullen realm and capture and drain every single living person. He was incredibly powerful. How could anyone stop him?

I dropped to my knees and smacked my palms against my face. Who cared if they heard me now? My shriek of dismay bellowed out, echoing around me.

With a jolt, I was yanked backward. I didn’t hit the wall. No, I was sucked into . . . nothing and spit out on the other side.

As I traveled, I swore I heard Drask’s caw.

I landed hard on the floor of the suite I shared with Vexxion and let myself lay there, my cheek pressed against the cool tile, my palms splayed wide open, my fingers twitching.

Drask flew off his perch and landed beside my face. He leaned over and cocked his head this way and that, studying me, before he pranced around and flew up to perch on the bedrail.

I panted as if I’d trained for hours. Shivers kept clenching my spine and shaking me. My heart thundered, terror rooting deeper with each thudding beat.

Rising, I stumbled toward the bathing area, where I turned on the water to a steaming gush. I peeled off my leathers and tossed them into the basket. When the tub was full, I sunk down in the water, drawing my legs up to wrap my arms around them. My chin found its place on my knees.

What’s wrong? Vexxion asked.

I stilled myself as best I could, locking down my emotions. Locking down my brain and my heart and my memories and my . . . everything. Nothing. I tripped. Fell on my knees. They’re sore.

Be careful.

I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not. The connection didn’t allow for anything like that. But he must’ve been busy because he didn’t flit to me. For once, I was alright with that.

I had too much to absorb. Too much to process. And a fate-load of crap to deal with before I saw him again.

I flashed through the idea of Vexxion and Brenna being fated mates, but while the thought of such a thing was shredding something deep inside me, it had been shoved aside by an even greater, more devastating horror.

The dregs would soon have wings, and they would attack. They would roar across the villages. All the riders and dragons in the fortresses combined wouldn’t be able to hold them back. They’d descend on the closest village. Then the next. Marching and flying onward until they reached the eastern border, where they’d stop.

Oh, yes, they would stop. Because the Lieges might control the dregs, but Ivenrail controlled the Lieges—his devoted minions.

My stomach kept knotting and releasing. Over and over at a furious pace until I scrambled out of the tub and over to the toilet. I heaved up my guts and then some, retching until there was nothing left inside. Still, my belly wanted to give.

Such torturous gifts.

Quivering with spent fear, I cleaned my mouth and slid back into the tub, where I stretched out and tipped my head back against the smooth surround, closing my eyes.

Drask joined me, cute little guy that he was. He pecked my cheek and there was something so normal and comforting about it that my tears started flowing. My sobs followed.

I cried for myself.

For the mess I’d discovered about Vexxion and Brenna.

And for the Nullens who faced a certain death with almost no means of defense.

OceanofPDF.com


38


VEXXION
[image: ]


By the time I could get away from the king, it was late. Very late.

I flitted to the stable and groomed Glim for a bit to throw off whoever might be following, though I doubted anyone dared. This was where my reputation paid off. Who’d challenge the king’s controller?

After giving Glim treats, I returned the brush to the basket in the tack room and casually strolled down the hall as if I intended to return to the castle. When I reached the shadows before the opening, I ducked into them and flitted to the top of the mountain peak above the aerie where I waited again, sitting on the loose shale as if I had come here merely to take in the view of the moon hovering over the broad valley. I sent out my threads to spy and waited.

I flitted to three more locations, each having little meaning to me, and when I was confident I hadn’t been followed, I flitted once more and strode to my final destination, arriving late but as quickly as I could.

Would he still be waiting?

I needed this bargain. Very much. But I couldn’t allow him to know how vital this deal was for me. He had to believe he was getting the better end, and perhaps he was.

I’d learned manipulation from a master, but I rarely used it to benefit myself. Only tonight would I do so.

Would the fates cooperate this one time?

He stood in the shadows among a thick grove of spindler trees, but I wasn’t surprised he didn’t join me in the open area beyond. First, he’d want me to go to him. A power move I well understood. And he had no interest in being seen with me, not if he hoped to live longer than this moment.

I strode over to him, letting the shadows consume me along with him.

“You’re late. I nearly left,” he hissed, his slithering words skittering across my skin like poisonous insects, each syllable a tainted bite.

“Yes,” I said softly. I hated using my voice where anyone could overhear, but my masking threads were not welcome with this interaction. “You didn’t leave.”

I’d convinced myself he needed me more than I did him, though that might not be true. Not when this came to its final conclusion.

I held out my hand. “The items.”

“I want a taste first.”

“That wasn’t part of the deal. You’ll get more than a taste in a few days.” Supposedly after the wedding, though I doubted he was on the guest list.

“Then you can have them in a few days.”

“We agreed you’d bring them tonight, and I’d give you what you seek later.” I pivoted sharply and strode away. Let him believe I was willing to walk, that he’d never see me again. Let him worry about who I might share this botched interaction with.

“Wait,” he barked, as I knew he’d do.

“For what? You wish to play games with me?” Turning, I snapped out my threads, seeking him lurking in the shadows. I lifted him, slamming him against the broad tree behind him.

His muffled woof rang out, cut off before the air pulsed with silence.

As I strode back toward him, I gave him a slice of a smile and released him, allowing him to fall to the ground once more. He landed squarely on his feet. I could feel the snarl hurtling up his throat, but he bit it back, muffling it with a gurgle.

“You expect me,” he wheezed, “to deliver now, yet I only have your word you’ll complete your end of the deal?”

“My word was good enough for you earlier.” My threads stroked up the back of his spine to the nape of his neck, tugging his hood back to reveal his skeletal face.

“Things have changed.”

“What things?”

He said nothing.

It never paid to trust a Liege, and I didn’t, but he was the only one who could deliver what I needed. With the time running short, I wasn’t above allowing him to believe he’d gotten the best of me. Oh, how he’d brag about doing such a thing if he could.

Oh, how wrong he’d be.

“One taste,” I finally said.

He chortled, the sound gasping up his bony throat.

I pulled a blade from the sheath on my right thigh. With a hiss, the Liege melted around the tree. As if that would protect him if I slashed out?

“Come now,” I sneered. “You said you wanted this and now you’re afraid?”

“I fear nothing.” He floated back to stand a short distance away from me.

He could flee if he wanted. My threads could grab him before he could get away. Lieges couldn’t flit. Whatever magic they controlled had been borrowed, though, like everyone else, they wanted more.

I lifted my hand and held up my fingers, picking the blunted tip of my pinky. Rather ironic to use that digit, though I was the only person who’d understand why it was so morbidly funny.

“This shows I will deliver,” I said softly, stretching my threads around him to hold him away. Hunger had a way of making a person go feral, assuming a Liege was what one might call a person.

The poke drew what he needed.

Using magic, I lifted the drop and gently ferried it over to his gaping maw. Like an infant bird of prey, he crouched with his head tipped back and his mouth wide open to feed. Unlike an infant bird, ecstasy consumed his face, and he hadn’t even tasted it yet.

Only as the drop drifted closer to his open mouth did I reconsider. Once I gave him even this tiny bit, he’d be able to track me no matter where I went.

But in a few days, it would no longer matter.

After all, I was the shield.

I released the drop and it plunged down, falling into the Liege’s mouth. His jaws snapped shut. He fell to his knees. He contorted, his limbs snapping out then back in again while he moaned.

Finally, he stilled and rose to his feet. “Your deal is worthy.”

Yes, I could do nothing less.

I held out my hand.

He reached within the folds of his soiled, tattered robe and drew out a rough brown sack, stretching it forward with his bony hand.

Taking it, I loosened the tie and peered inside. “There are only four.”

“I couldn’t get more than that.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t lie. I can’t lie.”

No, but he could be evasive. Same difference.

His voice lifted, stricken with fear. “Only four.”

I could press him, but I suspected this was how it was going to be. The fates had made their decision. “Alright.” With dread coiling tight inside me, I resecured the sack.

He melted into the shadows.

There was nothing I hated more than dealing with this loathsome serpent. Despite the recoil of my soul, need demanded it.

A battle was coming, and soon, those who’d remained neutral would have to choose a side. Lieges and dregs should’ve remained out of this, but like with anyone, there was always a price.

On this vast terrain, countless variables shift like shadows—each piece’s choice rippling with possibility. As they move across the board, forecasting the outcome was like revealing an enigma covered by time’s veil.

Turning, I strode out of the shadows and into the weak moonlight.

“Vexxion,” someone chided from my right. “Blood breeds true.”

Fuck.

Uncle Camus strode into view, stopping a short distance away from me. After my mother was murdered and when I was still a child, he’d trained me, grinding my face into the ground when we battled with blades and scorching my flesh with magic when I couldn’t block everything he delivered. He took pleasure in dealing pain, but in that, he was like everyone else in Bledmire Court. He was the most vicious, second only to Ivenrail, his adored older brother.

He would assume he could still defeat me, that I was the broken child I’d pretended to be so long ago.

He was wrong.

Not giving him time to speak again—or flit to the king—I locked him in place with magic. At the same time, I whipped out my threads, wrapping them around him, choking off his strangled gargle and securing his mouth to keep him from speaking.

“Walk with me,” I said.

I took him into the woods where watchers would have to strain to make out further details.

Then I killed him.

It felt anticlimactic to burn his remains with white-hot fire, as if the defeat of one of my greatest enemies should come at a greater cost than a bit of spent energy. For many years, I’d feared this man. It was only recently that I’d realized I truly had strength, that I deserved better than the scorn of men such as this one.

Worth blooms under true love’s eyes. I wasn’t sure where I’d heard the phrase, but it hit me solidly in the chest.

Now that Fury believed in me, I could too.

My body shook, and I would almost swear I felt sickened by what I’d done, despite knowing I had to do it. I’d killed him not only to protect myself but also Tempest, and I’d do so a thousand times more to ensure she lived.

But I was tired. So incredibly tired.

I flitted to the river where I hid the sack with magic on the bank, then plunged into the water fully clothed.

Nothing would wash the taint of the deal I’d made from my skin, and no amount of remorse would hold back the regret gnawing on my conscience. There was no path other than the one I walked on. I’d know this from the moment I sensed her at the fortress.

I’d been forged for this moment and this time, and damn if I’d falter now.

I swam until my bones ached, my muscles spasmed, and I felt renewed. With the bag in hand I flitted to my room, where I magicked the bag into a secret location.

While I stood beside the bed dripping water onto the floor, moonlight fought its way around the curtains to find her, glowing on her face, though light such as this couldn’t rival the beauty that shone from within this precious person.

Within a matter of days, everything would be revealed.

The surge was imminent, ready to flood this world, and despite not knowing the outcome, I welcomed that moment. I’d stand on the shore as the enormous wave rushed toward me with my arms spread wide and a feral grin splitting my face.

Tempest knew I kept secrets, but once they were exposed, the last few would shock her to her core. I held them back for a good reason, just like I had the others.

She’d forgiven me once.

Would she do so again?

I removed my clothing and dried quickly before sliding beneath the covers, soaking in her warmth and the way her arms went around me even in sleep.

Her face was wet.

Why are you upset? I hissed in her mind. Who hurt you?

In the past, I would’ve probed, seeking an answer rather than asking, but I loved her. She was everything to me. I would never steal this from her. Her answers must be freely given.

She didn’t reply, though I hadn’t expected her to. There was no need to wake her for what I could hear in the morning.

I gently wiped her tears with my thumb and kissed her forehead. I wrapped my arms around her, hoping that even in her dreams that should be sweeter than what life offered at this wretched castle, she knew I was with her. That I’d give everything I had inside myself then draw out more solely to defend her. To be given this chance to love her.

Perhaps she cried for her friends. Or for Kinart, a poor lost soul who was stolen too young. For Seevar, the brave dragon who’d adored her almost as much as me.

Or for the life that had taken from her when she was too young to remember.
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I woke when she did and stared into her eyes.

I missed you coming to bed last night, she said.

I didn’t want to wake you.

You should’ve. Her sweet smile rose. There was something so intimate—so precious—about lying here in our bed, just holding her.

Why were you crying last night?

Oh, it was nothing. Worry, which haunts me all the time right now. The wedding’s tomorrow. We’ll either succeed or . . .

Yeah. I sensed she was holding something back, but she’d been through a lot. Too much, actually.

I kissed her, and she clung to my shoulders with desperation. I was hers and she was mine, but there was a good chance we’d be torn apart soon.

She moaned into my mouth, and that was all it took for my body to respond. Her lingering worry fled, replaced with warmth and the growing heat we always generated between us.

I left her mouth, and while her fingers entwined in my hair, I kissed down her body, pausing at her breasts, making sure her nipples budded from my attention before moving on.

Each time we came together could be our last, and I couldn’t hold back the thread of desperation winding through me. We still walked on that wire stretched across an enormous cavern, and while my fury remained close behind me, she could easily fall. I wanted to shout to her to hold on tight, tell her that I’d guide her, but just as I had to make my way across on my own, so did she.

I’d give everything to have moments like this with her for a lifetime, but I’d also accept that this could be our last.

An unquenchable need grabbed onto me and shook me.

Her love was a subtle, constant force. It brought calm to the storm of my heart.

From the moment I’d felt her at the fortress, I’d set myself on this course. I’d never once swayed from my belief that my place was by this woman’s side. Denying my feelings for her would be impossible.

She gave me a smile of such joy that it pierced my heart. I couldn’t breathe. I could barely think.

But oh, how I could love her.

And in doing so, I could finally feel cleansed.
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Iwasn’t sure what to think about . . . everything.

Because dwelling on it would do me no good, I decided to let go of the things I couldn’t change and focus on those where I might be able to make a difference.

When I woke later, Vexxion had left, though a black and silver rose lay on his pillow. His token of love couldn’t be more welcome. I lay in bed, taking in the shadowy scent of the flower, remembering how we’d talked about the beauty of the blossom and how roses could either be simple and sweet-smelling, or gorgeous like this one but only hold a hint of their beautiful scent.

He still hadn’t shown me where he found these roses, though I doubted they came from around here. Nothing this pure could thrive in such a wretched place.

I tucked the blossom into the vase on the bedside table and slipped from beneath the covers, padding to the bathing area where I found a steaming tub and lit candles waiting. I’d never grow tired of my fae lord’s pampering. Just like I’d never grow tired of loving him.

A red dress lay on the chair nearby, and I laughed when I saw it. What would Delaine think of me copying her favorite color?

My bones hummed from his touch. This man may insist I tell him I belonged to him completely, but he showed me in every way possible that he belonged to me. I needed to remember that and take comfort from it as much as I could.

Were the images I saw when I touched the bones lies? Triisa and her sisters were grateful for my help, but that didn’t mean they weren’t above twisting their gifts. They were pixies after all.

Vexxion did not love Brenna. Nothing would ever convince me of that. And Brenna was afraid of the king’s controller. If she harbored even a hint of affection for Vexxion, she would’ve revealed it by now.

Instead, it appeared she was in love with Zayde. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, would come of that. If they were wise, they’d avoid each other.

I bathed and dressed and went to Brenna’s suite to help her get ready for breakfast, meeting up with dull-eyed Reyla and sharp-eyed Delaine as I was stepping inside the living area.

Delaine shoved past me. Nothing new there.

Reyla floated behind me. Nothing new there either.

Finding Brenna awake and sitting up in her bed, we readied her bath and helped her select a gown for the morning meal.

“You must be excited, my queen,” Delaine gushed.

Brenna squinted up at her as we stood beside the tub, helping her out of her gown. “Why?”

Delaine sucked in a breath of dismay. “You’re marrying the king tomorrow.”

“Oh, yes that.” Brenna’s lips thinned. When she held out her hand for help into the tub, I studied the tiny mark on her wrist, a thin circle with spokes like a wheel. She sunk beneath the scented water.

Reyla handed her the soap.

“We help her wash.” Delaine smacked Reyla’s arm and plucked the soap from Brenna’s hand, shoving Reyla to the side. “Allow me to wash your back, my queen.”

“Don’t be mean to the poor woman, Delaine,” Brenna said in a tired voice. “I’m sure she tries. She’s just not as quick-witted as you.”

Delaine rolled her eyes. “I’ll say,” she muttered under her breath.

“Leave Reyla alone,” I growled.

Drask flapped his wings and cawed.

“That bird’s dirty. It shouldn’t be here,” Delaine spat. “It should’ve died.”

Sometimes, I wish Delaine would die. I took Reyla’s hand and drew her around to my other side, putting myself between them. “Ignore my bird. He bathes more often than you.”

A muffled snort rang out, but when I looked her way, Reyla stared at the floor, her hands limp at her sides.

“No one is helping me bathe,” Brenna said with a huff. “I’m sitting in water that is growing cold while you three squabble. If you don’t help me immediately, I’ll dismiss you all permanently and tell the king to send new ladies.”

There were no ladies to offer unless she was interested in tapping the stable hands for staff—which she might be. Why hadn’t she brought her own staff with her? Oh, yes. If a Nullen wasn’t collared, they’d be hunted as long as they remained in faerie.

Delaine shot me a look of pure spite and stooped down beside Brenna. “I’m here, my queen. Allow me to help.”

“Yes, yes, I’m allowing it,” Brenna drawled. “That’s why I asked you to do this, if you’ll dutifully remember.”

I bit my lips to keep them from rising into a smile. It might be petty of me, but I enjoyed seeing Delaine chastised every now and then. It was long overdue.

When Brenna was finished, we helped her out of the tub. Reyla released the water while Delaine and I dried Brenna with warmed towels and assisted her in donning her gown, a yellow, lacy concoction she adored. She was as fluffy as her gown, a product of her lush palace life. I held no jealousy toward her in that regard. I was dumped at the fortress, but at least I’d grown up knowing I had worth beyond who my father might force me to marry.

While she sat in a chair, I did her make-up, something I never thought I’d ever learn how to do, while Delaine arranged Brenna’s hair. Reyla stood limply nearby, staring at the wall.

When Brenna was ready, she rose and stood in front of the full-length mirror, studying her image. “Well done, ladies. Well done. He’ll think I’m beautiful today.”

“The king will adore you as always,” Delaine said.

“Yes, the king. Ivenrail will note my appearance.” With a sigh, Brenna turned from the mirror and strode over to stand near the window to take in the view of the vast plain stretching all the way to Riftflame territory. Sunlight brought out the golden threads in her dark hair. She really was pretty. If I was her, I’d dress in simpler styles that would highlight my appearance, not distract from it.

That was how Vexxion dressed me.

Brenna rubbed her wrist.

The air hissed out of Delaine, and she scurred over to stand beside Brenna. “If I may, my lady.” She held out her hand.

Frowning, Brenna laid it in Delaine’s, who lifted her arm and examined it in the light.

“When did this appear?” Delaine asked in wonder.

Pretending interest in the view, I joined them, though my focus remained on Brenna’s wrist.

“I noticed the mark a few days ago.” Brenna rubbed it. “I tried to wash it off, but it remains.” She held her arm out to me, twisting it up to show the mark in full light. “You saw it.”

I nodded.

“It was itchy at first but now it isn’t,” Brenna said. “Perhaps something bit me. Why do you think it appeared?”

I knew why, and I had no idea what I could do about it.

Brenna was displaying the mark that identified her as Vexxion’s fated mate.
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“It’s amazing. Have you shown the king?” Excitement bubbled in Delaine’s voice. “He must have one too.”

No, Vexxion must have one; Vera saw it. Why hadn’t I?

Magic.

Was this one of the secrets he hadn’t shared?

I didn’t doubt him. No, I refused to doubt him. But worry kept washing over me, drowning me despite my determination to hold my head above water.

“I haven’t told the king.” Brenna drew herself up stiffly. She scratched at the mark like I dug at my collar when it reminded me it was still there. “Why would I?”

“It’s a mating mark,” Delaine said. “It means you’re fated to be with one person alone.”

Light bloomed in Brenna’s eyes. “I thought fated mates existed only among the fae.”

Which she was. As the Lydel heir, she was fae through and through. Why hadn’t anyone told her? If I did, the plan might unfold before it was time.

“Perhaps Nullens can find their fated mates as well,” Delaine said, though she didn’t sound convinced. I suspected she knew what Ivenrail planned to do, that her father had shared it with her. “You’re not the natural daughter of the Nullen king.”

“I’m not.” Brenna’s voice trembled. “My mother found me wandering in the gardens. I was very young. She claimed me as her own, and the king did too. He loves me as if I’m his true daughter.”

“Did you tell them who you were?” Delaine asked.

Brenna shook her head. “My mother said she pressed me for information, but all I would say was my name, Brenna. Not where I came from or anything else. No one came forward to claim me.”

“You didn’t remember anything?” Delaine asked.

“Nothing,” Brenna whispered. Her chin lifted. “I can’t be fae, however. I have no magical abilities, no power.”

Oh, but she did. I suspected it was as repressed as Nullen magic. It just needed to be awakened. Would the king do that for her, or would he ask Vexxion?

“I’m Nullen through and through,” she added. “Only Nullen.”

“Of course, my queen.” Delaine hugged Brenna. “Congratulations. A mating mark is such an honor. Imagine. The king is your forever love, and you’ll always belong to him.”

Brenna’s face took on a sickly green slant. “Yes, it’s wonderful. I’ll be sure to show it to him at breakfast.”

“He’ll be incredibly happy. He worships you, as you well know.” Delaine scanned Brenna’s frame and must’ve decided she was ready to face the day, because she gave her a pert nod. “Shall we go to breakfast now so you can tell him?”

Before Brenna could reply, someone knocked on the door.

“Who could that be?” Delaine asked, striding over to the panel. She cracked the door but stepped backward quickly, her hands rising to cup her pinkening cheeks.

A blond fae male strode into the room dressed in a light blue tunic with golden ornaments on the shoulders and sleeves. His dark blue pants hugged his muscular frame. He’d be handsome if his sharp eyes didn’t cut through the room, dismissing all of us, even Brenna, before returning to Delaine. “Your father said I’d find you here.” Lifting her hand, he kissed it.

She stepped closer and gazed up at him in complete adoration—or so it appeared to me. I wouldn’t have thought Delaine had enough heart to care for anyone but herself.

“When did you arrive?” she gushed.

His eyebrows lifted, though he kept hold of her hand. “Last night.”

She pouted. “And you didn’t come see me?”

“How remiss of me. I do apologize.” He cleared his throat. “Everything’s going according to plan.”

What plan?

“Ah! Delightful,” Delaine crooned. “It’s about time.”

“You’re correct. It’s time.” With that, he pivoted and strode from the room.

Her breaths sputtering from her throat, Delaine clutched her hands to her chest, staring at the closed door.

Brenna huffed, her spine stiffening. “Who was that? Why did he feel he could enter my suite, speak with one of my ladies-in-waiting without requesting the right to do so, then depart without even a goodbye, let alone an introduction?”

“That’s my fiancé,” Delaine breathed. “It’s time, he said. We’ll finally marry.”

Was this the fiancé her father tried to force on her years ago or had the high advisor respected her wishes and found someone else?

“He’s handsome,” Brenna remarked.

Delaine sighed, turning around, nearly swooning against the back of the door. “Isn’t he?”

“What’s his name?” I asked.

“Lord Kerune Vestigard.” Delaine swallowed thickly. “He’s the king’s new enforcer.”

I could swear Reyla glanced my way, but when I looked at her, she was staring at the floor. As always, she stood nearby, ready to receive and execute orders, but not engaging in conversation. A pang shot through me. I thought we’d made progress, but maybe not. It was getting hard to cling to hope when it kept ripping through my fingers like sharp wire.

“What role will an enforcer have in our court?” Brenna asked stiffly. Her concerned gaze met mine.

Delaine shrugged. “He’ll enforce the king’s rules, I suppose. Too many feel they can do as they please. I’m sure the king hates that.”

He appeared to have full control of his court already. Why an enforcer?

“Isn’t that the role of the controller?” Brenna asked.

A smile twisted Delaine’s face, and she purposefully met my eyes. “Remember, the controller is being replaced.”

While Vexxion had no interest in serving the king, we needed his role here in the court until the wedding but that was tomorrow. Let Kerune “enforce” whatever he pleased after that.

“I doubt that will happen,” I rasped, my voice betraying my anxiety. Would Delaine notice? From the sparkle in her eyes, she did. “The king needs Vexxion too much.”

“Do you actually call him by his first name? The scandal,” Delaine lisped, her eyes sparkling even more. “But then, you sleep in his room. Perhaps there, he permits you to do many things for him. I’m sure you call out his name while he fucks you.” She shoved past me, literally knocking me backward.

Drask flew off my shoulder and attacked her, his claws raking down the front of her dress.

I grappled with my skirt, hiking it up to pull my blade.

Delaine smacked Drask, and he jerked backward, swooping over to land on my shoulder once more.

Reyla stiffened.

Her gaze hit Delaine like a blow, and her snarl echoed in the room.

She lifted her finger and shot a thin bolt of lightning at Delaine’s face.
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Shrieking, Delaine clutched her face.

Brenna cried out and gaped at Reyla.

Reyla stomped over to Delaine and smacked her arm. “Shut the fuck up, you bitch.” Pivoting, she sashayed over to stand beside me.

I remained motionless, staring at her with my jaw ajar.

“Are you alright?” Reyla—my Reyla—asked, her eyes soft with concern.

I burst into tears. “Reyla?” I wailed. “Reyla?”

“Aw.” Reyla wrapped her arms around me, whispering by my ear. “It’s okay. I’m here. Delaine didn’t hurt you, did she?”

I leaned back in her embrace. “You’re back?”

“I am,” she said in a low voice, for my ears alone. “I’m going to maintain the ruse that I’m still whatever I was before.”

I suspected she’d already given it away.

Her fingertips rose to stroke Drask’s back, and he preened as if he was responsible for her transformation.

“Oh my.” Brenna rushed to Delaine and carefully pulled her hands away from her face. Her gasp rang out. “That looks nasty.”

“Nasty. Nasty?” Rage boiled in Delaine’s voice. She stomped over to the mirror and peered at her reflection. “You burned me, you bitch!” Turning, she rushed toward Reyla, her fist swinging out.

Reyla stepped away from me. Her hand snapped up, latching onto Delaine’s wrist, halting it before Delaine made impact. A quick sweep of her leg, and Delaine’s body was ripped out from beneath her. She fell hard on the floor.

Reyla had always been better at hand-to-hand combat than Delaine. But we’d grown up at the fortress, wrangling with each other on a regular basis. We’d trained all the time. Delaine was a latecomer, and it was clear from the start that she’d been pampered. She tried in all her classes; I’d give that to her. And our instructors had molded her into a decent enough fighter. But it was clear to anyone who watched her for more than a moment that she wasn’t a product of a lifetime in the fortress.

“Ladies. Ladies.” Brenna placed herself between Reyla and Delaine. She held her hand out to Delaine to help her up while glaring at Reyla. “You. Leave my suite this instant. Ladies do not behave in such a demeaning manner.”

Reyla swallowed hard, and her gaze met mine.

I nudged my head toward the door, hoping she read the promise in my eyes. I’d look for her soon, and we would talk.

She gave me a tiny nod before striding to the door with a stiff spine that deflated when she reached out for the handle. I suspected by the time she reached the hallway, her eyes would appear dull again. She’d slink through the castle like a ghost, ensuring everyone believed she was still a drained Nullen.

“You should dismiss her permanently,” Delaine wailed, striding over to join me and Brenna. “Look what she did. Look what she did!” She pointed at her nose that beamed bright red and was puffy already.

“I’m sure the swelling will go down,” I said. “The bright color will fade. Kerune won’t even notice.”

“You.” Delaine’s hands rose, and she stalked toward me.

“Delaine.” Brenna gasped. “What are you doing? Have all my ladies gone wild?” She flicked her hands toward us both. “Leave my presence, both of you. You’ve been at each other from the moment you arrived this morning. I don’t want to see you back here until you’re prepared to behave in a polite manner toward each other.”

That was fine by me. I was no lady’s maid. Give me a blade in my hand, a dragon beneath me, and the thirst for blood in my heart, and I was a happy woman.

I dipped a curtsy Brenna’s way. “Would you like me to return later to help you dress in a day gown?”

Drask bobbed forward along with me, my cute guy.

“I can do it myself,” she said stiffly. “I’m not completely useless.”

“I can’t believe you’re sending us away,” Delaine cried. Were her tears fake or generated because of the pain in her nose? I didn’t care. If I didn’t have to serve Brenna, I could work in the aerie. I had more value than lying beneath Vexxion, thank you very much, Delaine.

“Very well,” I said sweetly, dipping a smile toward Delaine. “I’ll see you prior to dinner, then, my lady?” I tossed the last out to Brenna just in case.

“Yes,” Brenna said. “Evening gowns are much too complex for me to don on my own, let alone managing my bath, make-up, and hair. Please, do not bring back that bird with you when you come, Tempest. It’s a menace.”

He was a sweet boy, but I was so happy to have Reyla back, I could let this go.

With that, I left, scurrying down the hall to avoid the wrath of Delaine. If she chased me, I didn’t see her as I made my way through the back halls of the castle to Reyla’s door. She shared a room with three other collared Nullen women who worked in the castle.

When I knocked, she didn’t answer. I cracked the door open, but she wasn’t inside. Turning, I leaned against the wall and sighed. Where was she?

Well, I was going to find her, because my Reyla was back, and I needed to hug her again.

Now all we had to do was work on Brodine, and we could be a family again.

My eyes burning with tears, I bumped away from the wall. Drask bobbed along on my shoulder as I started down the hall again, weaving my way through the servant area, pausing periodically to listen for Reyla’s voice.

I couldn’t stop grinning.

And, because I was so happy, I stopped at paintings and released more creatures. Taking my cue from the pixies I’d freed in Ivenrail’s bedroom, I created mirror images of each I drew from the frames, leaving their fakes to mask the fact that the original had been released.

A troll-like person writhing alone on a craggy peak at the top of a steep hill slipped out after I cast my spell.

“Thank-ee,” he quipped. He stared up at me. “A favor for thee as thanks I give.”

Please, no more favors.

Before I could speak, he flicked his finger my way. Something odd jolted through me.

“What . . .” I wasn’t sure if I should thank him or not.

“Call when ye have need,” he said. “I, Cristalon, will help ye.”

What help could a troll whose head only came to my knees provide? However, I nodded thanks. I understood giving a favor for a favor.

When he couldn’t stop staring at my pendant, I cupped it in my fingers.

“Where did ye get such a thing?” he finally asked.

“My . . .” What was I supposed to call him? My lover? The king’s controller? He was so much more than a friend. “The man I love gave this to me.” That felt right.

“Wear it in good health then.” Before I could say anything else, he started spinning in place. His feet cut into the tiles, and he slid down into the hole, disappearing from view.

With Drask fluttering his wings and tilting his head this way and that, I stooped down, my mouth ajar for the second time today. The floor repaired itself and was soon seamless, as if nothing had happened.

As I walked down the hall, I clutched my pabrilleen pendant, sliding it back and forth on its chain. After completing my rounds of the first floor, releasing more creatures, I took the stairs to the next level. Fae lords had suites here, as they did on the two levels above.

Where was Reyla?

Finally, I gave up looking for her. I’d see her again this afternoon when it was time to get Brenna ready for dinner, and I hoped my Reyla was still with me and that she hadn’t slipped back into the ether.

Changed into my leathers, I left Drask in the room and took the back staircase to access each floor again, encircling it before moving downward, still hoping to come across her or Brodine.

I was passing the last suite on the second level when I heard a soft cry beyond the door. I paused as the sound was repeated. Maybe it was a couple having fun inside or maybe . . .

Damn me and my curiosity.

Approaching the door, I gently knocked. I had no interest in walking in on two fae in bed together, but I hated to think someone could be hurt inside and had no one to help.

No one answered my knock. I was turning away when they cried out another time. With a sigh, I gently turned the door handle. I’d poke my head inside. Nothing else.

Like the suite I shared with Vexxion, this one opened into a sitting area. Sunlight streamed in from the windows on the far wall, rays dancing on the soft carpet patterned with ornate swirls. Tapestries hung on the walls showing mythical hunt scenes. Fortunately, no one moved within the images.

The odd thing I noticed right away was the layer of dust coating everything. I’d thought all the rooms were booked for the wedding. Maybe this one was being renovated or had an issue that kept the staff from assigning it to anyone.

Since the dust suggested no one was here, I backed up to leave.

“Please,” someone said from farther inside. “Help.”

Someone could’ve entered the bedroom and fallen.

With a knife in my hand, I stepped inside and shut the door. I’d look around. If I found an injured person, I’d help them, then go to the aerie.

“Hello?” I whispered. Fear prickled across my skin, though I had no reason to be afraid. An injured person wasn’t going to attack me. And if someone did, I’d defend myself with both magic and the might of my blade.

Predictably, no one answered, so I repeated the call in a louder voice.

Still nothing.

I had a few minutes to check this out. After that, I would scoot from the room and keep going until I reached the aerie. Or flit there; an even better idea.

I strolled around the sitting area, expecting to find a fae lady lying on the rug in front of the sofa or . . . No idea. My footsteps sounded overly loud, and each creak of the floorboards made me jump.

A matching set of three cream sofas had been placed to form a half-moon, partly facing each other, each posed with black plush pillows. Nothing rested on the low table in the middle of the crescent. A requisite fireplace had been built into the outer wall, nestled in the middle of the bank of windows. I spied no ashes beneath the grate and no logs waiting to be lit. I doubted anyone had used it for a very long time. Ivy had started to grow up through the hearthstones. Leave it to a plant to find a way to survive inside this grim castle.

Two heavy, ornately carved wooden chairs with cream upholstery flanked the fireplace with a side table between them where someone long ago must’ve placed a drink, because a pale ring peeked through the dust.

Grime coated every surface. I could understand not bothering to maintain a room no one used, but with the king’s wedding tomorrow, surely, they’d need to open this room as well. Why leave it in such disarray?

On the right, a golden harp stood silently beside towering bookshelves empty of even one tome. Air movement from who knows where fluttered against papers lying on a big wooden desk on the left wall facing the hall. I walked over and studied them, but the printing was in a language I couldn’t read.

“Hello?” I called without receiving a reply.

This was silly. There was no one here. The sound must’ve echoed from a different location and my ears told me it came from inside this suite.

I’d turned to leave when someone whimpered out again.

Holding my breath, I stood in place, the hilt of my knife biting into my palm, before releasing a sigh.

The sound must’ve come from the bedroom on my right.

Still worried I’d walk in on something I’d rather not; I moved stealthily to the door and placed my ear against it. When I didn’t hear even a rustle from inside, I cracked the panel open. I was greeted with more dust-covered furniture and even a few cobwebs networking the ceiling. No one appeared to be inside the room unless they were lying beneath the bed. I stepped inside and shut the door, moving away from the panel. My heart thrummed at an irregular pace, and my breathing puffed mist through the air as if the temperature had suddenly dropped.

Like the sitting room, the bedroom had been forgotten.

A four-poster bed stood to my right, shrouded by a once-bright red canopy now faded to irregular pink and fringed with neglect. Side tables flanked it, their surfaces layered with dust I was tempted to run my fingertip through like a naughty child. Dust shimmered in the sunbeams while thicker cobwebs draped across the corners.

Sucking down my urge to turn and leave, I moved around the room, the floorboards creaking beneath my boots. Unease twinged across my nerves, making them quiver while I took in one picture after another hanging on the walls. More creatures, though none of them moved. They were never real to begin with, or the creatures had given up and faded away to nothing. How long could anyone cavort for another’s pleasure before their body and mind gave out?

Bits of color glimmered through the grime on each picture, but I kept my wandering fingers away.

“Here,” someone whispered from my right, the sound more of a feeling than something picked up by my ears.

I was reminded of how the Liege lured me into his cave, how he’d wallowed in my blood, how he’d told me about the king. He’d set me on this course as if he was playing his own Wraithweave game and I was one of the players on the board. From what I’d discovered here inside the castle, the Lieges were Ivenrail’s devoted minions. Why had the one in the cave shared information that should’ve been kept secret? Not only that, but information that could bring about their downfall since they were so tightly woven with the king.

Unless the Liege felt the need for me to stop Ivenrail outweighed the benefits they received from his reign.

As for the cry I’d heard here, I knew what I’d find. I approached a picture hanging on the wall to the left of the bed.

A woman stood inside the frame as if posing for a portrait, turned sideways, her eyes staring at the wall in front of her. She wore a pale green gown and matching jewels adorned her earlobes and encircled her neck. Her graying hair had been swept up in an intricate arrangement on the back of her head. Her arms lay crossed on her lap, her hands lying limply at her sides.

She turned my way, and her gaze met mine. I sensed intelligence there. Humor.

And profound fear.

Aunt Vera from the first bone dream stared out at me from the frame.

What stunned me the most was her hand on my side of the picture.

Her ring finger was missing.
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Should I let on that I “knew” her? I’d visited her in a vision. Actually, I’d ridden inside her mind while she shared the scene, as if she was the one who’d called me there to make sure I saw it.

How had she called me to that scene with her own finger?

If so, who called me to the cave?

An ominous feeling engulfed me, stealing what little calmness I’d strived for since I entered this suite—no, since I was drawn into this suite by this woman. I knew that now; she didn’t need to name it.

Unsure what to say, I waited for her to speak. Each tick of my heartbeat echoed in my mind; a thready drum ready to burst into a furious pace.

Long moments passed while we stared at each other. Finally, I turned to leave.

“Wait,” she said.

With a roll of my eyes, I pivoted back. “Let me guess. You want me to free you from the frame.”

Her head tilted, and she studied my face. “Can you do such a thing?”

“Not consistently.”

“You don’t sound confident in your abilities, child.”

I was anything but a child. “I’m still learning how to use magic, but I’m getting better all the time.”

She nodded. “I’d welcome release from this wretched trap. Would you be willing to try?”

I held up my finger, then realized this pointed out that one of hers was missing and tucked my hand behind my back.

“I’ve had some success with a particular spell,” I said.

Her lips twitched up. “Of course you have.”

“What does that mean?”

“Mean?” Her gray eyebrows lifted. “Just that it would take a particular spell to release me from this infernal portrait.”

That wasn’t what she’d meant, but I’d let it go.

“Why did the king trap you here?” I asked.

“That’s a wonderful question.”

“That you should answer if you want my help.”

Her sigh rang out. “I hid things. Many things. He didn’t like that.”

“What sort of things?”

“Things that needed to remain hidden for a very long time.”

“You’re not going to tell me what they are, are you?” I said with a snarl.

“I cannot.”

“Will not.”

Her head tilted. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

“Not really.”

“Release me and I’ll tell you the words that thrust themselves into my mind the moment you stood beside this picture.”

“Such as?”

“A foretelling. Hurry. I don’t have much time.” Fear came through in her voice.

Hiding things was not enough reason to lock her within this frame. And refusing to tell me what those things were was also not enough reason for me to turn away and leave her here. And I was curious about her foretelling.

After swallowing down the uneasy feeling creeping across my skin, I drew on my power. And, because I sensed she’d been placed in this dusty, unused suite to ensure no one found her, I added a bit more than usual when I cast the spell.

She slipped out of the frame. I was getting pretty good with this. Soon, I’d free the other dragon and every other creature trapped inside the castle.

When she stood beside me, we looked each other over, though I wasn’t sure what she saw. This was the woman who’d looked in the mirror during my vision, only wearing different clothing. Her age appeared about the same.

“How long have you been inside the portrait?” I asked, determined to get as many details out of her as possible. I was shown that vision for a reason. Pixies didn’t do anything without a purpose, and this woman was wrapped up in everything somehow.

“Too long.” Her voice lilted, though not with the magical trill of the pixies. “And now, I must leave.” Frowning, she tilted her head as if listening. “I have to leave before he remembers.”

“He?”

“Simple forget spells don’t last long, you know.” She tapped her temple. “Only one version lasts longer, though he doesn’t know about those.”

I didn’t know anything about forget spells.

“Of course, he’d have to touch me to make his variety stick.” She shuddered. “I don’t want him to see me, let alone touch me, not ever again, so I have to leave now.”

Before she could flit, I grabbed her arm. “Don’t go yet. I have more questions.”

Her smile lifted, and it was sweet. It was nice to meet someone who didn’t appear eager to stab me—yet. “I’d love to talk more, but I have much to prepare.”

There was that word again, prepare.

“What in particular?”

She stroked my cheek with gentle fingers. “I appreciate your help.”

“The foretelling?”

“Do not seek to solve a riddle. Let the riddle solve you.” She nodded with a bright smile.

“That’s it? I don’t understand.”

“You shall.” A blink, and she was gone, flitting from here to wherever she had to prepare things.

With a sigh, I turned and left the room, pausing before entering the hall to make sure it was empty before stepping out and closing the door.

A subtle sound from my right sent me spinning, my blade lifting.

High Advisor Adwarin stalked toward me, his eyes blazing with power, a sneer suffusing on his face. He must’ve just flitted into the hall.

A flick of his finger, and my small knife went flying over the railing, clattering when it landed on the staircase below.

Drawing power quickly, I tried to flit to my suite, but nothing happened.

“Don’t bother,” he drawled. His mouth twitched, and I was locked in place by his magic. This was too much like what happened with Selitta except I didn’t have Drask to defend me.

I could only croak something to Vexxion, and I couldn’t tell if he received it. Could the high lord control what I did with my mind?

He lifted me and flung me against the wall. The wind whooshed out of me, and I couldn’t suck in anything to replace it. I remained stuck to the wall like the fairy in Ivenrail’s suite, pinned to a strip of wax, a trophy for this wicked fae man to play with.

Stalking closer with his star-strewn robe swishing around his legs, he stopped in front of me, our gazes at eye level. “I’d love to quiz you about the incident surrounding the death of my lovely daughter, Selitta, but I’m afraid the king expects me to arrive shortly in the throne room. He has a few matters to take care of, ones I’m sure you’d enjoy observing since you appear to savor things like that. I’m afraid, however, you’ll be otherwise occupied.”

He lifted his finger, and Delaine appeared beside him, dressed in leathers much like mine. She stared at me with a slick smile that matched her father’s.

“Do with her what you will,” the high advisor said. “But follow our plan.”

What plan?

He flitted from the hallway.

“My, my,” Delaine drawled. “Where’s your crow protector?”

I should’ve kept Drask with me at all times.

“Or your controller? It appears he’s too busy controlling other things to come to your aid.” She cackled. “My father told me I could do what I wanted with you, for a short time, that is. What shall it be? So many options, don’t you think?” She waved her hand, and I could breathe once more. “There’s no need to suffocate you, now is there? Not when there are more entertaining ways to kill you instead.”

“Fuck you.” It appeared I could speak and breathe, though I still couldn’t move. I couldn’t grab a blade and stab her either, unfortunately.

Vexxion!

Again, I couldn’t tell if he heard my cry. Since he didn’t respond, I’d have to handle this tenuous situation on my own.

“All that time, and you didn’t know I was sent to the fortress to kill you,” she said.

If I could keep her talking, someone might find us and intervene. Actually, who was I kidding? The fae here were more apt to laugh while she tortured me than help. Nullens would turn and scurry in the opposite direction. I’d made no friends here, but I’d avoided everyone on purpose. It hurt to watch friends die.

“You weren’t the only one sent to kill me,” I said.

“You’re speaking of Farnoll.” A frown knit her brow. “He was the first man my father wanted me to marry but I said no. Did you kill him too?”

“I’ve killed many, but Farnoll wasn’t among them.”

A shadow of fear crossed her face. “The controller did it.”

“He likes me alive.”

“Then he’s about to be disappointed.”

“You lit the fire that almost killed me,” I spat out.

“Yes, though you escaped the bindings and the room. Did you enjoy being tied? The fortress commander agreed to put us in the same residence after that. If someone hadn’t laid wards around your room, I would’ve finished what I started.” Her voice broke. “Maybe then, Selitta would still be alive.”

Ah, so she had cared for her sister; when she denied it, she lied.

“She deserved what she got,” I said. Those who lost control often lost their focus along with it. One slip of her magic, and I could flit or reach Vexxion in my mind.

She exploded, blasting me with power that burned. Oh, how it burned as it seared across the exposed flesh on my face, neck, and hands. When she released her scorching fury, sucking it back inside her gaping maw, I hung against the wall, twitching, my body screaming in pain.

“How does that feel, Fury? That’s what he calls you, right?” she said, striding closer, tipping her head this way and that as she examined my face. “Aw, isn’t this sad? You’re blistering already. Would you like me to ask a healer for some cream along the way?”

Along the way where?

“Let me go.”

“That isn’t an option. I don’t want to, and I never give up my toys quickly.”

Where was a nasty dragon when you needed one?

She laid her hand on my shoulder and flitted, taking us to the top of the peak beyond the aerie.

I shivered as I stood beside her, my boots planted on the cracked, uneven ledge scattered with small rocks, a landscape scarred by time and the elements. Still unable to move, all I could do was breathe and analyze the location, seeking a way out of this trap.

To my left, a stand of scruffy evergreen trees clung to the soil, a boundary between the ledge and whatever lurked beyond. And on my right, steep, jagged cliffs plunged down forever, slicing this world off from the valley far below.

Bitter wind whipped across us with such rage that even the sun’s rays couldn’t seep beneath my leather tunic to reach my bones. Fear twisted my spine. How was I going to get out of this situation?

She sighed and a grimace rose on her face. “As much as I’d love to torture you for a very long time, my father was quite specific about what I could do with you other than brief play.” Lazily pulling a blade from the sheath on her side, she brandished it in my scorched face that throbbed and continued to burn as if it was still exposed to the open flame of her magic. “A little cut here and there, he said. Just enough to draw blood to feed them.”

“To feed fucking what?”

Her smile lifted, and I wondered how anyone back at the fortress had ever thought this woman was pretty. Deceit and malice oozed from her pores.

Her gaze darted to the trees before returning to me. “Soon, you’ll find out. You’ve drawn the attention of a rather peculiar group of people. They’re even more eager to be with you than me.”

My heart hammered against its cage while anxiety clawed across my skin. Heightened senses could save my life. I’d get my chance—somehow—and I’d take it. Then I’d kill Delaine, something I should’ve done the moment I realized she was here at the castle.

Clutching my arm, she dragged me over to an open area of ledge where steel rings had been secured in a rectangular pattern. I didn’t like the chains with manacles dangling from them, and I definitely didn’t like that I couldn’t reach Vexxion no matter how hard I tried.

Her kick to the back of my bad leg dropped me to my knees. My thigh spasmed, and I couldn’t stifle my groan.

“Oh, yes, that’s right,” she said. “Poor little you was wounded when you were young.” Her foot snapped out again, impacting with my thigh, and I toppled to the side, unable to support myself while my contorted muscles writhed like creatures trapped within the king’s portraits. “If only I hadn’t been given strict orders.” She released a beleaguered sigh. “Such is my life.”

Tightening her grip on my wrist, she dragged me across the ledge and flung me onto my back within the rectangle. With her blade lying on the coarse ground nearby, she bound me at my wrists and ankles. Still unable to move, I stared up at the blue sky arcing above, wondering how I was going to wrangle my way out of this.

Vexxion!

He did not reply.

I tried to pull from that deep part of my magical well, the place I’d claimed power from when I faced off with Delaine in the foyer right after I made the deal with Vexxion, but I couldn’t grab onto it.

She was blocking it. Blocking me from doing anything to protect myself.

Despair washed over me, threatening to engulf me. Would I end like this, tied on a cliff as prey for whatever she and her father planned next? I thought I’d at least get a chance to fling a blade at the king.

“I should’ve killed you back at the fortress,” I hissed.

“You had no just cause because I didn’t give you one. I could only challenge you so far.” She shook her head, her lips thinning. “Too many rules to follow with not enough leeway to act. As the high advisor’s daughter, I had to take care not to reveal the plan.”

“Why does everyone want to kill me?”

“Because of what you might do.”

My heart stalled. Did she and her father know I was here to kill the king? “What’s that?”

“No one’s sure. A foreteller said a powerful Nullen would balance the worlds, and Ivenrail’s been killing Nullens like you since. If there’s going to be balance, he’ll direct it.”

“How is a powerful Nullen supposed to balance the worlds?”

“Unfortunately, the foreteller killed herself before that information could be extracted.” Lifting the blade, Delaine swiped it through the air near my face. “Where should I cut you first?” Frowning, she studied my body. “I want to cut your head off, but it’ll be better if you get to watch.”

Watch what?

One slice, and the leather on my left sleeve parted, exposing the vulnerable underside of my arm. She dragged the tip of the knife from my wrist to my shoulder, grinning as blood welled and slithered down my flesh to plop on the stone.

I bit back a hiss.

“Entertaining, isn’t it?” she said. “The game is just beginning. I think I’ll hide nearby to watch. It’s going to be fun seeing you get what you deserve.”

“I haven’t done anything.” Too much for many, but not enough in this wretched fae world.

“You’re powerful, so your death is inevitable. And even if you didn’t kill Selitta yourself, you were responsible for her death.”

She spoke the truth, so I made no effort to lie.

“She whimpered like a baby,” I said with a sneer. “She collapsed on the ground and cupped her face, begging me to please stop, to let her go, to allow her to return to her beloved sister.”

“Nice, but she hated me.”

“Then why seek revenge?”

“She was family. Blood ties compel loyalty.”

It didn’t matter.

While she teased her knife through the air and contemplated where to cut me next, I wrenched at the manacles, hoping I could slip my hand through. But they were too snug; it wasn’t going to work.

The pins felt much too secure in the ground, but if I pulled hard enough, I might be able to loosen one. With a blade in my hand—she hadn’t taken them—I could defend myself against whatever was coming.

“Here, I think.” She sent me a smirk as she shifted closer to the cliff’s edge. “Fitting, isn’t it?” Another slash, and she gouged through the leather protecting my left thigh, driving the blade deep. “So many cuts on this poor thigh with me adding another.”

Cold, searing agony erupted in my leg, the blade setting fire to every nerve ending along its path. I jolted, biting down on my lips to hold back my scream. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

My eyes stung with tears, my only response, and I blinked hard to send them running. They drizzled down my temples and into my hair.

“A little bit more,” she said, rising and rounding above my head to reach my other arm that received a matching slice from the wrist to my shoulder. She didn’t stab my right thigh; perhaps that felt too easy. Instead, she delicately cut away the leather and then raked away at the flesh with the tip of her knife. “Your legs will match now.” Her cackle rang out. “Actually, they won’t. You won’t live long enough to form new scars.”

Pain threatened to drag me down in its never-ending embrace. The world spun around me, blackness bunching in before retreating, only to plunge forward once more.

“Did you know that I killed your sweet Seevar?” she said with a sly twist.

“Fuck you,” I croaked.

“I wish I could’ve watched him fall. Sadly, my view was abruptly cut off.”

When Vexxion killed the person she sent after us.

“Did the poor thing whimper as he died?” she asked.

I could swear again, but that would only make her laugh. Better not to react at all.

“I’m sure he did.” Rising, she tossed aside the blade. “I’d love to play some more, but I hear them coming. I’m no welcoming committee, not anything like them.”

Irregular shuffles echoed around us, and I lifted my head and shook it, trying to maintain focus.

Five Lieges melted from the scruffy tree line, gliding toward us with their tattered, dingy robes swirling around them in a macabre dance. Their bones shifted like teeth clattering inside empty skulls as their gazes locked on me.

“Oh, my, Tempest,” Delaine said as she backed away. “I believe those Lieges are hungry.”
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The Liege in the cave had adored my blood, implying it gave him a boost of power. If he’d had enough, I suspected it would’ve healed him. These fiends weren’t injured, but they still craved whatever power they could suck from my body.

My swallow clawed its way down my dry throat, and I yanked against my ties as Delaine moved toward the mountain peak, remaining out of the Lieges’ way.

Something blue streaked from the woods, scurrying toward me, followed by another. More beasts eager to lick my blood?

“Get away.” Delaine rushed back down the slope, flicking her hands in their direction, but they kept coming.

Two marscapoles scurried closer. Passing me, they leaped, one landing on Delaine’s chest, another on her face. She shrieked and spun, trying to dislodge them. As much as I’d love to watch them fight her, I remained staked out for the Lieges who didn’t appear deterred by the fluffy blue creatures attacking Delaine.

They floated closer, their arms lifting, and I expected their hoods would fly back from the wind as they descended around me to drink.

A pop, and Iasar appeared above me. He blasted fire toward the Lieges, but while they paused, milling around together, they didn’t burn, though I had no idea why. He kept shooting flames at them, however, and that held them at bay.

“I’m calling in that favor, troll,” I bellowed.

The ground shook and spun beside my right hip, and the troll I’d released in the hall popped his head above the opening he’d just spun through the ledge.

“Ye need help-ee from Cristalon?” he asked.

“Fuck, yeah.” My hysterical laughter bubbled up my throat, making me croak.

“Fuck, yeah,” he mimicked. He drew the rest of his body out of the ground along with a hammer with a head the size of my fist. He scurried along my right arm and with one blow, broke through the chains binding me to the stone. In no time, he’d freed me, and while I leaped to my feet and drew a dagger, savoring the feel of it in my hand, he scampered back into the hole in the ground.

“Favor done. Fuck, yeah,” he said as he slipped away, the hole closing behind him.

While Delaine was distracted, wailing as the marscapoles gouged her flesh with their claws and fangs, I staggered toward her, tightening my grip on my blade.

I didn’t hesitate, because giving this bitch even one instant would allow her to freeze me again. Iasar could only hold off the Lieges for so long.

Blood streamed from my limbs, and my wretched left leg could barely support my weight, but I could hobble. Gritting my teeth, I pushed myself to reach her.

The marscapoles flung themselves off her, leaving a clear path for me to seek my revenge. With fury making me shake, I slammed my blade into her chest. I groaned as I leaned into it, driving it all the way to the hilt.

She gasped, and her gaze met mine. Pink froth bubbled up from her throat, and she wavered, peeling away from my grasp.

She staggered. I struggled to remain on my feet. While living at the fortress, I’d killed more dregs than I could count. Three Lieges. But I hadn’t killed someone I used to consider an uneasy friend.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but I knew one thing.

She was reaching for the blade, yanking on it with unadulterated rage blazing in her eyes. If she pulled out my knife, she would heal. She’d finish me off the next chance she got.

Back in the foyer, when I pinned her to the wall, she’d made it clear she didn’t fear me. Only Vexxion.

Now?

One could say that Vexxion had trained me well, but in my heart, I knew that this Tempest had always been waiting.

With a bellow, I shoved her.

She croaked, terror blazing in her eyes.

I reeled backward, my arms spiraling to help keep my footing on the uneven ground.

Delaine twisted, her arms jerking up into the air. Guttural groans erupted from her throat.

She gave me the oddest look as she toppled over the cliff.
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I’d just awakened yet another collared Nullen for the king to drain and stood by his side with a bland expression on my face as he guzzled down the man’s power—my power, that is. I’d gotten so used to siphoning varying amounts of it to Ivenrail that I could almost do it in my sleep.

“Not too much,” High Advisor Adwarin chittered from my right, his voice lifted in excitement and his fingers twitching at his sides. I’d only caught him draining a collared Nullen once, and he still bore the mark of my slash across the top of his chest. It peeked above the collar of his robe, and he must see it whenever he peered into the mirror. I’d made an enemy that day, adding another to the large group I’d found at Bledmire Court. If only I could kill him right now for taking from Fury. “Save some for—”

“You?” I lifted one eyebrow and moved over to the Nullen, tugging the man away from the king. “You’ve taken enough.”

“I decide when I’ve had enough.” Ivenrail’s dazed gaze met mine, and his speech slurred. “You have no say in this.”

“Perhaps you’d rather I stopped awakening them.”

“Someone else could do it for me.”

His new enforcer? The name hadn’t yet been announced, though I had my suspicions.

“It takes a delicate touch,” I said. “Or their magic will be tainted.” That wasn’t true but the king believed it.

“You have no say in this,” Ivenrail snarled.

“Don’t I?” I growled.

Three collared Nullens standing to the right of the advisor jerked. One slid sideways, melting behind Brodine who continued to stare blankly at the floor where he’d clustered with the others. Even the advisor’s gaze dropped from mine.

Only Madrood, to the left and behind the king as always, continued to stare at me. I hadn’t decided what, if anything, I should do about the king’s pet. Had he purposefully saved my fury or was he startled into killing the Nullen as she’d suggested? This dragon had been loyal only to Ivenrail from the time he hatched, sliding right into Ivenrail’s waiting hand. The king showed more favor to his pet than he ever had his sons or whatever fae woman currently warmed his bed.

Vexxion! Fury’s voice burned through my skill. The horror and panic in her tone made time stop. My heart plummeted. A silent scream echoed as terror’s icy grip wrenched me sideways.

Where? I asked Drask.

Through his gaze, I studied the empty sitting area. She hadn’t taken him with her.

Where are you?

She didn’t reply.

“I need to go,” I said, hating that I had to say even this.

Ivenrail lazily looked at me, his fingers gliding back and forth along the arm of his throne as he continued to float in the bliss of my power. “Why?”

“One of the high lords has arrived to attend your wedding and has need of an awakening.”

Grunting, the king’s lips thinned.

High Advisor Adwarin’s breath caught, and he subtly leaned closer to hear each and every word I said.

“Very well.” Ivenrail stared dreamily at the floor. There’d be no more business conducted today. “Return when you’ve finished.”

A command, not a request.

With a curt nod, I flitted to the aerie, but I didn’t find Tempest outside the building.

Where are you, Fury? I bit out. Tell me.

The lack of reply tore through my belly, gutting me.

When I stumbled over a Nullen lying dead across the end of the hall, I knew what had happened.

Ignoring all promises and respect, I flung my mind into Tempest’s to see through her eyes. Then I flitted to the highest peak of the mountain, landing behind her as she stood on the edge of the cliff, staring down with dismay.

She kept whispering the same thing, over and over. Dead. Finally dead. Blood poured from wounds on her arms and legs.

My breathing ragged, I cupped her shoulders and gently turned her my way, studying her face that looked like someone had torched it.

She stared up at me with eyes so dull that for one instant, I feared some fiend had found her. Drained her. That she was gone, and I’d never find her again.

“I killed Delaine,” she murmured in an almost singsong voice. “The bitch is dead. The bitch is very much dead.” Strength started to churn through her words, and I welcomed it with relief. “She didn’t think I had it in me, but I surprised us both.”

Only now did I hear the uproar behind me. I turned, keeping her snug in my arms.

Iasar, the dragon Tempest freed from the door, kept blasting icy flames at five Lieges standing near the edge of the scruffy forest. Their stolen magic combatted his quite easily.

I needed to exercise caution. He’d know me.

Two Lieges peeled away from the others, moving around behind the dragon while he continued to scald the rest. The Liege’s arms lifted, and white bands of power—stolen from Nullens and Ivenrail because they had none of their own—shot toward Iasar, freezing him as if he’d been turned into petrified wood.

“No,” Tempest cried, staggering away from me. She hobbled toward the dragon as if, once more, she’d save him. When I caught her around her waist, she struggled. “Let me go. I have to help him.”

Flitting her from here was the wisest option, but I suspected if I left the dragon she’d befriended at the mercy of the Lieges, she’d never forgive me.

I lifted her with my threads and placed her farther up the mountain. “Wait here. Please.” I added the last because of the storm clouds gathering in her eyes. “You’re hurt. Let me do this for you.”

At her nod, I flitted, landing behind the dragon. I shot my threads toward the Liege on the right. Feed. They did so eagerly, consuming the Liege until only his cloak and bone coin lay smoldering on the stony ground.

I eliminated another, and the instant he died, Iasar burst free of the Liege’s power, shooting up toward the sky. I stalked toward the remaining Lieges, my threads snaking out, snapping around two of them. My magic sliced through them while consuming their power.

The king wasn’t the only one who could drain, though I only took from those who needed killing, those who stole power from others.

After sending a sharp glance my way, the last Liege melted into the forest, and I let him go for one reason only.

Turning, I flitted to my fury.

Iasar floated above her, undulating in the wind, his icy blue hide fracturing the sunlight, shooting it in arcs around him.

As I eased toward him, remaining at his back but still aiming for Tempest, he whispered to her.

“Your path will ssssplit ssssoon,” he hissed, his head close enough he could nip out and sever it from her neck if he chose.

I clenched my fists and barely restrained my threads. Once I touched her, I’d flit from here, taking her from this dragon’s sight.

She gazed up at him, her face rapt.

“Only one path leadssss where you must go.” His words slurred through the air, dissipating like mist in full sunlight as they reached me. “But the path issss not here or there or in the worldssss beyond. Find it.”

“I will.”

“Do not forget your promisssse.” His head swiveled, and his gaze landed on me. While I read a hint of thanks there, I saw no forgiveness.

A pop, and Iasar disappeared.

I flung myself forward, catching my fury before she toppled to the ground. I flitted us to our suite, where I wrapped my threads around the room so tightly, even Ivenrail wouldn’t find a way through.

With a flick of my finger, I filled the tub with steaming, scented water. I removed her clothing.

I sealed the wounds on her arms quickly and healed her face, then attended to her right leg before turning to her left. My breath hissed up my throat, and I dropped to my knees in front of her.

“I’m alright,” she said, her voice wavering as much as her body.

Bracing the backs of her legs, I stared at the mangled flesh on her thigh. Anguish sunk its claws into me, tearing and thrashing through my chest. I gasped for air, every breath complete torture.

“I’m sorry.” I gazed up at her as I laid my palm on her filleted skin, using magic to delicately draw the edges together and more power to sear a healing spell deep below the surface. One of the cuts had hit the bone, slicing a segment of it away, and I repaired that as well. Finally, her skin had closed over and her blood no longer flowed.

The wounds she’d received inside would haunt her dreams for many nights.

“Delaine,” she whispered. “She took me there. She cut me and left me for the Lieges.” Her chin lifted and a spark of flint edged into her voice. Seeing it made my eyes burn. She was here. She was still with me. She was safe. “I killed her. Thrust a dagger into her chest. When she tried to pull it out, I shoved her off the cliff. I watched as she fell. Watched as she hit the side, smacking into it until she was much too broken to ever be put back together again. I even watched as she landed on the rocks far below. She won’t heal from that.”

When Tempest slumped toward me, I caught her, straightening while cradling her in my arms. “I should’ve been there for you.”

“You came at the right time. I did it. I did it.” Her voice came out strangled. “The high advisor’s going to come for my throat. My heart too. He’ll rip it from my chest, hold it aloft while it’s still beating, then do something horrible to it. Burn it maybe. Does anyone do things like that?”

I carried her into the bathroom. Like before, I climbed into the steaming tub fully clothed. As I settled her across my chest and she snuggled into my frame, tremors shook her wounded body.

I held her. I never wanted to let go.

The corners of my eyes stung. Only this woman could draw tears from me. No one else had since I watched Ivenrail rip my mother apart.

After gently bathing her, I dried her body, taking care of the still-scarlet strips on her thigh. I carried her to the bed, using magic to tug back the flooferdar covers. I laid her on the soft sheets and quickly removed my wet clothing before climbing into the bed beside her.

She slipped into my arms. Clinging to my shoulders, she wrapped her leg around me.

She didn’t weep.

She didn’t ask me how to process what just happened.

She healed.
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Iwoke later that day to sunshine slanting across the room and Vexxion gone. He’d held me for hours, and while I was still shaky from what happened, I felt . . . cleansed? I wasn’t sure that was the right word for it, but I was going to cling to it for now. No need to explore other word choices, including distressed, shocked, or, strangely enough, guilty.

Why did I feel guilty for defending myself?

You did what you had to, Vexxion said, slipping into my mind. What we all have to do to survive.

I didn’t ask how I could get through this. How I’d deal with the fact that I’d directed the blow that killed another person. Not this time.

Vexxion had not stormed in to stand in front of me and save me.

Madrood hadn’t tossed me to the side to deal with the threat on his own.

I’d taken care of the problem myself.

And that felt good.

Lifting my hands, I stared at them, but they looked the same as they had earlier. Perhaps the only change would be viewed in my eyes, because my soul felt as if someone had taken a rake to it and clawed away before dragging the tines across my flesh one last time.

I left a bit of willwort for you in the glass beside the bed, he said.

I frowned at the milky liquid half filling a small glass. What’s willwort?

A plant. It helps with pain. It’ll make you sleepy, though, and in a high enough dose, it could be toxic, though this is nowhere enough for that.

Thank you. I didn’t want it, though. A little pain never bothered me.

I slid from the bed and stood beside it, marveling at how the outside of my body had nearly healed. I wasn’t going to examine the inside closely.

So when I entered the bathing chamber, finding a steaming tub, lit candles, and a perfect black and silver rose, I did not glance toward the mirror. Did not meet my own eyes.

I climbed into the tub and bathed before drying and donning the dress Vexxion had left on the chair.

As I was stuffing my feet into my shoes, Drask flew in to land on my shoulder, straining his head toward my face with something held in his beak.

“Ah, so nice of you to bring me a petal from one of Vexxion’s roses.” I took it from him. Someone once told me that when a crow brought petals, that meant they saw the person as a flock member. “I’m honored.” I walked carefully into the bedroom, my left leg barely hitching, and placed the petal on the table beside the bed. “I’ll press it later. Treasure it always.”

He rubbed his face against my cheek.

From the start, this bird’s delicate trust had bridged our different worlds. He understood me, and I understood him.

“As much as I want to take you, you can’t come with me this afternoon,” I said, gently lifting him off my shoulder and placing him on his perch. He pecked at the window to go outside. “I’ll let you out, but don’t come find me. Brenna said no bird.”

When he cawed, I lifted the windowpane, and he shot through the opening. I stared down, stunned at what I saw, though I wasn’t sure why I should feel that way.

Fae dressed in ornate, colorful clothing flitted onto the long walkway easing around the building, the bridge, and some even landed outside the front door, though I had to press my nose against the glass to see that. Excited chatter filled the air, rising even to this level of the castle.

More guests arriving for the wedding. I’d have to be careful when I moved through the halls.

I left the window open and flitted to the corridor outside Brenna’s room, giving the stoic guards a smile. One allowed me entrance, and I swept inside to find Reyla standing alone in the sitting area, beside the fireplace. She stared at the floor but heard me arrive. Her eyes—my friend’s wonderful, bright, full-of-life eyes—met mine.

I rushed over and smacked into her, nearly toppling us both to the floor.

“You’re still here,” I whispered by her ear.

“Everything’s a blur.” She leaned back, bracing my forearms. “But yeah. I’m here. I have been since I smacked that bitch this morning. You need to fill me in on what’s been happening, because I’m not sure where I am or where I’ve been for what feels like forever. The last thing I remember was being pinned to a chair in a cave and Zayde coming at me holding strips of thorny vines.” A shudder tore through her. “I was claimed, right? I vaguely remember it.” Her fingers dragged across her neck, creating a pink mark shaped like a hangman’s noose. “I can feel those vines twisting beneath my skin.” Her gaze blown with panic met mine. “How do I get rid of them?”

“We’re working on a solution for that. I hate my collar too.” I took her hand and led her to one of the many sofas. We sat, and I filled her in on the basics, though in words that anyone could overhear. I didn’t talk about Vexxion or the king draining Nullens. I just mentioned that the collar allowed access and that someone had taken too much power from her, leaving her the way she’d been for the past week.

“You’re not telling me everything.” She held my face, making me meet her eyes, something I didn’t want to do. She was the same person from prior to the Claiming while I’d changed. There was no turning back from that.

“I can’t. Not yet, but I will,” I said. “When we can be sure we’re alone.”

“Delaine? Tempest?” Brenna called out. “I’m ready to rise, yet my ladies-in-waiting are not here to attend to me.” The wry tone in her voice made it easy to get up off the sofa and stride to her bedroom door with Reyla following.

“We’re here,” I announced. “I’ll draw your bath while Reyla helps you select a gown for dinner.”

“Thank you.” Brenna reclined on pillows in her bed with the covers tucked up to her chin. See? She’d already forgotten that she’d sent Reyla away forever. “Where’s Delaine?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “But Reyla is here, and she’s improved from her illness.”

Brenna’s sharp gaze poked Reyla where she stood in the open doorway. “You look different. Tidier. More alert.”

“I feel much better,” Reyla said, striding all the way into the room. “What color gown shall it be for dinner, my lady?” The look she sent me told me we’d talk later.

I couldn’t tell her everything without endangering her, but I’d share all I could. She was my friend. She deserved to hear as much as I dared tell her.

“Yellow, I believe.” Brenna fluffed her hair. “I look best in that color, don’t you think?”

“Adorable.” I walked into the bathing area and turned on the faucet over the tub, adding herbs and the scented oil Brenna loved.

We helped her bathe and dress, then did her hair and make-up. She was preparing to leave for dinner when someone knocked on the door.

“Who could that be?” she asked, frowning that way.

We walked into the living area.

“I saw guests arriving for the wedding from my window not long ago,” I said. “Maybe some have come to pay their respects to their future queen?”

Brenna’s smile trembled, and she stiffened her spine. “That must be it.” She strolled over to sit in one of the high-back, stern chairs flanking the fireplace. “Allow them entry.”

Reyla went to the door and cracked it open, but stepped back fast when it was thrust inward hard enough it hit the far wall with a bang.

Kerune strode into the room, stopping in the middle of the sitting area, peering around.

“Ah, welcome.” Brenna rose and walked toward him, extending her hand for him to take. “Delaine shared your identity with me earlier. It’s nice to meet you, Kerune.”

Ignoring her hand, he glared at me. “What did you do?”

“Me?” I fluttered my hand at my throat while reaching into my pocket for the small blade I’d tucked there earlier. Sheaths worked well during battle and when I wore leathers. Damned skirts made them hard to reach.

With the knife tucked along my forearm, only the tip showing, I eased closer to Brenna, more to protect her than myself.

“Why are you here?” Brenna asked, her head tilting, her welcoming smile fading. “And where is your fiancée? Delaine was supposed to attend to me this afternoon. Without these lovely ladies, I’d still be lying in bed wearing my day dress instead of ready to meet with my intended husband, the king, for dinner shortly.”

“Delaine’s dead.” The words jerked up his throat and were punctuated by our gasps. Only mine was faked.

“What do you mean?” Real tears appeared in Brenna’s eyes, but Delaine had rarely shown her true side, and Brenna adored us most of the time. She was lonely and we were her only company outside of the king and those organizing the wedding—plus the odd visits from Zayde.

“Her body was found at the base of the cliffs,” he said shortly, his attention remaining on me.

My mind guards remained high and impenetrable as I stared back at him stoically. “That’s terrible. Perhaps she fell?”

“With a blade buried to the hilt in her chest?” He advanced on me, flames licking through his eyes, his hands lifting.

I wasn’t sure what he planned to do, though I’d already drawn power and prepared myself for almost anything.

Brenna stepped between us. “I don’t take kindly to you coming here and approaching one of my ladies in such an aggressive manner. I don’t care who you are. I’m going to speak to my fiancé about you as soon as I see him.”

Backing away, Kerune swept his arm out and bowed, a stiff smile rising on his chiseled face. “I do apologize, my lady. I’m unnerved, terribly upset about Delaine.”

“Yes, yes, so am I. Leave my presence.” I was reminded again that this woman had been raised in a royal household and trained to behave as if she might one day rule our territory. Her Lydel blood proved she could handle almost anything if I could keep the king from draining her power. “Do not return again until you can behave in an appropriate manner.” A true sob shook her shoulders. “I must mourn the loss of my lady-in-waiting, and I don’t need you here as witness.”

His gaze raked across me again, and I didn’t need to be able to foresee the future to know that I’d have to watch my back at all times. He suspected I was involved in Delaine’s death, which meant he must be privy to the plan to kill me.

This man would not stop until he found full vengeance.

He’d make me pay for taking Delaine’s life, and my death would not come swiftly.

I added Kerune to my growing list of enemies.
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Upset about Delaine, Brenna opted to remain in her rooms to compose herself. “You may leave, my ladies. I’ll see myself to the dining room once I’m ready. Please return later to help me undress.” Something she rarely asked us to do, though it was within our duties. On deadened feet, she walked into the bedroom and shut the door. Her soft cries echoed within the room.

“We need to talk, but there’s something I need to look into first,” Reyla said.

“What’s that?” I didn’t want her snooping into anything, but I couldn’t exactly forbid her when I had a hidden reason for being here.

Her lips curled up slyly, but no malice lurked in her eyes. “You’re not the only one with secrets.”

I braced her forearms. “Tell me you’ll be careful. The castle is swarming with fae lords and ladies. They’ve come for the wedding, and they’re universally mean. You have almost no magic to protect yourself.”

She held up her finger. “This suggests otherwise.” Her smile fell quickly. “I saw Brodine but only from a distance. He’s not . . .” Tears filled her eyes.

I hugged her, whispering by her hair. “I haven’t given up on him yet, just like I didn’t give up on you.”

“You’re going to make me sob, but I think that’s alright.” We hugged a bit before she leaned back in my arms. “Were you involved with . . .” Her shoulder jerked toward the door.

Stepping away from her, I shrugged, not willing to name anything without Vexxion’s threads wrapped solidly around me to keep others from overhearing.

“Just promise me you’ll be careful,” I said. “Don’t go where a Nullen isn’t normally allowed.” No sneaking into rooms to steal books, in other words. Actually, I wanted to tell her to go to her room and stay there until this was over, but how could I ask her to do that when I wasn’t going to do so myself?

“You be careful too. I was shocked to see Delaine here. Since then, I’ve been looking around. She was the high advisor’s daughter.”

“Selitta was too.”

“Selitta?”

She must not remember the other woman’s name, so I carefully refreshed her memory.

“Two daughters lost in such a short time.” Taking my hands, her fingers tightened on mine. “We need to watch out at all times.”

I jerked out a nod.

“I’ll find you when I have something to share,” she said. Easing around me, she strode toward the door.

“I love you, Reyla,” I called after her.

Turning, she shot me a smile that stabbed through me, because it showed me my friend was going to be alright if we could survive tomorrow. “Love you too, Tempest. It’s good to know we both have a friend inside this wretched place.”

Once she’d left, I flitted to my suite’s sitting area. Drask hadn’t returned, but that wasn’t unusual for my feathered friend. I dressed in leathers quickly.

I took the back staircase down, coming upon three fae lords, something I’d never seen in the servant’s areas. I kept my eyes trained on the floor, but I could feel their predatory gazes slithering down my spine after I passed. I was grateful to reach the bottom and slip into the back hall leading to the rear door without one of them stopping me.

Someone called out from farther down the hall, and when I turned, he lifted his hand, striding my way with a slimy smile on his face. Nope, not letting this fae guy try to lure me.

I bolted through the rear door and outside, slamming into someone standing on the outer platform.

Kerune latched onto me, steadying me with a too-tight grip on my upper arms. “There you are.”

“Yes, here I am.” I wrenched away from him, backing until I ran into the stone building. A spiked edge stabbed my hip, but I ignored the flash of pain.

“You didn’t answer my question.” His voice slithered like a serpent’s, his tone sucking all the warmth from the air.

“I don’t plan to.” I flitted, landing inside the shed where we kept the tools we used to clean dragon stalls.

Would he follow?

My breathing rasped around me as my heart pummeled my ribcage. I swiped hair off my face and hated how my fingers shook as I undid the bottom of my braid and added the loose strands of hair before securing it once more.

I remained near the row of carts for what felt like forever, waiting to see if he’d follow to finish off what Delaine started.

Bad place to hide if he does, my brain aiming for self-preservation shouted.

I rushed to the shed door and squeaked it open, peering around but not finding Kerune outside. With my small knife lying across my sleeve, the reassuring hilt nestled in my palm, I stepped out of the shed and strode over to the aerie, ducking inside the cool, welcoming darkness.

As always, the scent of dragons and the soft murmur of sand beneath my boots reassured me as I walked down the hall. My tension eased, and I wiggled my spine to shake off any unease that lingered.

When I bumped into someone, I was able to hold back my yelp. I didn’t gut them either, though I flipped the blade around in preparation for such a move.

“Tempest,” Airia said, shifting to the side to lean against the wall beside the row of saddles. “Phew.” She swiped her hand across her forehead. “You spooked me.”

I slid the knife into the sheath on my thigh, trying to make the movement appear casual. “You startled me too. It’s dark in here.” Scary out there.

“Yeah.” Her gaze traveled to the entrance. “I like how cool it is here even when it’s hot outside. I feel more relaxed here than anywhere else.”

“I feel the same. I’ve always been around dragons, and when I’m not near them, I swear I can feel the pull of the closest aerie. It calls in my mind, telling me to come visit.”

“Is that why you come here? I heard more about you.”

“Such as?” I asked.

“That you’re more than a plain old Nullen collared for periodic draining—to the controller, that is.”

My skin prickled, and I peered around, though we appeared to be the only ones inside the aerie other than dragons shuffling their claws across the sand within their stalls. “Who’s spreading gossip?”

“Will.”

Since he was Delaine’s collared Nullen and on my watch-out-for list, this was hardly surprising. How much had Delaine shared with him?

“What else did he say?” I asked.

“The usual slick stuff guys spout about women.”

“Too bad he’s like so many of them when it comes to things like that. They just love to gossip about us.”

“They sure do.”

I wasn’t sure what I should do about this, if anything. I could tell Will to keep his mouth shut, but I was sure Delaine had pushed him into acting this way. He might stop now that she was dead.

“I guess I should get to work,” I said.

She nodded.

I started down the hall, aiming for Glim’s pen. I’d groom him and work my way toward the front, ending with Madrood. “Will seemed nice when I first met him,” I said over my shoulder. “But I guess you can never tell with some people.”

“Well, Will was nice most of the time.”

I turned back, though I couldn’t see her face with the light from the entrance behind her. “What does that mean?”

“He’s dead.”

I blinked, my jaw dropping. “What happened to him?”

She crept closer, peering toward the entrance and lowering her voice to a whisper. “You heard they found Lady Delaine’s body at the base of the cliffs not long ago. Someone had stabbed her in her chest. They’re not sure if she died from that or the fall, but I guess it doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, I heard about that.”

“Since she died, so did he.”

“I’m not connecting the two events.”

Her head tilted. “I can’t believe you don’t know this. Doesn’t the controller tell you anything?”

“Just tell me.”

“When a fae lord or lady dies, whoever they collared dies along with them.” She backed away from me, shaking her head and releasing a long sigh. “At least it was quick. He was standing about where you are one moment, and then the next, he lay flat on his back, not breathing. We thought someone had poisoned him or something, but then we heard about Lady Delaine. She was the high advisor’s daughter. Her fiancé arrived for the king’s wedding not long ago. They must be horribly upset.”

“Yes, I’m sure they are. So terrible.”

“Right? I mean, Lady Delaine wasn’t anyone I’d choose to collar me. I heard she could be nasty at times, though I never saw her act that way with Will. I guess this means you need to take good care of the controller. If he dies, so do you.”

Why hadn’t Vexxion told me?

Airia pivoted and strode toward the entrance, still speaking softly. “I hope my lord lives for a very long time.”

My breathing stuttered. As she left, I leaned against the wall, trying not to slide down onto my butt on the sandy floor.

One mental blow after another barraged me.

If we didn’t get the collar off Brodine before I killed the king, I’d murder my friend along with him.

I’d stabbed Delaine and shoved her off the cliff, but she’d deserved it. I had no regrets there.

But when I killed her, I’d also killed Will.
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Grooming dragons was the exact therapy I needed. It was that or get weepy, and I was done with that.

I wouldn’t cry about Delaine, of course, but I would come close if I dwelled on what I’d done to Will. While he’d been snarly on occasion, he was a decent enough guy. He hadn’t tried to stab me like Prenton.

And I hadn’t purposefully killed him.

Why did I keep discovering one shocking reveal after another about these fucking collars? Since he must be in the dining room with the king, I wouldn’t bother Vexxion about it. This wasn’t an emergency, but we needed to have a talk about how we’d handle this.

I loved him. I’d feel like dying if he did, but that was different than actually keeling onto the floor if something happened to him.

And Brodine . . . The wedding was tomorrow, but we still hadn’t found a way to remove his collar.

Inside Glim’s stall, I gave him a thorough grooming. He kept nudging me playfully and huffing sparks across my leather tunic. I missed taking dragons to the training arenas and working them through their paces. I missed riding. There was nothing better than soaring through the sunshine on the back of a winged beast with nothing but you and the wind running its fingers through your hair. Spiraling toward the ground then pulling up at the last moment. Teaching them tricks they could use for fun or in battle.

I pressed my forehead against his flank and sighed. Unease kept squirming through me, and I knew why. Actually, I had a few reasons why.

Will’s death. I hadn’t caused it, but would I have killed Delaine if I knew it would also kill him? I didn’t know and that was eating me up inside as quickly as my sadness, because I’d been forced to kill her.

Brodine.

And my other concern. What were the fae doing to us with these collars? I was well aware of why they were allowed to claim us, and it was clear the king wasn’t the only one taking sips from our power. But we were mere chattel here, forced to serve at their kind or brutal whim with no way out other than through death.

I was worried about killing the king at the wedding tomorrow. Once they’d spoken their vows, I’d have to act before he collared Brenna or she’d die as well. I liked her, and I didn’t want to kill her as well.

So much rode on what would happen in such a short time.

I wasn’t worried about dying myself, but I bet Vexxion stressed about taking me along with him. I swore the collar protruded between us.

He'd said there might be a way to remove it. In addition to asking him to tell me everything, and I meant everything about these things, I wanted his assurance we were close to removing mine, Reyla’s, and Brodine’s.

Short on time, I ended up grooming only two dragons, and I didn’t work with Madrood, because a trainer had taken him for a flight.

Since Brenna wanted us to help after dinner, I left the aerie, stepping outside to the blinding late-day sunshine. Fae lords and ladies still strode about everywhere. Some landed on the bridge or outside the front door, while others flew in on dragons. They’d opened the lower aerie built into the cliffs to house the new dragons. More work for us Nullens, but they had to house them somewhere.

I had a dilemma. I could easily flit to my suite, but I hadn’t forgotten my promise. Later, once the crowd had thinned out, I’d free Amronth. I should’ve done it before so many fae arrived.

Vexxion hadn’t mentioned if he’d heard Iasar’s last words on the cliffs. If I knew him, he was processing them, studying them in his mind. That man never acted without thinking things through. He’d survived this long by being craftier than everyone around him.

If he’d heard Iasar’s words, he’d use them if he thought it would benefit me—or himself. I couldn’t think harshly about the latter. Wouldn’t we all do what we could to protect ourselves?

I knew in my heart that no matter what, he wouldn’t use me as a shield.

Moving quickly and keeping my eyes lowered, I took a right after crossing the bridge.

Drask soared over and landed on my shoulder, something round and white clutched in his beak. I slipped behind a long row of shrubs where I could be distracted without worrying about someone grabbing me.

“Hey, little guy,” I crooned as I eased down to the ground beside a shrub. Someone would have to step on me to notice I was there. I plucked Drask off my shoulder and placed him on my lap where I could give him a solid round of pats.

He ruffled his wings before settling them and looked up at me with pride in his eyes.

“What did you find?” I whispered.

He dropped the object in my lap, and I lifted it, grimacing when light winked off the red stone in the middle of the milky white bone coin. Vexxion had killed most of the attacking Lieges, though one got away. Crows were as eager to dine on dead flesh as any other carrion bird, but I didn’t want to think about Drask plucking his meal from the downed Lieges’ sinew.

“I’ll give it to Vexxion,” I said softly. He’d killed the Lieges, so he deserved the trophy, plus the supposed luck that came with it.

Brodine used to wear them like a badge, but while I’d collected them myself, I hadn’t flashed them around.

I tucked this bone coin into a pocket.

Rising, I plunked Drask back on my shoulder. Hunched forward to remain hidden by the shrubs, I made my way around to the back of the castle. I could emerge from the bushes when the rear entrance was within sight. I stopped when I could see the door. Since no one was around, I darted over and shoved it open, stepping inside the cool darkness.

The hallway leading to the stairs was empty. I hurried down the corridor, pausing only to duck into one of the rooms—a small, little-used parlor, where I freed every trapped creature. If I could, I’d release them all before I left the castle, though that was a big project in itself. It seemed like the king had spent a lifetime collecting these trophies, locking them away to writhe until they collapsed.

After, I took the stairs two at a time, though I had to slow part way up to catch my breath and proceed at a slower pace. I definitely needed to do more exercise than the sporadic training Vexxion offered and shoveling dragon shit. If I wasn’t worried about Lieges roaming the woods—another thing I had to quiz Vexxion about—I’d go for a run with a heavy bag weighing down my back for extra resistance.

A short time later, after I’d bathed and dressed, I left Drask in the room and flitted to the hallway outside Brenna’s suite.

Three fae lords and one lady were walking toward me. They paused, and while most of them continued down the hall, one of the lords stopped beside me, looking me over.

“Nullen,” he said with a sneer, looking me up and down. “You should be penned up until after the wedding. All of you are a menace.”

Asshole, I wanted to reply, but I didn’t. I lifted my lips in a slick smile and allowed the blade I’d tucked up my sleeve to slide down into my palm.

Brenna’s guards stared forward, paying no attention to the interaction, but I wasn’t surprised about that. They were here to protect her, not me.

“Shall I tell future Queen Brenna what you think about one of her ladies-in-waiting?” I asked oh, so politely.

His nose twisted and his scowl deepened. “She’s also Nullen.”

Not really. “Why are you here for their wedding if you disapprove?”

“I’m here for the king, not her.”

“And I’m here because a fae lord placed a collar around my neck. Perhaps you’ve met him?” I shouldn’t bother with this horrible person, but I couldn’t resist. “Some call him the beast. I call him the controller.” And my vexing love.

Losing color in his face, his lungs wheezed. He fought to gag down a swallow. Without saying another word, he scurried around me and down the hall.

“Should I speak with him?” I called after him. Truly, I was so bad. “I’m sure he’d love to hear what you think about his collared Nullen.”

He joined with his friends as they rounded the landing and started down the stairs, all of them shooting wide-eyed looks my way.

Eh, they were barely worth my time.

To avoid another altercation like this, I should start flitting to the inside of her suite instead of the hall.

Inching my blade back up my sleeve, I strode forward, and one of the guards swept open Brenna’s door for me to step inside. When it had been secured behind me, I lifted my skirt and slid the blade into the sheath I’d strapped to my thigh. There was always a chance I might need it even here, but Brenna would scowl and chide me if she saw it.

“There you are.” Reyla rose from one of the sofas and strode over to me. “Brenna just returned from dinner. She rushed to her room.” Her lips thinned. “She’s still upset about Delaine.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “We need to talk about what Kinart told me before he died.” Her voice dropped even further. “Remember, he said that I need to expose the secrets of the fae. I think I know what one of them is.”

My breath caught. “What did you discover?”

“Well—”

“Ladies?” Brenna called out. “I can hear you speaking in the sitting area. Why are you out there and not inside here helping me undress? Hurry.” She clapped her hands.

“Meet me in the aerie after we help Brenna,” I said softly. “There’s a shed full of carts to the right of the stable, and you can wait for me there.” We could find a quiet place to talk in that area.

Reyla nodded, and we hurried into Brenna’s room to help her undress.
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After helping Brenna put on a nightgown and settle her in a chair with a fire crackling in front of her and a glass of wine on a nearby table, she dismissed us, stating she’d put herself to bed, that she was finished with us for the day. Strain showed in tiny creases around her eyes. She’d sleep, but I doubted it would be restful. Would she have nightmares about Delaine or about her upcoming wedding?

Relya and I parted in the hall, me flitting to our suite to give her time to reach the aerie.

I’m sure you’ve had dinner, but do you want to sit with me when I eat? I asked Vexxion, though I didn’t hold out much hope he’d be able to join me. Most of the time, I ate my meals alone in our suite. He was expected to attend to the king, and even if he wasn’t, he needed to keep an eye on the high advisor. Killing him was our second priority.

I can join you later, he said.

Duty, right?

Always. I’d much rather be with you. Heavy emotion came through in his voice, and I wanted to sit on one of the sofas inside our suite with a fire toasting our feet. I’d ask him to surround us with his threads and we’d talk. Not about Delaine and collars and killing the king, but about us. Time was slipping away, and I felt like one day soon, something precious would be stolen. I didn’t like it. I had no skill in foretelling, but the feeling of doom persisted.

I’ll wait up for you, I said, not wanting to lay the burdens of my heart on his broad shoulders. He’d taken on enough of them already.

Please do. I’m still hungry, he growled.

For much more than food. My heart flipped over and my pulse sped up. I’ll wait for you naked.

With a smile, I flitted to the aerie shed, a safer destination than anywhere else inside the dragon area. Back at the fortress, the threat had been a dragon spiking me with its tail or biting bad enough to cause a wound that would ache for days. Other than raids and regular forays to protect the villages, we were relatively safe. Here, I felt like everyone would delight in killing me.

And it wouldn’t be a painless or brief death.

“You’ve come a long way while I was drowning in whatever land this collar sucked me into,” Reyla said from behind me. She wove among the carts to stand at my side. “I’m not even sure what to call what you just did, that disappearing and reappearing thing.”

“Flit. It’s called flitting.”

“Using magic, of course.” I could barely see her scowl in the dim light filtering in through the dust and grime covering the sole window on one side. “I suspect it takes a different spell than this one.” She lifted her finger and created a light. “At least I haven’t lost the ability.”

“Not at all. You’ll be able to use magic. You need to be trained.” And now I sounded like Vexxion. Should I tell her she was unprepared? Because she was nowhere near ready to face everything inside the castle. Though she had, just from a dreamy state she didn’t appear to remember.

“I’ll ask Zayde to help me when I find him.” Her brow knit. “I still haven’t seen him, though I assume he’s somewhere nearby. That’s the funny thing. I don’t remember much since the Claiming, but I have a map-like knowledge of the castle floors and the aerie, like I’ve been here before in the past, which I know isn’t true.”

Maybe it was implanted in her mind? Drained Nullens appeared to be much too common. Vexxion wasn’t here all the time to protect them. No one wanted them wandering off a cliff, so they must cast a spell to give them the basic skills they’d need to provide useful service.

“You killed Delaine,” she said.

I held my finger over my lips. “Keep your voice low. We don’t know who’s listening.”

She peered around, obviously bewildered. “We’re alone inside this shed.”

“We appear to be alone, but fae have excellent hearing.”

She nodded. “Where can we talk?”

Nowhere.

“I think I know a good place,” I said.

She followed me inside the aerie, right over to Madrood’s stall. When I lifted the latch, she put her hand on top of mine, stilling me. “You can’t do that.”

“We can talk inside as long as we’re quiet. I know there won’t be anyone else there.”

“No, something’s telling me it’s not safe in there.”

I spoke softly near her ear. “Madrood is in this stall. He’s the king’s dragon.”

Her breath caught. “I vaguely remember hearing about a big silver dragon burning people.”

“That’s my buddy, Madrood.” I eased the latch up and opened the gate, slipping through the gap.

Madrood lay on the sand, his snout resting on the netting covering the opening into the valley. He rolled his eyes my way but didn’t turn his head.

“I can’t,” Reyla hissed from the hall. “When I try to step inside, something in my mind shouts no.”

I stepped back out and secured the gate. If my theory about them implanting basic guidelines in a drained Nullen’s mind was true, there must also be a warning about Madrood.

“We could go to my suite,” I said. “Though without Vexxion’s . . .” Vexxion’s threads were not my secret to share.

“I learned some things about him,” she said. “He’s the controller. Did you know that?”

“He told me.”

“He’s the king’s bastard. I’ve heard a few horror stories about Ivenrail Levestan that would sear the hair off your head. He’s bad. Really bad. And Vexxion helps the king. How can you . . .” She shook her head and swallowed back her dismay, tightening her spine and making her voice come out neutral. “You’re collared. You had no choice in that, but I know you, Tempest. You’d never care about someone like—”

I tapped my finger on my lips. “Do you trust me?” Funny how I used the words Vexxion had so many times.

She nodded without reservation.

Taking her hand, I flitted us to the peak where Delaine had pinned me to the ground as an offering for the Lieges.

“Wait here,” I said. I flitted to the woods, to the area above where I was bound, and even to the edge of the cliff, though I didn’t peer down. Seeing no movement, I sent out my magic, seeking . . .

I hadn’t done anything like this before, and I didn’t know if it would work, but I didn’t feel anyone nearby. It would have to do.

Returning to Reyla, I nodded. “I think we can safely talk here as long as we’re quiet and careful about what we say.”

“Finish telling me what’s happening here.”

I shared what I could, leaving out the plan to kill the king. I trusted her, but I still wanted to protect her. The less she knew, the safer she’d be.

Another thing that reminded me of Vexxion. He’d done this with me, and while I was upset at the time, I understood, especially now. When you love someone, you’d do almost anything to protect them, even lie or hold things back.

“You said you were looking into something?” I asked. “Something related to Kinart’s last words.”

Her eyes shimmered with tears. “It’s so weird. I feel like everything since the Claiming is a blur. So much was stolen from me, even my chance to mourn, to think of him, to dream of what might’ve been. To remember how much he loved me.”

Being claimed sucked.

“I’ll love him forever,” she said. “He was special.”

“He was the best. No one will ever take his place.”

She swiped the tears from her face and sniffed. “I wanted to come here to finish what he started.”

“What did he discover?” It felt like ages ago since she said Kinart told her to expose the secrets of the fae. There were a lot of secrets in faerie to expose.

“Remember how he’d just returned from a training mission in the city before we went on that final raid? While he was there, a bunch of palace staff got sick. Since riders are trusted all over the realm, they asked his team leader if riders could fill in until their guards were better. Kinart was one of those selected, and he was assigned to the king’s detail.”

“Wow. He didn’t mention that.”

“He did to me and he probably would’ve said something about it to you eventually. I’m sure he shared it with Brodine. Anyway, he overheard something that shocked him.”

I couldn’t imagine what it might be.

She peered around before leaning close enough to whisper by my ear. “The dregs were created from Nullens.”
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“Ithink Kinart was purposefully killed during the raid,” Reyla said with tears in her eyes.

My body sagged but I stiffened my spine, making myself remain upright. “Because he discovered this?”

“I think he was investigating, and someone didn’t like it.”

Another reason to make sure Ivenrail died a painful death.

“It can’t be true,” I said. “The dregs are born from the wasteland. They told us that many times during classes at the fortress.”

“Because that’s what they want us to believe. Or what the fae king wants us to believe.”

“Maybe Kinart misheard.” My mind was spinning, dragging me from one thought to another. I couldn’t fathom even a bit of what this might mean.

“He heard right. The fae king himself confirmed it to me recently.”

“How in the world did Ivenrail do that?” I leaned away from Reyla, unable to comprehend what I was hearing. “It’s not possible.”

She shrugged. “No one pays attention to us Nullens, and for good reason. We’re the perfect staff because we’re easily trained, and we rarely talk, let alone about what we might overhear. I barely remember arriving here after the Claiming, let alone everything that may have happened since I got here. I told you that I’ve been pretending I’m still drained, and it paid off.”

“How?”

“When I was unpacking a fae lady’s belongings, she handed me a wooden box and told me to deliver it to the blue parlor. This wasn’t the first time I was asked to do something like that. They’re placing the wedding gifts there on long tables.”

She peered around again before lowering her voice. “The high advisor and the king were there, sitting on sofas near the fireplace on one end. They looked my way but ignored me. Since I heard the high advisor say something about Lieges, I paused. I didn’t want to leave right away, so I knocked a pile of gifts off the table. The high advisor snarled at me to be careful. I picked up the gifts, slowly placing them with the others and tried to listen in on what they were saying. They made me leave pretty fast, though.”

“One of them actually confirmed that the Lieges and dregs used to be Nullens?”

“The high advisor asked how the experiment was going, and the fae king said not well, that none of the dregs had shown the ability to wield magic after being given the gift. His advisor told him to feed more power into those they’re experimenting on, but the fae king got angry and told him he wasn’t going to keep wasting it, that he needed it.”

I shuddered, unable to believe what I was hearing. What about flight? Was he still working on that or was it already accomplished? “Can you imagine trying to fight off dregs who control magic?”

“Bad enough they’re huge and vicious.”

“So Kinart believed the king was changing some of us into dregs?” I said.

Ember’s Shadow mentioned powerless Nullens, and as far as I knew, they didn’t exist. But maybe they had. Maybe they’d been changed. We had power, though Vexxion said it was suppressed. Our spark of power could make it impossible to change us into dregs.

According to the book, powerless Nullens were supposed to maintain the balance. I couldn’t imagine how dregs stealing villagers and either eating them or draining their power would maintain anything.

Except . . .

“Dregs only randomly attacked the villagers in the past,” I said, speaking my thoughts out loud. “Riders have always patrolled the border, but it’s only in our recent past that we’ve had to spend so much time defending the villagers.”

“See?” Her sad smile bloomed, and I was so grateful to see a normal expression in my friends eyes that my eyes got weepy. “You really did pay much attention in history class, didn’t you?”

“I tried. Training’s tiring. So is killing dregs.”

“The attacks increased when Ivenrail’s father was still alive. I think whatever’s been happening with the dregs began a long time ago. Maybe not long after Nullens left the fae kingdom and formed the treaty.”

Maybe changing them had been part of the treaty.

Ivenrail was determined to suck up whatever power he could from every single Nullen in my kingdom. He wanted to rule the world and he needed a vast amount of power to do it. The core power of each court wouldn’t be enough, but that, combined with the power he sucked from Nullens, might just do it.

“Did they say anything else?” I asked.

“No. I was standing there, staring at the wall but actually listening, when they told me to leave. The door slammed closed behind me, and I didn’t test it to see if it was locked. I was just glad to get out of there without one of them slamming his thumb against my forehead.”

“Stay away from them.”

“I intend to.” Her horrified gaze met mine. “I’m not sure what to do about this, but we have to do something. They killed Kinart. They don’t want anyone discovering what they’re doing.”

“Vexxion and I have a plan.”

“One I suspect you’re not going to share with me. You’re going to ask me to trust you, and I already said I do. But I want to be a part of this if it makes them pay for murdering Kinart.”

“I understand.”

“You’re not alone. I’m here to stand by your side.”

I gave her a long hug, grateful to have my friend back.

We leaned back and grinned at each other, though it held the taint of sadness.

She gave me a pert nod and glanced down the hill toward the castle perched between this peak and the next like a bird of prey. “Are we walking back?”

“I’ll flit us to the aerie. Now that the lords and ladies have gone inside, there’s something I have to do.”

“Does it relate to all this?”

“Maybe.”

“Then I want to be a part of that too.”

“I discovered a new trick, and I’ll teach you.”

“If magic’s involved, it’s past time I learned,” she said. “I can’t rely on my finger for every situation.”

After flitting to the shed next to the aerie, I showed her how to guard her mind. That was the first thing Vexxion worked on with me, and the more Reyla knew, the more someone could steal.

“I’ll practice,” she said.

“As often as you can. Eventually, you’ll find you can keep the barrier there without purposefully thinking about it. Even when you’re asleep.”

“Perfect.”

We left the shed and crossed the bridge without encountering anyone. Thank the king for holding court in the evening and requiring all the fae within the area to attend without question. At least it kept them from grabbing us and attempting something awful.

I strode up to the door, noting the pretend Iasar writhing in the right panel. If I didn’t know how amazing Vexxion’s magic was, I’d think Iasar had been recaptured and pinned back in place.

Amronth contorted himself, seemingly oblivious of us standing nearby, staring at him. As he moved, hints of purple scales shone through the spell the king had cast to bind him. How long had they been trapped inside this door? From what I’d learned, Ivenrail had been high lord of Bledmire for a very long time. He’d murdered his father—per the rumors. Nothing I’d read stated this outright, but that was the impression I’d gleaned.

“What is this?” Reyla asked, her eyes sparkling with tears. “That poor dragon is alive and trapped in there, isn’t it?”

I nodded, unwilling to say anything further when we might be overheard. Bad enough I was going to try to free him where someone might see and report my action to the king.

This creature had been robbed of his freedom. I mourned his clipped wings and quelled fire. It must be torturous to be trapped like this. A feeling of solidarity gripped my heart.

“You think flitting is exciting,” I whispered to Reyla, waving to the left panel where Amronth cavorted, his craggy face twisted with agony. “Wait until you see what I can do with this dragon.”

I pulled a blade and handed it to her without hesitation. “Watch out for me while I do this, will you?”

She stared down at the dagger. “Do you trust me with this?”

I gave her a quick hug. “You didn’t try to kill me. Farnoll lulled you and made you do it. That’s why I taught you how to guard your mind. If you can perfect a guard, you might be able to keep someone from manipulating you.”

“What a bastard,” she snarled, backing away with a gleam in her eyes sharper than the blade.

“He’s now a dead bastard, courtesy of Vexxion.”

Her voice softened, and she stared into my eyes. “Are you happy? I teased you about him, but he always came across as harsh to me. He’s not hurting you, is he?”

Shaking my head, I leaned close to her, keeping my voice soft. “I love him, and he feels the same.”

Her long sigh let go. “He’d better. That’s all I’ll say.”

“I’ll gut him if he doesn’t.”

A light laugh bubbled up her throat. “You haven’t changed.”

Oh, but I had.

The humor fled her face as she tightened her grip on the blade, and her wild gaze spiraled around us, though we remained alone. “I can’t believe we’ve been standing out in the open this long.” A shiver tracked through her, and she rubbed her bare arm as if to chase away goosebumps. “We shouldn’t be out in the open like this.”

Hide, she meant. Had that compulsion been instilled inside her as well?

“We will. Soon. Watch.” I sucked a lot of power from my well, because I suspected it would take more than the average amount to free a big creature like this. Size may not make the difference, but I bet those the king hated the most were locked up tighter. Freeing Iasar had been a fluke. No true skill had been involved.

I cast the spell, shooting it out at Amronth.

He stopped moving and stared at me.

I was vaguely aware of Reyla stepping backward again, of her muttered curse.

“What are you doing?” she hissed. “I felt something, like shadows clawing across my skin. A rush of warmth. This is scary, Tempest.”

“I have to do this. I promised. Protect me.”

“I will but hurry up. We’re standing in front of the main entrance. Someone’s going to see us, and they’re not going to like what you’re doing.”

No, they would not.

I closed my eyes and pictured my well. Power no longer sloshed across the top. I’d drained quite a bit already, but I had more to give. Scooping up as much as I could, I pictured squishing it together, molding it into a ball and packing it tightly. I added more. And more. Until the ball was bigger than my head.

As I opened my eyes and met his gaze, I drove the power straight at Amronth like I would a sword through the heart of a Liege.

It hit him squarely. He shuddered. An almost feral hope blazed in his eyes. Then he slipped from the door, plopping onto the stone landing in front of us.

“Back away,” I cried out shrilly, grabbing her hand and leaping off the platform. We stood on the walk, gaping as the terrifying yet blazingly gorgeous dragon grew. And grew until it towered over us as large as Iasar.

His scales shimmering like molten amethysts in moonlight, his massive body towering above the landing fronting the stone castle that appeared like a child's toy next to this beast’s magnificent shadow.

With each breath he exhaled, the air crackled with sparks and the taint of ancient power. My heart hammered behind my ribs as though desperate to flee from a doom I’d never escape. The beast stretched skyward on sturdy hind legs, his wings unfurling in tapestries woven by the fates themselves. His maw opened wide, and he tipped back his head, releasing a gush of fire, painting the evening sky with green flames.

One swipe of his monstrous claws could annihilate us. Fear wrangled with my soul as I took in how beautiful, how glorious he was.

“Get out of here, Tempest,” Reyla barked, leaping in front of me, slashing out at him with the small blade I’d loaned her. “Run.”

“He won’t hurt me,” I said, urging her behind me.

She hissed. “What did you do?” She flung herself forward. “Don’t you come near us.” Her shriek echoed in the valley.

My friend would give her life to save mine. My chest heaved with pain, each breath a dagger twisting in my heart.

“He won’t hurt us,” I said softly. “I promise.” Even as I spoke, my voice shook. I hoped he wouldn’t hurt us.

I’d come to this castle to kill the king, but I’d also come here to protect my friend who appeared well able to take care of herself. We were both stubborn. Determined. We’d been hardened by life in the fortress, but we still gently cupped a softness for each other inside our hearts.

“Which of you did this?” Amronth snarled, his head snapping down close enough that the sparks from his breath blasted across my chest. Smoke coiled from his nostrils, clogging my lungs, making it impossible to take a deep breath. Where Iasar spoke with an almost snakelike charm, Amronth’s speech was clipped and articulate.

“Me,” Reyla said, trying to shove me aside yet again, her chin lifting. “I did it.”

Even now, the bravery, the willingness to sacrifice herself blazed in her voice.

Amronth’s head slid in her direction, and his brow creased. “You, little one, do not yet possess the power to do such a thing.”

“You know it was me,” I stepped forward, close enough my belly nudged the tip of his snout. While my hand ached to do so, I didn’t dare touch this mighty beast.

“You freed Iasar,” Amronth said, huffing sparks down the front of my leathers. They sparkled on the stone for only a moment before winking out.

I jerked out a nod. “Guilty.”

One side of his mouth coiled backward. A dragon smile?

It fell, and he shot Reyla a glare. “You must go. She will stay.”

“Fuck, no,” she said, hefting the knife.

“If you don’t leave, I will scorch you where you stand.” While his words came out soft, the snarl locked within them raked across my skin.

“Go,” I said. “I’m fine. I freed him, and he has something to tell me.” I hoped he did. Maybe he just wanted to burn me without a witness.

“I can’t,” she whimpered, though her arm holding the dagger dropped to her side. “I think you freed me too, and I can’t leave you to whatever this dragon plans to do to you.”

“It’s alright.” I nudged her toward the door. “We’ll meet up at Brenna’s tomorrow. In between, you can practice your guard.”

Her eyes pinching closed, she shook her head, but after giving me one last look of worry, she eased around the dragon and nudged the door open, stepping inside and closing it behind her with a dull boom.

“Iasar waits.” The anticipation and longing in Amronth’s voice cut through me with the sharpest of blades. I knew what it was like to love someone so much you’d do anything to see them, to touch them again. “Your memory is strong, tiny fury?”

“How did you know . . .” What Vexxion calls me, I didn’t say.

“The other female called you Tempest, but I believe you’re mightier than a storm. When you’re unleashed, the world will finally know.”

“Know what?” Was the second half of the riddle buried among his words?

“Everything,” he breathed, sparks swirling down from his snout. “Mark my words well.”

I stiffened, sharpening my mind. He’d only tell me once, and it was vital that I remember. I knew this as well as I did my own soul.

“Seek a land with a lady unjustly dethron’d.” The corner of his mouth curled up again before gliding back down. “One you will find while chasing down the crow in silvery flames.”

For one moment, I worried I wouldn’t remember this, but no . . .

He was right.

I was the tempest.

I was the storm.

I was the fury.

In my heart, I knew that when the time was right, I’d remember, and I’d act as I must.

“Deeper still lies the hidden breach—through a sapphire canopy beyond Nullen reach.” He huffed out a shower of sparks. “Mark well my words, little one.”

I nodded.

“As good gives way to blight, and between two souls bathed in evil’s forgotten light.” He bumped me with his snout as if he couldn’t resist playing. This breed of dragon might not be the same as Seevar or Madrood, but in their heart, they were all the same.

“And the last,” he intoned. “Are you listening?”

“I am. Tell me,” I breathed, closing my eyes for only a moment before opening them, meeting his black ones where green flames of his fire swirled.

“Whispers will reveal what shadows keep. To lose all hope or dare to take the leap.” He grumbled. “I didn’t write this.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t.”

“Do I hear mockery in your tone, puny storm?” he growled, the flames in his eyes frantic.

“Never. You’re as articulate as any high lord within this court.”

“More articulate.” He drew himself up, the spikes on his long neck stiffening. “They are insignificant when compared to one such as me.”

“You’re right.” For the first time since I’d freed him, I smiled. “No one can compare to you.”

“You try to flatter me.”

“I’d never. How about a good grooming instead? Your scales are cracked, and your claws appear brittle. I have oil that will help.”

“One day, I will find you and allow you to do this for me.”

“I look forward to that time.”

“As you should.”

So regal. So conceited. But if I was as magnificent as him, I might act that way too.

“The last,” he said. “Remain sharp, fury who will soon be unleashed.” He swallowed. “When nature bends and true love speaks with all its might, only then will justice end this bitter blight.”

He scrambled around me and up onto the bridge railing, adding cracks to the ones created by Iasar. Taking flight, he burst into flight.

The world parted, and he flew into the crack, disappearing.

I could picture the two dragons flying side-by-side before soaring into the sky as high as they dared.

They’d spiral toward the ground, their necks entwined.
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Isensed when she freed Amronth, the only other surviving Eratis dragon in both faerie and the worlds beyond.

Standing near the wall inside the red parlor, I tried not to appear bored while voices droned around me.

I wouldn’t chide my fury for giving in to her heart. She had to do it. I’d known that even before I saw Iasar protect her yesterday and heard the words he hissed by her ear.

Things were rushing too fast, and while a part of me ached to hold everything back, to slow this, I would not intervene.

May she forgive me.

May she still love me when this was over.

I cast a spell on the front door, placing an image of Amronth writhing there in the gap. No one would realize the dragons weren’t still trapped within the magical fold—except the king, and him only if he purposefully sought them, something he hadn’t done for ages. After he placed them there, he’d chortled and grinned, his face heavy with gloat. He’d called for a chair and sat, gazing at them raptly, savoring their pain while announcing to anyone who passed that he’d done this. That only he was powerful enough to bind such magnificent creatures.

Over time, the king appeared to have forgotten they were there, and may he continue to do so until it no longer mattered.

After dinner and holding court in the throne room, Ivenrail retired to this sitting area, insisting I join in on the festivities. Even now, as he sat in a formal chair near the fire, rocking the glass holding his drink on the table beside him, his face remained pleasant. He spoke with Brenna in a low voice, leaning close enough to whisper in her ear. Reaching out, he took her hand, squeezing it while giving her a smile that only made his face appear craven.

I sensed the tension within her, displayed only by the slight sheen on her face and the heightened color that did not come from the fae wine she’d sipped. Plus in the way she kept shooting glances through her lashes at Zayde, who sat on a sofa nearby, studiously avoiding looking her way.

Tempest flitted to our suite. I wanted to join her, but I was stuck here for some time yet.

What have you been up to? I purred.

Nothing much.

You’ve been naughty.

Her breath caught. I have.

What do you think I should do about this, Fury?

What would you like to do about it?

So many things.

Remove your clothing, I said, the upward twitch of my lips the only reaction I gave away, and then for only a fraction of time before I smoothed my mouth.

Will you join me soon, my wicked high lord? she drawled. I sensed her lifting her tunic up over her head. Tossing it aside. Her trembling fingers reaching for the fastening at the top of her pants.

I want to. A thought, and her bath waited, steam rising from the surface to swirl around candles flickering in the welcoming darkness. I’m stuck here a bit longer, but I must address your most recent behavior.

Yes. Yes, please do. She ripped off the rest of her clothing and strode to the bathing area.

I sensed all this rather than saw it. While I knew it was possible, I hadn’t yet been able to spy through another person’s eyes, only from a few rare beasts like her crow.

Do exactly what I tell you, I said sternly.

I’m yours to command.

Such a good girl. Please get into the tub.

A fae woman seated on a sofa straight ahead had spent most of our recent meal leaning away to avoid one touch against my side. Now, she flicked a glance full of interest my way. She’d drained three glasses of wine since we entered the parlor, fortifying her spine enough that she dared acknowledge I existed.

A ball would commence soon. I would not be there.

“Will you dance tonight, Controller?” she asked, only the vague slurring of her speech revealing that the wine had gone straight to her head.

“I shall.”

Her hand trembled where she laid it on the cushion beside her thigh. “Please save one for me.”

“You would not survive a dance with me.” I said it easily enough, projecting the image of the bored minion of the king.

With a catch of her breath, she tucked her hand beneath her leg before turning back to the high lord seated beside her.

Flirting, are you? my tiny storm asked as she settled in the tub. Steam coiled around her neck and kissed her pretty cheeks.

Only with you. Wash your hair.

She did as I asked, her movement languid as if she drew this out for my pleasure. If only I could stand near the wall and watch her like I did that time when she bathed in the river.

Join her. Touch her.

My hair’s done, she said in a throaty growl that purred across my bones.

Wash your breasts. Pay close attention to your nipples.

A high lord standing near the lit fireplace glanced my way before his gaze dove to the table in front of the cluster of sofas. Only the high advisor had chosen not to join the group standing near the king. He hovered inside the arched entrance, his fingers tightening to fists before releasing again at his sides. He was upset about Selitta. About Delaine.

I understood the need for vengeance, how it boiled within you, scalding your flesh each time your mind reminded you of what happened. He wouldn’t find it with me or my fury. I’d make sure of that.

My breasts are clean, my very good girl said. I adored how breathless she sounded.

Pinch them for me. Roll them. Do it hard enough I’ll feel the moan in your throat.

As she did so, her groan echoed in my mind.

I believe your sweet pussy needs washing, I said. If I was there, I’d do it for you, but unfortunately, the king will not allow me to leave his presence yet. Stroke between your legs, my fury, and do it slowly.

Vexxion. Not a hint of hesitation came through in her voice. She was panting, shifting in the tub with growing need. Craving my words and my touch.

Put a finger inside yourself, I said. Stroke your clit at the same time. Pump your finger. Close your eyes and pretend I’m lying behind you, that it’s my hand giving you pleasure.

Her moan tore through my mind as she thrust her hips up to meet her hand. The water sloshed in harmony with her movement, cresting the lip of the tub and splashing onto the floor beyond.

Such a good girl.

Vexxion. I need you.

Soon.

The puzzlement on Zayde’s face sent a spark of humor through me. He knew me, though not well enough to see what I was doing with my fury. I toyed with the drink in my hand, tipping it back and forth without taking a sip, and his gaze fell there before snapping back to my face. Then he looked at Brenna. The longing in his eyes was quickly masked.

I walked the wire stretched across the cavern, but so did my half-brother. Was Brenna standing behind him, clinging to the back of his tunic?

Vexxion, Tempest growled. She was so close; I could taste the sweetness of her passion on the tip of my tongue.

Stop.

Her breathing stuttered. Nooooo.

Do you want me to join you?

Yes. She projected a subdued demeanor, though I could feel her will slashing around, a storm growing in power and volume. If I was with her, her eyes would shoot daggers my way.

Remove your fingers from your pretty pussy. No dragging them across your clit now. Until I arrive, you may touch your breasts only.

Fucking bastard. High-pitched laughter bubbled in her voice. You’re going to pay for this and pay well.

I look forward to it.

When? She snarled out her frustration.

Shortly. Stay hot for me, Fury, because I’m going to show you exactly what you mean to me soon. I’ll make you come and then I’ll do it again. Are you ready to scream my name?

I’m not sure, she said, a pout coming through in her voice. Touching my breasts might not be enough to keep me enthralled, you wretched fae lord.

My low laugh rang out, startling the woman seated on the sofa. She shot me a wild look before rising to dart across the room.

You’re not stroking your breasts well enough, I said. Close your eyes. Picture my mouth on your nipples. Sucking them. Rolling them gently with my teeth.

Vexxion. I want the real thing, not pretend.

Get out of the tub.

She sucked in a breath. Just like that?

Dry yourself. Lie on my bed on your back and spread your legs for me. You may continue to touch your breasts, but do not put your hand near your pussy or clit. I’ll know if you do, and you’ll be in trouble.

I want to be in trouble.

My laugh snorted out again. Zayde frowned. The king kept staring into the flames.

When I arrive, I’m going to drive my cock deep inside you, I said. Will you hold that thought in your mind?

Don’t make me wait long. She quickly stacked boulders around her mind, blocking me out.

Pride expanded inside my chest, bruising my heart against my ribcage. She’d learned quickly and well.

My fucking cock was on fire. I’d made her tease her body to the point she ached for me, but as it always was with us, it was never one-sided.

I scanned those in the room, but no one appeared to be watching me. They remained lost in their conversations, their wine, and the jovial company they’d missed while they were away. The king rarely held formal events, and while many chided him behind his back for the lack, none would do so to his face.

They prided themselves on being invited, being included when so many were not.

All I wanted was to take my fury’s hand and lead her in another dance in Weldsbane’s ballroom.

Finally, the conversation slowed. Drink glasses remained empty.

The king hadn’t survived this long or risen to his current position of power without occasionally indulging the needs of his most favored high lords and ladies. He stood. “The ballroom awaits.” Drawing Brenna up from her seat, he led her around the sofa, toward the arched entryway. “Join us.”

With excitement—most of it barely scraping the edge of pretend—the other guests followed him, none daring to flit while he walked.

Finally.

Ivenrail didn’t meet my eye. He didn’t request my presence. This meant I was free until he called again.

My fury waited in our suite.

Naked.

Wet for me.

I flitted there and stripped as I landed, stalking over to stand beside the bed. My gaze raked across her lush body still rosy from the heat of the water and the tease I’d played with her mind.

“Are you wet for me, Fury?” I growled, my stiff cock ramming against my abs.

Her lips pursed. “Stick your finger in there, and you might find out.”

This woman might play compliant, but she was anything but. I loved her even more for that fact.

Climbing over her, I caged her with my arms and my body, kissing her. Consuming her.

How should I punish you some more for being naughty? I asked as I left her mouth and kissed along her jaw to her chin.

You knew I was going to do it. Now was the time.

I don’t want you in danger.

As I remain inside this castle, danger chokes off my air with every breath I take. They’re together. Finally. It was beautiful.

How could I deny her this moment where everything was perfect if only for one instant?

I’m going to release the rest of the creatures before the wedding, she said. I figured out how to hide that they’re no longer trapped.

She was building her strength so fast; I could barely keep up.

Be careful.

It’s too late for that, isn’t it?

Sadly, it was.

“Enough talk. Kiss me here,” her fingertip traced down her neck. “That’ll show me the error of my ways.”

I dragged my tongue down the path her finger had forged, stopping at the junction to her shoulder to kiss.

“And here.” She lifted her breasts, running her thumbs across the rosy buds. “I believe you’re creative enough to mete out my supposed punishment on my flesh.”

“Fury,” I growled, kissing down to her breast. I traced my tongue across one nipple then the next, going back and forth until they’d hardened, and she was bowing her spine up to meet my mouth.

Leaving her breasts to my threads, I kissed her quivering belly. When it tickled, her husky laugh burst out. If only I could hear that sound every day of my life.

I parted her thighs, kissing each one, running my tongue softly over the new scars on her right. The wounds Delaine gave her had faded to nearly nothing due to my aid in healing, plus her own.

I kissed up to the juncture between her thighs, licking from her saturated entrance to her clit. This precious treat, I sucked into my mouth, flicking my tongue across it while she moaned and jerked her hips up to meet me.

Her legs hitched up onto my shoulders, her fingers threading into my hair. She held on while her body quivered, and I showed her how precious she was to me.

My cock was on fire, battering my abs, but it could wait. This moment and this woman’s pleasure were all that mattered.

I stabbed my tongue into her, over and over, her guttural cries echoing around me. She was mine but it was so much more than about possession. She’d given her heart and her body to me, and I would spend whatever time I had left showing her how much her gift meant to me.

As her hips thrust up to meet my mouth and my fingers rolling her clit, I hummed and growled.

Come for me, I said. Let me taste it. Feel it. I need it. Need you.

Yessss.

Her thighs quivered against my head as I increased the thrust of my tongue, rubbing her clit harder, faster.

I lost all awareness of everything around us; it was all I could do to shelter us with my threads. There was only my fury and the pleasure spiraling through her.

Waves crashed through her as she crested and tumbled down the other side. I grinned against her flesh and drove my tongue harder, tasting everything she gave and demanding more. She shuddered and cried out again, her voice hoarse and full of bliss.

When she collapsed on the bed, I rose up over her, kissing her, sharing the joy I’d found in her body with her alone.

She hitched her heels on my hips and thrust up against me.

I didn’t need any further invitation than that to slide into her welcoming heat. As I moved within her, riding the rest of her climax and building another, I was crushed by my feelings.

I gave her all I was, all I’d ever be, and she still didn’t turn away.

She only clung tighter.

In no time, she was writhing beneath me, meeting each of my thrusts with equal power. Her tight fingers on my arms demanded I give her everything. How could I refuse?

I lived for this woman alone.

I stared into her eyes, finding myself there, plus hope and power and the promise of a future I wasn’t sure I deserved. I’d done bad things. If anyone should be punished, it was me.

Yet her love for me remained unshaken. I was struck deep by the thought. Despite everything I’d done, the ways I’d manipulated her into acting and feeling, she still looked at me as if I was her world, her reason for existing. In her touch and with her words, she forgave me for the unforgivable.

She dismantled my hard-won defenses with one stroke of her finger. Secured her place in my heart with her smile. The gift of her heart and her trust both humbled me and made me love her even more.

“You’re perfect,” I growled against her throat, pulling out and rocking back inside her.

“Perfectly imperfect, like you,” she whispered. “Right now, when we’re together, we both are.”

“I love you. I always will.” Did she hear the desperation in my voice?

Tomorrow, everything would be over.

Would she forgive me for holding back my biggest secret?

I rolled my hips, driving myself deeper, and her guttural cry rang out.

Her core tightened. She was close, and so was I. I wanted to feel her come around me. Only after that would I let go.

Give it to me again, Fury, I said. It’s mine.

“I’m yours.” Her voice both soothed my soul and drove me to push harder, faster, pummeling her as her nails dug into my arms.

Kissing her, I could taste her pleasure about to erupt. Let me feel you come, feel your joy wash over me.

She whimpered and jerked her hips up to meet each of my thrusts, her gaze locked on mine.

When I stroked my threads across her clit, she gave way, roaring in heavy waves toward something much too divine for this world. The quiver of her body around my cock drove me into a frenzy.

My control snapped, and I shifted my hips hard, slamming into her welcoming body as my own orgasm coiled tight inside me.

I came all at once, roaring as I shot all I had deep inside her.
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“Wake, sweet storm,” Vexxion murmured in my ear.

I could feel his threads wrap around us, sheltering us.

I only had to half open my eyes to see it was still dark out, though dawn and the day of the wedding bloomed in gold streaked with blood red on the horizon. “Go away. I need more sleep. You kept me up all night.”

“You adore it when I do that.” He climbed over me and nuzzled my neck, kissing along my jaw to my throat where he bit down hard enough to make my eyes open all the way.

“I do, but I need more sleep.” I swatted at his head, but only ran my fingers through his hair when I made impact. I tugged on the white band and coiled it around my thumb.

He lifted his head and grinned at me, stunning me all over again with how gorgeous he was. How adoringly he looked at me. “Are you ready for a surprise? Today is about giving.”

Today is about killing the king. The thought shot through me like a bolt of white-hot lightning blasting down from the sky, coating my joy in this moment in a bitter taint.

You still get a surprise, he said.

Am I finally prepared?

He nodded. You will be. You’ll do what’s necessary, and you’ll do it with all the passion inside your heart.

As long as his head rolls by my feet, I don’t care if I have to hack it off with a dull knife, splattering his wretched blood everywhere.

When you arrive in the throne room, I’ll place the dagger in your hand.

Won’t any dagger do?

This one is as special as you. You’re going to stun the world just like you’ve stunned me.

Vexxion. I held his shoulders while he kissed across my chest.

You’re distracting me, he drawled.

I believe you’re distracting yourself. And me. Always.

He levered himself up and off me, moving to stand beside the bed, gazing down at me. “I love you.”

The words came out so simply, so profoundly, I wanted to cry.

“Dress quickly,” he said with a lift of his mouth that didn’t reach his eyes. “We don’t have much time.”

The wedding would take place late this morning.

I slid from the bed and padded to the bathing area to clean my mouth, wash quickly, and dress in the clothing Vexxion had waiting. I lifted the leather tunic and pants. “Brenna’s expecting me to help her dress for the wedding. I can’t go to her wearing this.”

He strode over to stand in the doorway dressed only in snug black pants. “I want to see you in your leathers one more time.”

He said I could do this. Why did the tightness in his voice suggest he was worried?

“Tell me.” I tugged on my under clothing and strode over to stand in front of him when he didn’t speak. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He pulled me into his arms, holding me sweetly. My heart shuddered with dismay.

“This feels too much like the day we arrived here, Vexxion.” My voice croaked. How could it not? The memory of the razor’s edge to his voice, how snide he’d been around his father, and how he’d made me believe he had been betraying me all along. This man was a master at subterfuge while I was a mere apprentice.

He had what it took to do this while I still held my doubts. The realization shook me, gouging across my soul.

“I’ve told you everything I could.” His words were a whisper on my hair. He tapped my ass and backed away, leaving my arms to flop at my sides. “Hurry.” Turning, he strode back into the bedroom.

I joined him a short time later. Drask soared over from his perch and landed on my shoulder, grounding me when nothing else could.

Vexxion held out his hand.

“Can Drask come with us?” I asked, and he nodded.

When I touched Vexxion’s fingers, he flitted, taking us to the meadow where we’d trained. He quickly wrapped his threads around us, shielding us from the feral world determined to spy on anything we might share.

“I have a gift for you,” he said.

I fingered the pendant I wore all the time. “I don’t need more than this. More than you.”

“What about this?” He magicked something into his hand, holding aloft twisted strands of thorny gray vines with delicate appearing red leaves bursting from the surface.

“That looks too much like the collar you coiled around my throat.” I swallowed past the ones embedded beneath my skin and willed the strands to stop writhing. Poking. Devouring me one moment at a time.

“These are different from the one I used in the Claiming.” He tugged them apart. “Three.”

Studying them, I tilted my head. “Three?”

“One for you. One for Reyla. One for Brodine.”

I couldn’t breathe. I could barely think. But oh, how my heart surged up into my throat. “You’re going to free us like I did the creatures, with magic.”

He nodded. Looping two of them over his arm, he let them slide in a jerky way down to his elbow as he unlinked the last one and held it toward me.

“I trust you,” I said.

His mouth quirked up endearingly on one side. It killed me each time he did that, because I knew that smile belonged only to me. “They’re ingenious.”

“What did you have to give for them?” There was always a trick. Like everything in faerie, nothing like this would be granted for free.

“A price I was willing to pay.”

I peered up at him. A few shadows drifted through his eyes, but his expression remained neutral. “What did you promise?”

“Nothing significant.” He blinked.

“Vexxion.”

“Tempest.”

“Tell me. What price did you pay?”

“Don’t ask.”

Fear rocked through me, and I could no longer breathe. My heart shattered, but with one stroke of his fingers down my face, he fused me back together again. “I want to know.”

“Please don’t ask.”

My eyes pinching, I jerked out a nod.

“When I place this collar around your throat,” he said. “It will destroy the vines.”

My fingers fluttered against my neck. “Everyone will know. They’ll hunt me. Kill me.”

“To the world around us, you three will still be collared. Only we’ll know.”

“And what happens to this collar once the first has been destroyed? Will it remain instead?” I wasn’t doubting him, but I did feel as if I was trading one torture device for another.

“You can remove it when you’re free of this place.”

“You can remove it, you mean.”

He shook his head. “You can take it off whenever you want. It’s fake. Its only purpose is to make everyone believe you’re still bound to me.” He smiled again, and it lulled me. Not in a fae, magical way, but in a way unique to this fae man I loved.

His gaze full of flickering stars met mine as he gently secured the collar around my throat like it was the prettiest necklace. Perhaps it was.

It sunk deeply, but not with pain, only the feel of a soothing balm that could put a person to sleep. The touch of a mother’s hand on a brow. Or the wildly free feeling found only with a lover.

The first collar shuddered. Squirmed. With my breaths jerking in and out of me, I raked at my skin, finding the second collar gone. It had sunk deep. To join the other or emerge once it was the victor?

Vexxion held my upper arms, staring into my eyes, watching me as always. Ready to lay down his life to protect me.

I stilled my shaking body, closed my eyes, and let it happen.

Something slid from my neck, bumping down the front of my snug leather tunic to land at my feet.

When I opened my eyes, the Claiming collar lay on the grass, a withered, twisted, wretched thing.

I lifted my foot and brought my boot down hard on top of it. With a feral cry, I ground it into the grass. And with a shriek, I dropped my knees, lifted the pulverized strands that remained, and burned them to ashes with my power.

Vexxion joined me on the ground.

When he held out his arms, I plunged into them.
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We returned to our suite. He left to attend to the king, and I donned the green gown he’d laid out. With the new collars in my pocket humming assurance, I flitted to Brenna’s sitting area, skipping arriving by the hall.

Brenna . . .

We can’t let him collar Brenna, I told Vexxion, my voice shrill. I’d almost forgotten. When I killed Delaine, Will died. If I kill the king after he collars her, she’ll die as well.

I have a collar for her. She’s safe.

Thank you. My pulse backed down a few notches.

Reyla waited beside the fireplace, and when she saw me, she rushed over and gave me a hug. “You look happy.”

“I have a gift for you,” I whispered, quickly explaining. “There’s one for you and one for Brodine.”

“He is a good guy,” she marveled, her fingertip tracing across the new collar in my hand. Brodine’s waited in my pocket, and I’d find a way to place it around his throat before the king’s wedding. No matter what happened today, Reyla would watch out for him, help him awaken if she could. Then they could flee this horrible place together.

Bravery shone in my friend’s eyes. “Do it.”

One day soon, the fates willing, we’d be able to mourn Kinart’s loss. When we did, our horror and dismay would be cauterized by the vengeance I’d carry out this day.

I placed the collar around her throat, and she shuddered. But her gaze remained locked on mine, shining with trust.

“Love you, Reyla,” I whispered, and she nodded.

The Claiming collar fell off her like it had with me. I kicked it into the cold fireplace with my shoe and burned it with magic while my friend held my hand.

“The other unhooks,” I said softly. “There’s a clasp at the back of your neck. Keep it hidden with your hair.”

Loosening the high arrangement she’d crafted, she encouraged some of her hair to drape down over that area to mask it.

“We should rouse Brenna,” I said. “The king will be waiting.” Everything was waiting.

How had the time flown by so fast? I felt like I’d just arrived at the castle, that I’d fled the throne room with devastation burning through my heart. Everything had changed since then.

I’d changed. I was forged in a fire of my own making, and I welcomed the knowledge that no matter what the fates delivered today, I will have tried.

Dread thrummed through my veins. I kept steeling myself, reminding myself that there was still time. Not to back out of this but to compose my thoughts and my body for what would happen next.

As Vexxion had said, a storm was coming. It would crash across this world and when it was over, everything would be changed. If luck and fate and my heart had a say, it would be changed for the better.

We softly opened Brenna’s door, finding her sitting in a chair, staring out the window.

“So strange,” she said, her voice sounding funny.

We joined her and peered down.

Reyla and I both gasped.

At least thirty Lieges had gathered on the bridge. They stood in a cluster, staring toward the castle with their long, tattered robes fluttering around their skeletal frames. None had dropped their hoods. Only the wretchedness of their souls fell from the thick folds.

“What do you think they’re doing?” Brenna asked, glancing our way with splotchy eyes and tears tracking down her cheeks. Darkness saturated the front of her deep green nightgown. How long had she been sitting here, crying? She snorted out a breath. “I doubt they’ve come for the wedding.”

Or perhaps they had. Had his minions arrived to provide protection?

Tremors gripped my heart, making the beats too fast, relentless. Chills kept seeping into my bones, twisting them to the point of pain.

“It’s time for you to get ready,” I said, brightening my voice and doing all I could to slow my heart and my too-fast breathing. “Your wedding’s about to start.”

“I don’t want to marry Ivenrail.” She gave me a stark, horrified look. “Would you?”

Frankly, no. “You adore him.”

“You do,” Reyla echoed.

“He cares for you,” I added.

Reyla jerked her head in a nod. “He does.”

Most of all, I couldn’t kill him until this woman had taken her place in the throne room.

“Come along,” I said, urging her to rise with a hand beneath her elbow. “Reyla, help her get undressed while I draw her bath.”

The Lieges remained where they were, staring toward the castle. I couldn’t hold back my shudder. His gathering minions were not part of my plan.

While Brenna sobbed, we hustled her through the motions. Who could blame her for dreading this? She didn’t know her future husband planned to drain her today, but the thought of marriage to that fiend would be almost as bad.

We dressed her in her gorgeous wedding gown, arranged her hair, and painted her face to cover up her tears and dismay. Then we took her out to the sitting room to wait for someone to come tell us it was time to leave for the throne room.

She continued to cry, and I had to craft a spell to keep her make-up from drizzling down her face to stain the fabric of her dress.

I dropped down in front of her, taking her hands and squeezing them. “You have to stop crying. You must remain strong.”

“I can’t.” Her teary gaze met mine. “I don’t love him. I tried to pretend, but I can’t. I never will.”

Reyla joined her, her body dipping down the sofa cushions. “Think of the bright future you’ll have by his side. He’ll place a crown on your head, and you’ll become his queen.”

“I don’t want a crown. His horrible collar that he insists I must accept. And I don’t want to be a queen,” she said with strength in her voice. “I love someone else, and I only want to be with him.”

“Marry the king,” I said firmly. “Then be with your lover. I doubt Ivenrail will notice.”

Reyla’s breath hissed out of her lungs, and she deflated against the cushions. “You shouldn’t . . .”

“Shouldn’t what?” I said. “I’m not going to lie to her. Would you want to marry him?”

Horror tightening her face, she shook her head.

“We’re in agreement, then.” I straightened in front of Brenna. “I know what it’s like to love someone more than anything, to only want to be with them.”

She gazed up at me. “Surely not the controller.”

“Do you trust me?” I asked rather than answering.

Her shrug shifted the pristine gown across her shoulders. “Did you kill Delaine? That’s what everyone’s saying.”

“What would you say if I told you she attacked me, and that sometimes, a person has to act in self-defense?”

“She could be mean at times,” she said carefully, staring down at her hands clasped on her lap. They trembled and were paler than a corpse freshly drawn from the river. “Delaine wasn’t mean to me, naturally, but I heard what she said to you. I saw how she mistreated Reyla and not just that one time.”

“You saw only a fraction of the real Delaine.”

“I don’t know what to think about this, Tempest,” Brenna said.

“Do you trust me?”

Reyla watched us, saying nothing.

Brenna’s head tilted as she gazed up at me. “Do I have a choice?”

“There are always choices.”

“Not in this,” she said simply. “There has never been a choice in this, only duty, demands, and my need to give into a will stronger than my own. But yes, I trust you, Tempest.”

Leaning close, I whispered by her ear. “You won’t end up with the king.”

She gasped and thrust her frame against the sofa, but before she could speak, someone knocked on the door. The guards opened the panel and High Advisor Adwarin swept in. As the door closed behind him, the hatred in his eyes pinned me in place.

“The king wishes to speak with you,” he said.

“Tell him I’ll see him at the wedding,” Brenna said. “That’s soon enough.” She’d mustered some strength and there would be no stopping her now.

“I meant the collared Nullen.” When his icy glare shot from me to Reyla and back again, I understood what he wasn’t saying. If I didn’t go with him now, my friend would soon be dead.

“I won’t be long, Lady Brenna,” I said in a breezy tone, rounding the sofa and approaching the high advisor.

If only I held a blade in my hand.

His hand snapped out, latching onto my arm, and he flitted.

We landed in the king’s living area, and he dragged me over to the chair, forcing me to sit. Vines snaked around my limbs before I could yelp.

Vexxion, I hissed, sending him the image of the high advisor smiling with glee and the king lounging on the sofa, watching me with an equally snide smile.

My love opened the outer door and strode inside the living area, Drask soaring in behind him. “A party without me?”

“Go away, Controller,” the king bit out. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“But it does. Tempest belongs to me.”

Drask landed on the back of a tall chair, watching.

“We’ve been through this already.” The king rose and strolled around the table to stand in front of me. His fingers snapped out and latched onto my jaw, and he jerked my head back, forcing me to meet his eyes. His heavy gaze studied my features. “I don’t see why you bother with her. Why you care. She’s pretty. I’ll give you that. But not worth the time it would take to train her.”

A wisp of movement on my left dragged my attention to the Wraithweave gameboard—where pieces were moving all on their own. The master had added another game piece, an enforcer.

Fuck. I couldn’t help but compare what was happening on the board to the situation inside the castle. While I didn’t know who the king—the master’s—defenders were, Kerune had been assigned the role of the king’s enforcer.

Brenna was the high lady and . . . My gaze met Vexxion’s.

He was her shield. The knowledge ripped through me like jagged wire.

The high lady had also added an enforcer. If this game mirrored real life, who could that be?

The dragon had moved closer to stand behind her, but I didn’t know what that meant either. Brenna had never visited the aerie. When I met her in the city, she rode in a pretty carriage. She’d only been on a dragon once and never wanted to ride again.

Perhaps the dragon was symbolic of an additional protector.

She’d need it.

And I swore I saw . . . I focused on a bit of mist floating at the high lady’s side, but when I blinked it was gone. I must be mistaken. 

It could not be a wraith.

The game had been named for the wraith, though as far as I knew, no one had ever played with the piece. It chose the game. The gamers did not choose it. 

“Come closer, Vexxion,” the king said, drawing my attention his way. He released my chin, and I dragged my gaze to the floor, doing all I could to appear passive. Partly drained.

Compliant.

No—controlled.

When Vexxion reached the king, he purposefully placed his body between mine and Ivenrail’s, forcing the king to take a step backward.

The high advisor cackled, and I looked his way, wondering what was driving his humor.

Ivenrail latched onto Vexxion’s arm and jerked it up into the light coming in from the window on my left. A flick of his finger and a swirling pattern appeared on Vexxion’s wrist.

His mating mark.

It was different from Brenna’s, yet similar enough to suggest the male match to the female.

“Tell me, son,” Ivenrail said in a deadly voice. “When were you going to mention that you’ve bonded with your fated mate?”
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Using magic, I snapped the vines pinning me to the chair. But before I could bolt or pull a knife to stab the king, the high advisor flitted to my side and grabbed me. He pivoted and thrust me against the wall.

Drask screeched and flapped his wings but remained perched on the back of the chair.

The high advisor’s face flamed, and his sharp breath blasted my face. “What did you do to my daughter?”

I smirked. “Which one?”

“Delaine.” His hand locked on my throat, the other holding me in place with a gouge into my shoulder. I could feel his torturous magic slither over me. He would stun me and then it would be over.

Locking down my guards, I shot power at him, feeling the two duel before his gave way. Yes.

“You gave me to Delaine,” I snarled. “You knew she was going to kill me. Did you think I wouldn’t defend myself?” I slammed my arms up, slicing into the underside of his and sending him spiraling backward. Landing squarely on my feet, I stalked toward him, hitching up my skirt to pull my blade that I slashed out with, dragging a thick line of blood across his face. “Don’t touch me again.”

He roared, rushing at me with his hands lifted.

I grabbed his arm and yanked him toward me, twisting before he made impact. A sweep of my leg and a jerk of my hip knocked him off his feet.

He skidded on his chest, groaning.

The king tipped his head back and laughed, releasing Vexxion’s arm.

The quick smile Vexxion gave me was a pat on the back. I’d learned to defend myself at the fortress, but he’d polished me into the vicious blade I now wielded.

Rolling onto his back and sitting, the high advisor clutched his nose that trickled blood. He swiped the redness across his face, merging it with the wound I’d delivered with my knife.

“Touch me again, and I’ll kill you,” I said, keeping my weapon close.

His face darkened, and he scrambled to his feet. Before he could do anything, Drask shot off the chair and into the high advisor’s face, his claws raking.

I did not run. I did not flit.

I lashed him with my blade again, slicing deeper, this time leaving a wide gash on the high advisor’s chest. His robe gaped open, and blood burst from the wound, raking down his belly.

“Stop,” the king said with a chortle. “That’s enough entertainment for one day.”

I called Drask away, and he flew over to land on the back of a sofa, watching everything.

High Advisor Adwarin blustered, rage contorting his sliced face and with retribution blazing in his eyes. “She—”

“I said stop. We’ll deal with her later.” Ivenrail turned back to Vexxion. “You haven’t answered my question.”

“I don’t know who she is,” Vexxion drawled. “The mark recently appeared so I assume she’s here inside the castle.”

“You’re bonded. Not only fated. Bonded. That means you’ve marked her. Of course you know who she is.”

“You’re mistaken.” Vexxion’s words minced out. He lifted his arm and marveled at the mark. “When I find her, I’ll tell you. Or not.”

“Why not?” Ivenrail bellowed, his hands clenching to fists at his sides and his face ruddy.

“Won’t you be busy with your own bride?”

“Brenna’s not my fated mate,” he snapped.

Why would the fates deign to give this man such a precious gift?

Shrill cries echoed from the front of the castle.

“Ah, there’s Kerune now.” Ivenrail strolled over to the window. “My new enforcer volunteered to tidy things up for me.”

I packed your bag and placed it in the throne room near the wall for later, Vexxion said. Flit from here. I’ll distract them.

How are you going to distract them?

Trust me.

“Drask,” I cried, and he flew over to land on my shoulder.

I flitted, arriving inside our suite.

For one moment, my heart stilled.

Stumbling, I pressed my palm against my chest. What was happening? I could feel . . . I didn’t know what it was.

Vexxion? I screeched.

I’m fine.

A subtle sound outside sent me rushing to the window. The air froze in my lungs as I gaped down. The Lieges who had gathered on the bridge now littered the ground, their bodies lying in tortured poses, their robes wrenched back to expose their skeletal frames. Kerune stood among them, a sword in his hand.

Stunned, I couldn’t speak or move. Had the king demanded he do this?

The Liege I’d killed in the cave saw this and so much more coming.

Kerune lifted his fist, shaking it in the air. The king’s enforcer had slipped into a new role, one that would now control the dregs that could roam the ground and fly through the air.

Did this mean the king now had direct control of the powerless Nullens?

As if he sensed me looking, Kerune’s head tipped back, his eyes seeking my window. I ducked to the side and slowly peered through the filmy curtain.

His gaze locked on mine.

He lifted his blade, pointing the tip right at me.
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I’d made another enemy, but it was inevitable. Delaine tried to kill me, but I eliminated her instead. Her fiancé and father would seek vengeance soon.

I’d spent weeks preparing for this day, but I felt like I rode an out-of-control dragon spiraling toward the ground. I was losing my seat in the saddle and would crash.

Are you alright? I asked Vexxion.

I’m in control. No worries. Proceed with the plan.

I shared an image of the carnage outside.

I’m not surprised, he said. I have to go.

Be careful.

My hands shaking, I flitted to the back hallway and strode into the kitchen, peering around while cooks scurried every which way, hard at work preparing the wedding feast. When I didn’t find Brodine, I looked in the staff dining area, not finding him there either.

Time was running out, and I needed to wrap the new collar around his neck before the wedding.

I rushed down the hall, bumping into Airia who was dressed in a simple day gown.

“Do you know where the male Nullens sleep?” I asked her.

“Sure.” Frowning, she studied my face. “You look like you’ve been running all over the place. Aren’t you supposed to be with the would-be queen right now, helping her get ready for her wedding to the king?”

“I need to find a friend who works here.”

“What’s their name?”

“Brodine.”

“He was collared by the king. If I were you, I’d stay as far away from him as possible.”

“We grew up together. I need to talk to him.”

“He’s been drained,” she said. “I’ve tried to talk to him a few times myself. He’s cute. But he just stares blankly at the wall. He eats and all that. They do something to those they drain to keep them working. I guess no matter what, they need us for that.”

“Can you take me to their room? He could be there.”

“Sure.”

I followed her to the end of the hall. She went left at the intersection, stopping halfway down the next hall, where she waved to a door on the right. “These are their rooms. I doubt anyone’s here, though. Everyone’s helping prepare for the wedding. I was about to get changed and go to the aerie.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t trying to encourage her to keep chatting. I needed to free as many creatures as I could and return to Brenna’s room. “Thanks for showing me the way.” Short of pushing her back down the hall, how could I get rid of her?

“Anytime.” Worry creased her face. “Do you want me to stay with you? I doubt he’s the person you remember. If you haven’t seen Brodine in some time, it will be shocking.”

“No, you don’t have to stay with me. If he’s like you said, I’ll leave. I only slipped away from Brenna’s rooms for a moment. I need to get back to her soon.”

“I imagine she’s excited. The king’s gorgeous. She’s one lucky Nullen.”

“Yes. Lucky.” Go away!

“I’ll see you in the aerie, then? Not today, I don’t imagine. You’ll be helping the future queen until bedtime. Maybe tomorrow.”

The odds were good I wouldn’t be alive tomorrow. “Yes. I’ll be there.”

After giving me a smile, she left.

I knocked on the door. When no one answered, I tested the latch, finding it unlocked, and creaked the door open. Like in the room where Reyla and Airia stayed, beds were lined up on either side with an aisle between them.

Brodine was alone, sitting upright on a bed with his feet extended in front of him and his back pressed against the stone wall. He wore a simple tunic and pants that looked odd on him when I was used to seeing him dressed in leathers. Weapons strapped all over him to turn him into a one-man arsenal. A touch of a smirk on his mouth. Stupid bone coins he’d jangle to the point I’d bark at him to stop and let them be.

He stared off into nothing, and I wanted to shout at him to wake up before it was too late.

It hurt to see him like this. Where had my vibrant friend gone?

He’d been stolen from us as much as Kinart. But unlike my adopted brother, Brodine still lived. I’d brought Reyla back, and I’d do the same with my friend. There was no giving up, not until I could no longer draw air into my lungs.

A sense of urgency filled me. Before I risked my life to kill the king, I wanted to do the best I could for my friends.

“Bro,” I whispered, tentatively placing my hand on his shoulder. “Bro.” I knelt on the bed beside him and held both of his shoulders and shook him, but only briefly when his head flopped on his neck. “Bro!”

He didn’t respond.

My heart crushed, I sagged, my chest churning with pain. Would I ever have my friend back?

My time limited, I yanked the collar from my pocket.

“I’m going to put this around your neck, Bro,” I whispered, holding it up in front of his face. Even if he couldn’t see or respond to me, that didn’t mean my friend wasn’t somewhere deep inside. He’d hear me. He’d know I was trying to help. I had to believe that. “It’ll kill the Claiming collar. You’ll be as happy as me to get rid of it.” Even now, a red welt encircled his neck, gouged from his nails. Like all of us, he could feel it. I bet every Nullen in faerie wanted to remove theirs. Why had our ancestors agreed to such a horrifying deal?

Perhaps to avoid being turned into dregs.

And if they hadn’t, the fae would not have remained behind their veil. They would’ve overrun us. Taken us against our will. Then drained us enough so we’d become cooperative servants.

Now they’d found another way to do it.

“This new collar can be removed when you wake up.” At least his hair was long enough to cover it in the back. “Everyone will think you’re still collared.” Even the king. And with Vexxion acting as controller and feeding power to him, Ivenrail wouldn’t suspect a thing if he went after Brodine today. “I’m going to get you out of here,” I said in an even lower voice. “Today’s the day. Watch. Wait. When I’m ready, you need to run beside me.”

He said nothing, just continued to stare at the far wall.

I looped the collar around his throat and rocked backward, placing my feet on the floor, watching as the vines sunk deep, as the old collar was rejected by the new. I scooped up the hateful, withered vine used by the king at the Claiming and held it aloft. One blast of my power turned it into ashes that sparkled in the sunlight as they drifted to the wooden floor.

Turning back to Brodine, I drew in more power and sent him the same spell I used to free creatures and Reyla. I didn’t dare use much magic. I’d need all I had to carry out our plan. But I could spare a bit for this guy who’d protected me for much of my life.

It didn’t seem to make a difference, but I’d thought the same thing with Reyla. It might take time for him to rise back to the surface.

Fates willing, I’d be there waiting.

“I have to leave.” I rubbed his shoulder. Leaning forward, I wrapped him in my arms, whispering by his ear. “I miss you, Bro. Come back to me. Please.”

Leaning back, I looked into his eyes, feeling tears in my own when he continued to stare forward without expression.

I slid to the floor and left, traveling through the unused areas of the castle quickly, releasing every creature I found. Some dug into the tiles while others went out windows I opened. It wasn’t the best use of my power, but this was the only chance these poor beings might have to be free.

When I couldn’t find any more, I flitted to Brenna’s sitting area. She sat in a chair, staring out the window.

Reyla rushed over to me, dragging me into the bedroom and shutting the door. “What happened?”

“The high advisor is upset about Delaine’s death. I explained that I didn’t know what happened to her, and he let me go.”

She grunted, her lips twisting. “Just like that, huh?”

“Yes.”

Her huff rang out.

I would explain everything to her tomorrow, hopefully while we celebrated the death of the king.

Or I could be dead by tomorrow and it wouldn’t matter. It would all come out, regardless.

Gripping her arms, I made her meet my eye. “If things get odd at the wedding, I want you to promise me something.”

She jerked out a nod, and her eyes shimmered with tears. My friend knew me so well.

“Run. That’s it. Run.” She’d be able to leave without the collar. “My bag’s in the throne room near the wall. Grab it and run. Take Bro with you and keep going until you reach Nullen territory. Board a ship for a place far from this land. Once you arrive there, build a new life and never tell anyone about what happened here.”

“Something horrible is going on here. A bunch of Lieges lay dead in front of the castle. They’re not a present for the wedding couple. I’m happy to see them dead. I hate them for what they do to us. But something else is going on here, and I bet their death will only make things worse.”

It would get worse unless I succeeded today, because killing Ivenrail would break his hold over the dregs.

She gripped my forearms just as tight. “Tell me what’s going on.”

I shook my head. “Promise me you’ll run.”

“I will, but you . . .” She pinched her eyes shut, and when she opened them, tears trickled down her face. “I have a feeling Kinart’s death is wrapped up in whatever you’re planning today. I also have a feeling that I could pin you to the floor and poke you with a dagger and you wouldn’t tell me anything else.”

“You’re right.”

“Then you promise me one thing.”

“If I can.”

“Survive whatever’s coming. I’ll never get over Kinart’s death.” She pressed her fist against her chest. “I hurt so bad, Tempest. I always will. But just like I’m going to find a way to live for whatever future the fates throw my way, you need to promise you’ll live as well. Like you said, neither of us can bear to lose anyone else.”

“I’ll try. That’s all I can say.” Damn, but I’d try to live through this.

She tugged me into her arms, and we held each other, two lost souls who’d found each other again if for only a brief time.

“Ladies?” Brenna called out from the sitting area. “Where are you? Tempest, that bird is here. He flew in with the staff bringing my tray of tea, and he’s carrying something in his beak. It looks nasty.”

Reyla’s eyes shadowed. “I’ll pour her tea while you take Drask back to your room.”

“Thanks.” I hugged her again quickly before stepping back and opening the door. “Remember to run,” I whispered as I strode back into the sitting area.

Drask flew over and landed on my shoulder.

I crooked my head to the side to see what he was holding in his beak.

A tiny, bleached-white finger bone.
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“Ineed to leave,” I croaked. “For . . . For a moment.”

“Yes, do take that bird back to your suite and make sure it remains there.” Brenna took a sip of her tea. At least she’d stopped crying—for now. “Contain it somehow. I don’t want it flying about during the . . .” She swallowed hard. “The wedding.”

“I’ll be back soon,” I said, flitting to my suite.

Drask held the third pixie gift. Triisa must’ve given it to him, knowing he’d bring it to me.

I didn’t want to see whatever vision this bone would reveal, but she said I must. Settling on one of the sofas in the living area, I tucked my feet beneath me.

Drask hopped off my shoulder, landing on the nearby table. He looked up at me, cocking his head, before dropping the bone onto the smooth surface. With a caw, he flew to his perch. He stared out the window while I grimaced at the bone.

I dragged a folded flooferdar blanket off the back of the sofa and wrapped it around my shoulders. Chills shook my frame, and my teeth rattled in my head.

Time crept along, and I still couldn’t make myself touch that tiny, wretched bone. Why did I fear this one so much? I hadn’t chosen to dive into the visions the others held, but fear hadn’t tracked through me on dagger legs then, not like it did now.

This one would be more personal. I knew it. Did I truly want to see?

“Fuck it,” I hissed.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I reached forward and snatched up the tiny bit of bone.

It sucked me in like the others . . .

I didn’t find myself inside anyone else, but I recognized the location.

This was the stone dungeon where Vexxion’s mother was tortured, where he was forced to watch as she cried out and took her final breath. Where . . . I sensed I was about to see the conclusion of the macabre scene.

I knew in my heart that what I viewed here would change everything.

His mother hung from the wall like Vexxion had not long ago. All color had left her face, and her exposed, tortured skin told me she had been dead for some time. Only her lovely, long red hair remained as a reminder of the beautiful woman she’d once been. The mangled remains of her body clung to the wet stone wall as if the king had finished with her and tossed aside the knife.

As if he’d forgotten all about her before the blade clattered on the floor.

Like when Ivenrail brought Vexxion to the dungeon to teach him a lesson, he hung from manacles fixed to the wall opposite his mother, his gaze staring at the floor blankly. He’d watched as he was made to do, but now that her body had finally found some sort of peace, he was allowed to look away.

Just a boy, I hissed.

Just a boy. The words ricocheted around in my mind.

His slender frame appeared too fragile and broken, and he was suspended high enough his feet couldn’t touch the ground. He wore only a pair of pants. Even his feet were bare. Such a frail chest; it barely moved with his breaths.

I wanted to free him. Hold him. Tell him things would get better.

But would they? That might be a lie.

Ivenrail strode into the cell, stopping in front of Vexxion, holding a knife in his hand. He kept slashing it back and forth, passing it from one hand to the other, each pass making yet another cut. On my right, a brazier smoldered, the metal platter on the top shimmering with red coals. Tongs hung from the side, ready to be used to lift a burning ember for the ongoing torture.

He’d already killed Vexxion’s mother. What else did he need to do?

Break Vexxion. Only then could he mold him into the man he wanted him to be.

Vexxion had told me this. He’d shared what he could of what happened. Seeing this, experiencing this . . . I wasn’t sure how his mind had survived.

“Wake up.” The king poked Vexxion with the tip of the knife, driving it into Vexxion’s forearm deep enough to draw blood. Redness dripped, joining in with his mother’s blood congealing on the floor.

Vexxion lifted his head. The scars he carried today were branded into his chest, a network of scarlet puckers coiling up and around his neck. Marking him forever as the king’s new toy.

“Do you know where she is?” Ivenrail asked. “Your mother refused to tell me.”

“Who?” Hearing Vexxion’s little boy voice gutted me. He was so small. So defenseless.

Ivenrail sighed. “You might not know. It would be just like her not to tell you.” A quick gouge, and the king severed Vexxion’s pinky finger at the last joint. The digit fell to the floor. Such a tiny thing. When it hit the stone, it didn’t make a sound.

Neither did Vexxion. His only reaction was the deepening hatred in his eyes as he glared at the king.

Ivenrail scooped up the bit of skin-covered bone and placed it in the pocket of his fine black tunic intricately decorated with equally dark embroidery.

He wore black because it masked the blood.

Vexxion’s mother’s blood.

Vexxion’s little boy blood.

“What’s this?” Ivenrail flicked Vexxion’s hair. “Getting old already, boy?”

A white streak had appeared in his hair.

“I guess it doesn’t matter. I know just where I’ll place the treasure you’ve donated,” Ivenrail said in a jovial voice. “Your sacrifice is duly noted, my son. I’m a collector of things like this, among others. Did you know that?”

Bile surged up my throat. Could I vomit in a vision, or would it gush from me inside our suite? I swallowed it back down. If Vexxion could face this without releasing even a whimper, and him only five fucking years old, how could I do anything else but stoically watch this unfold?

“I’ve nearly finished with you, my boy. You’ll be delighted to hear that, I’m sure. Only one more thing to take care of and guess what?” Ivenrail chuckled, a low, grating sound that scraped across my bones. “I’m going to free you. I’m afraid you won’t be allowed to leave the castle. Training awaits your every waking moment. Your Uncle Camus has agreed to work with you. I’m sure you’ll enjoy that. I think . . .” Ivenrail frowned before his face cleared. “Yes, I have a use for you. Plenty of training along with a few reminders of what happens to those who try to betray me. I suspect by the time you’re grown, I’ll own you, but there’s no harm in making sure.”

He was being punished because his mother refused to do whatever it was the king demanded.

Share her secrets? Vexxion had learned from a master, but she’d been his mother.

Ivenrail had stolen Vexxion’s boyhood. His mother’s life. Annexed his court. And “trained” him for years.

But he had not broken the man I loved.

I girded myself, waiting for the king to cast the spell that would keep Vexxion from wielding the blade himself. After all, I was brought here to see it happen.

I would seek vengeance for Kinart’s death.

I would make the king pay for draining my fellow Nullens.

I would remove Ivenrail’s head for what he did to the man I loved.

Ivenrail strode over to a small chest near the brazier. He lifted the wooden lid and tugged out a simple cloth bag made of dingy gray fabric, opening the top as he strode back to stand in front of Vexxion. “The Lieges craft these for us. Did you know that? It’s been so long, I’m not sure anyone remembers but me. You could say it’s their special skill.” His grim smile faded. “I’ll never trust you. Your mother made sure of that. But this will make sure you behave.”

He ripped something out of the bag and thrust it toward Vexxion.

Vines.

Vines.

Writhing vines that sunk beneath the skin on Vexxion’s neck, that bound him to one high lord alone.

The king chuckled as the collar sunk deep into Vexxion’s flesh, forcing him into a life serving one master.

This couldn’t be true. The rules stated that a high lord could only claim one person at a time.

He’d collared Brodine. I saw it. I felt it all the way to my bones.

What evil despot ever follows the rules? someone said in my mind. A chill wracked through me, and I gulped back horror. The voice was not Vexxion’s.

It was not mine either.

Who is this? I snarled.

There was no reply.

The world around me ebbed and flowed, and while Vexxion whimpered, I was wrenched back to the sitting area in our suite. I collapsed on my side, yanking the blanket around my shivering frame, though I knew whatever warmth the fabric gave me would not stop my quaking.

This was why Vexxion made me promise never to enter the king’s bedroom. He didn’t want me to discover this final truth.

And oh, how horrible it was.

“No,” I whispered, then said it louder, harsh and sharp enough to make Drask startle. “No!”

Ivenrail was not following the rules laid out in the treaty, but that was a paltry thing compared to what I now suspected.

Some rules were set in stone long before Ivenrail rose to power. Only one of them concerned me at this moment, the one related to the master and the person they collared.

The king wouldn’t care enough about this one to find a way past it.

I’d stabbed Delaine in the heart and shoved her off the cliff, killing her.

And at that moment, Will died.

When I killed the king, Vexxion would die as well.
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Standing near the arch and to the king’s right inside the throne room, I dug at the back of my neck and struggled to keep a bland expression on my face.

Brodine had arrived along with other Nullens, and they stood off to the side like stoic sentinels. A few discreetly peered around the room, taking in the flowers strung on strands across the ceiling, the captured sprites generating sparkling light, and the creamy fabric draped artfully along the walls. Gone was the throne room where the king dispensed his heavy hand of justice, replaced only for today with the fixings for a brutal ruler’s wedding.

While Brodine had not risen to the surface and continued to stare at nothing, I could tell Tempest had found him. The spell worked well. No one knew he was no longer collared except me.

There was no fifth collar for my neck, though I’d tried.

While pain coursed across my throat, I was thankful that her friends had a chance of living the way they were supposed to.

Madrood had been brought in through the large door along the wall the king had crafted for this purpose. He rested on his haunches near the dais, looking as unamused about the pageantry as me. Who did the king plan to burn today?

High lords and ladies dressed in their finest had settled in seats on either side of the aisle behind me. Their titters and the low murmur of their voices rang out, echoing across the ceiling. Used to being entertained at all times, they were getting bored already.

“Where is she?” Ivenrail asked High Advisor Adwarin who’d wormed his way between me and the king. I hadn’t protested him taking the spot reserved for the king’s controller.

My controlling days were over. Soon, the plan I’d put into place when I met Tempest would begin. Now I was just a puppet on strings waiting for the true master to arrive and control me.

“I’m not sure, my king,” the high advisor said.

“Someone fetch Brenna,” the king barked. “It’s time for the wedding to begin.”

One of the high ladies fainted, tumbling off her seat, landing hard on the red carpet swirling down the marble-tiled aisle. Her fae companion jerked from his seat, lifted her, and placed her back in her chair, pinning her upright with an arm across her chest. Her head lolled, but as long as she didn’t disrupt the event any further, she would not draw Madrood’s attention.

I closed my eyes but only for a moment. I wanted to reach out to Tempest one last time. To touch her. Hold her. Love her. Tell her in every way I could that she was treasured above all others.

Our time had flown, and we’d arrived at the turning point that would send her on the path I’d crafted not long ago.

She’d walk alone on the path, and the thought of that tore through me. I hung by one hand on the wire stretching across that imaginary cavern, and my grip was slipping.

The king grumbled and huffed.

“She can’t flit, Your Highness,” the high advisor whispered, overly loud in the starkly cold room. The audience remained silent, wise to the fact that one wrong move could draw the king’s—and Madrood’s—attention. “I’m sure her ladies will bring her to you soon.”

“Make sure you grab her when they do,” Ivenrail hissed for his advisor’s ears alone. “Hold her so I can finish draining her when this is over.”

“You won’t need her after that, Your Highness, but I . . .” High Advisor Adwarin’s conniving gaze caught mine. “I would be happy to take what’s left.”

“You can have the rider when I’m finished,” Ivenrail snapped.

The high advisor jerked his head in a tight bow, his face blazing pink with excitement.

Did they not remember that I was present?

A lovely arch festooned with ribbons and flowers, the kind of thing a woman like Brenna would adore, stood in the lower section in the room. The elder who’d perform the ceremony, dressed in a black formal robe, shifted his feet, glancing from the audience to the king, then back again.

Musicians waited in the far-left corner, holding instruments poised to be blown or strung upon the moment Brenna appeared. To anyone looking in from the outside, we were prepared to conduct the glorious wedding of the king to his favored lady.

The guests were about to receive an unwelcome surprise.

The door opened at the end of the aisle, and the guests craned their necks to watch. A few stood, as was appropriate when the bride entered.

Kerune strode through the opening instead, continuing down the aisle while the tall doors banged shut behind him. He walked over to the king and whispered something I suspected I needed to hear.

“Yes, you’re right. It’s past time,” Ivenrail said.

For one moment, my heart paused.

When the king turned his sly gaze my way, my heart turned to stone.

A flick of his finger, and I was wrenched toward the wall. I hit the stone hard enough to drive the air from my lungs.

Just like when I was five years old, manacles wormed their way through the wall, snapping around my wrists and ankles.

As I hung suspended, trying to draw on the power constricted by the collar a mad man had placed around my throat, that same mad man left the pretty arch and strode over to stand beneath me.

“I thought you’d learned long ago,” he snarled. His head tipped back, and the rage filling his face consumed me. “Did you think I didn’t see your plan all along?”

He bound me with power he’d drained from me.

I couldn’t speak.

I could barely breathe.

And I could do nothing to protect my fury.
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We finally got Brenna to stop crying and took her down to the throne room, waiting outside while someone gave the signal that she’d arrived.

Drask flew behind us, and thankfully, Brenna didn’t appear to notice. Or, if she did, she no longer cared. He landed on the back of a bench nearby and watched us, his head tilting one way, then the other.

We stopped in front of the huge wooden doors, and while Reyla fluffed Brenna’s dress, I blotted her eyes. No one would think much of a bride’s tears; they’d assume she was overcome with joy. But streaked cosmetics would only make her look garish.

As if such a thing mattered.

We’re here, I told Vexxion. Let the game begin.

My hand shook, and my heart kept flinging itself around inside my chest. A mix of excitement and anticipation surged up my throat, and it was all I could do to swallow it back. I’d worked hard to get to this moment.

Soon, Kinart. Soon.

I’d kill his murderer with the blade Vexxion would place in my hand, and my friend could then rest in peace. Maybe after that, things would improve for my fellow Nullens.

May the fates give me the strength to see this through. May they protect me. And may this plan succeed.

One of the guards cleared his throat before they opened the tall wooden doors. Music swelled inside the throne room, lilting through the opening in a pretty tune that was a sharp contrast to what would happen in a short time.

Reyla gripped Brenna’s shoulders and stared into her eyes. “You look lovely. You’re the prettiest bride I’ve ever seen.”

Brenna sniffed and jerked out a nod.

When Reyla stepped back, I gave Brenna a quick hug, taking care not to crush her dress or flowers. “You can do this. We’re proud of you.”

Reyla nodded, her gaze seeking mine. She was as worried about this as me, though for a completely different reason.

“You’re right. I can do this,” Brenna whispered. Her bleak gaze skated back and forth between Reyla and I. “Thank you. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” Her chin stiffened, and resolution filled her eyes. She sucked in a breath and while it sagged out of her, her spine remained straight. With a nod, she tightened her grip on her bouquet and sedately walked into the throne room.

Reyla and I followed, ensuring her dress flowed beautifully behind her.

As we paced down the aisle with light music lilting ahead, I heard the flutter of Drask’s wings as he entered the room. When they stopped, I assumed he’d found a perch where he could watch.

I kept my gaze lowered, though I took in all the fae lords and ladies dressed in their finest from the corner of my eye. They stood on either side of the aisle, huffing and whispering about Brenna. A few sneered, but that was to be expected. Others smiled and a few wiped away tears.

The king waited beside the arch at the end of the room with the high advisor and Kerune standing to his right. An elder dressed in a pristine black robe watched us through rheumy eyes as we made our way toward the king.

I didn’t see Vexxion, but he had to be here somewhere.

Finally, we reached the end of the aisle.

Brenna walked slowly over to stand beside the king. Reyla and I arranged her train before taking our places on her left. My fingers twitched at my sides. I wanted to pull a blade if only to draw comfort from it. I hated being unarmed.

Silence eclipsed the room broken only by the shuffle of the fae lords and ladies as they settled in their chairs, plus Madrood’s low growl from the side of the room.

I couldn’t believe the king would have a dragon at his wedding.

The elder cleared his throat. “Welcome. Welcome, my friends.” His gaze scanned the room before landing on the soon-to-be-wedded couple, the warm smile he gave them creating a mockery of what was about to come. “We gather at this glorious moment to bring together two who must never be parted. Brenna Marella Abelesk, daughter of King Abelesk of the Nullen Territory and Ivenrail Puledeir Levestan, high lord of Bledmire Court as well as the fair and just king of all of faerie. May the fates bless them today as we celebrate their union and the joining of our two kingdoms.”

A low murmur from the fae caught my attention, but I didn’t look their way. I was too busy trying to keep my teeth from chattering. I couldn’t wait for Vexxion to change me from this silly dress to my leathers, to feel the security of my blades strapped to my sides he’d place there at the same time.

The elder spoke about their love for each other—how trite—plus the importance of maintaining a relationship of respect. As if. The king planned to drain everything wonderful from Brenna soon, leaving only a shell of her former self behind.

Finally, the elder moved onto their vows. I watched with a polite expression on my face as they each spoke, and I was proud of the strength in Brenna’s voice. She didn’t want to be here, and she didn’t want to wed Ivenrail, but she was going through with what everyone expected of her.

When they’d finished, he had them hold hands. “If you will ignite the candle to symbolize your union.” He gave each of them a slender, lit taper and gestured to the large candle sitting on a small table behind him, moving out of the way for them to step closer.

Their tapers dipped forward, and the candle’s wick caught, bursting into a beautiful blue and lavender flame that made Reyla release a low gasp. The flame flickered and dipped as the elder took their tapers and extinguished them, then gestured for the couple to step backward, into their original places.

The elder lifted his arms and his voice. “I pronounce you wedded. Congratulations, Brenna and Ivenrail. Ivenrail? Please, kiss your new wife and solidify your marriage.”

Ivenrail turned Brenna in a gentler way than I’d anticipated and placed a chaste kiss on her lips. Her hands quivered at her sides, not rising to touch him.

“Done,” Ivenrail said with a smirk. He took Brenna’s hand. She tried to tug away, but his grip tightened to the point she winced. I doubted the guests noticed, but I was standing closest to her. “Come.” His face wreathed with excitement, he urged her around the arch and up the stairs to the top of the dais where two thrones waited, one smaller than the other.

To the side of the dais, Madrood rumbled and released smoke from his nostrils. He watched, not moving toward the king.

Reyla and I followed Brenna, as did the high advisor and Kerune, taking their places to the right of Ivenrail’s throne.

I didn’t like how the two men appeared more interested in me than in what was about to unfold.

Ivenrail urged Brenna to sit in the smaller throne, and she did, gazing up at him with a mix of curiosity and speculation.

As I moved over to her right to stand beside her, Ivenrail’s gaze landed on me. I swore I read a smirk in his eyes. Turning, he faced the audience while guards lifted the arch and moved it over to the side of the room, clearing the path for the high lords and ladies to watch the next event.

“Guests,” Ivenrail said. “I do thank you for joining us today for this glorious moment. Before I place the crown on my lovely bride’s head, making her my queen, I have a short ceremony to conduct.”

His hand swept out and the floor shimmered between the dais and the audience. The image of wood peeled away, revealing tile swirling with a pattern I recognized from the Claiming cave. Seeing the image brought back the memory of Vexxion lying so still on the tiles I thought he was dead.

Trust. Trust. Trust. Vexxion held back secrets, but I’d trust he had a way not only to save himself but Brenna when the king died.

I had to believe that, or I’d fall apart.

With a snap, Ivenrail turned, stalking back over to Brenna, who looked up at him with growing trepidation.

“What’s . . .?” Her voice quavered, and who could blame her? She expected to be crowned then escorted to the formal dining room to enjoy the meal the kitchen staff had been preparing for days.

But he had told her he’d collar her after the wedding.

Vines snapped out of the floor, whipping around her legs and arms, pinning her to the chair. I’d expected it, but I still jumped. My mind was dragged back to when it happened to me.

Her panicked gaze met mine, but before I could say anything, more vines snaked around her forehead and jerked her head back against the gilded chair hard enough we all heard the crack.

She cried out and struggled.

“Stop whining,” Ivenrail barked.

She suddenly stilled, gazing up at him with complete adoration. What had he done to her?

I looked for Vexxion. We’d have to act soon. The Claiming wouldn’t take long, and I wasn’t going to stand here while the king drained her.

How were we going to kill Ivenrail without murdering Vexxion?

I didn’t see Vexxion in the room. If he hid with his threads, I’d still be able to find him.

Where are you? I asked, determined to hold strong. Determined not to cry out his name.

Something was wrong because he did not reply.

A worm of terror bored deep beneath my skin, seeking something vital.

My flesh crawled.

My heart ticked. Ticked. Ti . . . cked.

Brenna bucked on the throne, sharp groans erupting from her throat, yanking my attention back in her direction. She was fighting his spell, but it was already too late.

With her whimpers puncturing the world around us, he magicked a collar into the air. It coiled around his wrist in a serpent’s embrace. I cringed, unable to send Brenna reassurance with my eyes.

He stepped between her bound thighs.

She looked up at him with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Ivenrail. What’s going on? Please, help me.”

His low chuckle rang out, and his hand thrust forward, his thumb almost delicately touching her forehead. The vine in his hand left his wrist, seeking Brenna, undulating in the air until it made impact with her head as well. It coiled around and wavered toward Ivenrail, gently touching his face before plunging back to smack against her throat and encircle her neck.

Her breathing jerked in and out as the collar sunk deep, binding her to the gruesome fae king.

The low murmur from those watching was punctuated with spurts of glee. They were enjoying this. But most of them had collared their own Nullen. They’d seen this before. They delighted in viewing the pageantry of this moment all over again. It was a welcome part of their lives, not only a chance to gain a servant from those who’d fled their kingdom long ago, but a way to gain access to a Nullen’s bittersweet magic.

The vines sunk deeply, fusing with her skin. Blood trickled down her throat, plopping onto her pretty gown and splattering on her lap.

Her fingers twitched where they lay bound to the arms of her throne.

This was going too fast. I’d lost what little control I had over our plan, such as it was.

Vexxion!

Ivenrail leaned close to Brenna, whispering something I couldn’t hear above the jerking of her pretty shoes on the floor and the rising joy of the crowd.

A flick of Ivenrail’s finger, and Madrood stalked closer.

Brenna started screaming.

OceanofPDF.com


56


VEXXION
[image: ]


The king released me from the wall, exposing me to view.

Only a few fae ladies yelped to see me slump to the floor in their midst. The rest gazed raptly at Brenna while the king started to drain her.

I rose to my feet and staggered down the aisle, teetering when I reached the open area between the crowd and the dais.

Madrood stalked toward me but turned, his attention falling on Brenna, who continued to scream.

Ivenrail paused, and his head tilted, before he pivoted to glare at me, his thumb still locked to Brenna’s forehead. “What did you do?” He flitted and landed right in front of me, latching onto my arms. Hauling me to my feet, he shook me.

I drew power and sent it at him, but other than a flinch, he didn’t respond. I wanted to keep blasting him, but it would be a waste. Collared, I couldn’t cause him significant harm.

I’d lied. So many lies. It was all I could do to keep track of them myself.

Ivenrail used magic to cut me in the back of the legs, and I plunged to my knees.

“Vexxion,” my fury cried. She left Brenna and leaped off the platform. She raced over to me, wedging her body between me and the king.

With a flick of his finger, he flung her to the side. She hit hard, and a groan ripped up my throat. I channeled all my power into a barrage, whipping wind through the room, sending lightning and rain down on the guests. I did all I could to keep the king’s attention away from where Tempest was slowly rising to her feet. To keep him from noticing the flick of my hand that sent the final collar at Brenna. It wrapped around her throat and killed the other.

Still pinned in the chair by the vines, she gasped, crying as she stared around the room with wide eyes.

A snarl tore up Tempest’s throat as she stalked toward us.

Don’t, I said to her. Please. Don’t. Not yet. Soon.

Would she listen?

With a snap of my power, I blocked her from my mind before she could reply.

“Where is my brother, Camus?” Ivenrail snarled. “What did you do with him?”

“I’m afraid . . . he has been detained.”

“Damn you!”

Tempest faltered, her gaze flinging to the high advisor and Kerune still standing beside Ivenrail’s throne. They grinned, savoring what they knew was coming.

The king was not going to release his controller after the wedding. He was going to kill me now.

I stiffened my spine and struggled to my feet.

“How dare you touch him?” Another blast of Ivenrail’s power to the back of my legs sent me down onto my knees again, the skin splitting from the impact. I bit back my howl and looked him in the eye, dragging up a sneer.

“Is that all you have?” I drawled.

His hand snapped out, his thumb hitting my forehead hard enough to fling my head backward.

Pinning my head with his other hand, he drained.

And drained.

And drained.

He sucked in more power than he ever had before. I sensed he wouldn’t stop this time. After all, with Kerune as his new enforcer and in charge of the dregs, he no longer had need of a controller, now did he?

To my right, my fury twitched, drawing my eye.

She was love personified. Her beauty eclipsed the moon. Her smile outshone the stars. In her eyes, I found endless skies. In her voice, a gentle stream's murmur. I longed to savor the joy I felt when I was with her until I drew my last breath.

I imprinted her image in my mind because I feared when this was over, I’d no longer remember.

Vexxion, no, she wailed, breaking through the walls surrounding my mind. Please. I need you.

Wait. Wait. My second word came out weaker, and I despised myself for sounding this way when I’d done all I could to remain strong.

If she attacked him without the weapon, he’d kill her. I had to hold on until he let go and was distracted long enough for her to reach me.

Would she still feel love for me when this was over?

I struggled to hold onto the last bit that made me the man she loved, but with Ivenrail’s thumb still grinding against my forehead, his mind sucking away the last of my power, I feared I couldn’t hold on.

He drained me.

More. So much more.

When he’d burned me in his dungeons, I’d screamed. I was a boy back then, a child who’d been forced to watch his mother be tortured. She’d died before giving Ivenrail what he wanted: access to the Court of Lydel. In that, she stole his chance to cement his rule over all of faerie. He stole our magical core, but she held just enough back to keep him from claiming it all. That was why I was able to slowly siphon it back. A sacrifice made by a woman who loved her son above all others, who loved him despite who his father was.

Moments before she died, she spirited the dagger into the room. I’d kept it hidden all this time.

It was time to show Ivenrail I was as strong as my mother.

“I give you nothing,” I cried out, my voice wrenching through the room.

He jerked his thumb away from my forehead and shook his head. “You give whatever I ask for.” Pivoting, he stalked back up onto the platform, approaching Brenna. She gaped up at him with tears in her eyes and screams jerking up her throat.

His thumb thrust against her forehead again, and she shuddered, her screams coming to a halt as if he’d made the vines tighten around her body again, some encircling her neck to cut off her air.

Fuck, how I tried to remain upright. My gaze sought Tempest’s and the fear and hope there made everything inside me wrench sideways.

She still believed in me.

If only she knew.

Now. I toppled onto my side, landing on the hard marble floor. Even with this, I didn’t whimper. I didn’t groan. I held everything inside just like my mother had so long ago.

With Ivenrail occupied trying to drain Brenna, and the high advisor and Kerune urging him on, Tempest rushed over, dropping to her knees beside me.

I scrambled to drag together enough power for what I needed to do, magicking my family blade into her hands. Magic hid it from everyone, even us, though she and I could feel it and it could deliver the final blow.

“Do it,” I growled. “My mother . . . infused this blade with her blood. Before she died. I did . . . too. Today.”

My last task this morning. Only our combined blood could generate the magic needed to hide it.

No. Vexxion, no.

“Do it. You’re . . . ready. Brenna’s . . . safe. I . . . removed her collar.” I found the strength to reach up and stroke her face one last time. “I love you. Have from . . . moment I met you. Always. Always.”

“You planned this all along.” The bitterness in her words stabbed through me. “You knew what would happen. You knew, and you didn’t tell me.”

“Face your . . . destiny.”

I can’t murder you, she said, her very heart coming through in her words. If I kill him, you’ll die.

How did she know?

I went to the king’s room, she said. I touched your finger. I saw, Vexxion. I saw! If I kill him, you’ll die, and I can’t do that.

Do it. Please. End this for us both.

Don’t you see? I love you. I can’t go on without you.

Fury. My Fury. I love you.

Everything was slipping away. Clouds rushed in, enveloping my mind. The king had taken too much.

I couldn’t keep myself in this world much longer. The ether called, eager to drag me away.

All I wanted was to look at my fury one last time.

One last glance.

One last touch.

And then—
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The light winked out in Vexxion’s eyes. He breathed. He lived. But the glorious, wonderful man I’d fallen in love with was gone. Stolen by the ether.

Stolen by Ivenrail Levestan.

He’d captured the villagers and drained them.

He’d killed anyone standing in his way, even my brother, Kinart.

And now he’d stolen Vexxion from me.

Tightening my grip on the invisible blade, I rose to my feet.

Chaos erupted around us, lords and ladies flitting from the throne room or running down the aisle. They shoved open the doors at the end and fled out into the enormous foyer. Brodine hovered near the throne, staring passively into the air.

Madrood stalked close to the dais, cracking tiles with the thunder of his clawed feet. Enormous, he towered over everything. Unchecked fury blazed in his eyes. Would he blast both Vexxion and I at Ivenrail’s command?

Ivenrail reeled away from Brenna and spun to face us with shock cratering his face. “Brenna is not the heir. She’s not the Lydel heir! The taste is right but also wrong.” He flitted to Vexxion and grabbed the front of his tunic, lifting him into the air, shaking him while his head flopped. “Where is she? Where? Tell me right—”

I raced toward Ivenrail, my grip snug around the blade.

High Advisor Adwarin flitted, thrusting himself between us, and I gouged my arm upward, driving the blade into his wretched hide, piercing his belly. As I tried to yank it out, he slithered to the side. The blade wrenched free, and I lifted it once more. I flung myself onto Ivenrail’s back and brought the knife down hard. It skidded near his ear, slicing across his scalp. His skull was too hard to drive my blade deeply.

His eyes. I’d go for his eyes.

I wouldn’t kill him, but damn, I’d make sure he didn’t have a mind left to do anything again. My friends had proven that someone could live without their mind, and he could too.

As long as he lived, so would Vexxion.

Gurgling and snarling, he flung me off, dropping Vexxion at the same time.

Vexxion slumped on the floor, unconscious.

I landed hard on my back and skidded across the floor before scrambling to my feet. I drew in power. More. So much I could feel my skin shimmering with its might.

With a flick of his finger, Ivenrail froze me.

I gasped, struggling to jerk in a breath while he wrenched the blade from my hand and tossed it toward the wall. It landed with a clatter, and Vexxion’s magic left it, making it appear on the floor.

I twitched my finger.

The knife hitched toward me, jerking across the tiles, but it was still too far away for me to grab.

Ivenrail spun and hauled Vexxion up, holding him at eye level, shaking him again. “Where is the true Lydel heir? You promised to deliver her to me but you—”

The high advisor flitted over and whispered in Ivenrail’s ear; his sly gaze locked on me. He clutched his belly, but he’d already stopped bleeding. It would take more than a stab wound to kill this fiend.

He’d insisted he’d find out what I was hiding. What had he discovered?

Ivenrail’s head snapped around, his gaze landing on me. “There you are.” He dropped Vexxion and sauntered toward me while the man I loved toppled onto the floor. “Did my son truly believe he could mask you from me? I knew there was something different about Brenna. Something different about you.” He stopped in front of me, his slimy gaze drifting down my body.

He yanked up my skirt, exposing my left thigh, and stared at the scars that had networked my skin from the time I was little. “They sliced off your mark and burned you, didn’t they? Poor wretched Nullen who never was a Nullen.”

No, Brenna was the Lydel heir, not me. She had the mark. She was Vexxion’s—

“What’s this?” Ivenrail asked in a jovial voice. He latched onto my arm and wrenched it up in front of his face.

I gaped at the symbol that matched Vexxion’s—no longer magicked because he didn’t have the ability to mask it to protect me.

“His fated and bonded mate? He thought he could hide the Lydel heir, who also happens to be his fated and bonded mate, here within my castle.” Leaning close, he snarled in my face. “He thought he could take what has always been mine!”

This couldn’t be true. I . . .

But it was.

I’d been called Tempest for all of my life, but I’d known it wasn’t my real name.

The words spoken by the Liege before I killed him filtered into my mind.

“Seek and you shall find your future and your past,” he’d said.

“I know who I am,” I’d barked, much too confident.

Only now did I truly see.

My mother and Aunt Vera hid me, dumping me, yes, leaving me at the fortress, though not until they’d made sure no one would discover the mark that would identify me as the Lydel heir. All these years, I’d thought no one loved me, that I was abandoned, when instead, they’d done all they could to protect me.

“We’re not the only ones, and neither are you.” The Liege’s words had slithered around me, scraping through my skin, stabbing deep.

I’d thought he spoke in riddles, that there were no true clues in his words.

Neither are you . . .

I was Brenna.

And Brenna was Layla. My younger sister.

When they found Brenna, she kept repeating what they thought was her name, but just like I was looking for her—my Layla—in the vision, she was looking for me—Brenna—when they found her in the garden.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zayde slink up onto the dais. He rushed to Brenna and with a wink, they flitted from the throne room.

My sister. All this time, I had a sister, and I never knew.

“I should’ve seen this,” Ivenrail marveled, unaware that his bride had been stolen. He slammed his thumb against my forehead. “Give me Lydel’s core power and with it, your throne.”

I tightened the guards on my mind, covering them with stones, a thick forest, and every thorny shrub I could haul in my direction.

He barraged my mind, slamming his mental fists into it, sending bits of my thorn bushes flying.

“Such a puny thing you are,” he crooned, pushing his strength harder, shattering trees I struggled to replace. “And they call you the Lydel heir?” He pressed his face close to mine. He made my eyes lock on his. “Give me that power, rider. It belongs to me.”

Reyla leaped off the dais and raced our way, her hand lifting.

“Let go of her,” she snarled, shooting out with the magic she’d driven into her finger. A bolt of white lightning surged into Ivenrail’s face and blasted upward, raking across the top of his head.

He reeled backward, his hands slapping his hair while it crackled with smoldering magic. Spinning, he flung himself away from us, rolling before coming up to a crouch. A flick of his finger, and his hair no longer flamed. Rage burned across his features, turning his skin scarlet.

With his hands fisted at his sides, he stalked toward us.

Our death shone in his eyes.
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Reyla shoved me. “Run.”

“No.” I struggled to gather enough magic to fight Ivenrail, but the level of my well had dropped, and I could barely reach far enough down to scoop it up.

Ivenrail pointed at Reyla, and she was wrenched away from me, flung into the Nullens standing to the side of the dais. They tumbled onto the tile in a mass of flailing limbs.

The king grabbed my arms, shaking me.

A roar shook the very air.

He paused, his head tilting.

Madrood rumbled closer, his claws clicking on the tiles, his heavy footsteps thundering around us. He loomed behind the king, his lips peeling back to reveal long, deadly fangs. Flames coiled and snapped within his red gaze, and smoke poured from his nostrils.

“When you’re dead, Brenna will be the Lydel heir. I collared her, which means I can find her anywhere.” Ivenrail’s lips curled up, and he stepped to the side, pointing at me. “Kill her, Madrood.”

The furious beast sucked in a deep breath.

I flung myself to the side.

Flames blasted from Madrood’s mouth, but they didn’t churn toward me.

“No!” Ivenrail flitted to the dais.

Madrood’s fire roiled across the floor where the king had been standing. It winked out, leaving the tiles blackened and the taint of scorched stone in the air. He pivoted to face Ivenrail.

“Madrood,” Ivenrail snarled. “What are you—”

Madrood blasted fire directly at Ivenrail.

The king flitted again, joining the high advisor and Kerune, who’d backed against the wall to get out of the way.

Madrood turned toward them. He tipped his head back and shot fire at the ceiling, dragging the flames down toward the three fae men.

The high advisor and Kerune flitted, disappearing from view, leaving the king staring in shock and horror at the beast he’d taken into his hands the moment it hatched.

I needed to grab Reyla, Brodine, and Vexxion, and flee this place. Killing the king could wait. In the uproar, we could escape, regroup, and form a new plan, one that would include Vexxion, because there was no way I was going to leave him behind.

Something told me I needed to stay here a little bit longer, however.

I walked along Madrood’s side, stopping by his left front leg with curled talons longer than my forearms.

The blade Vexxion gave me lay on the floor, and I scooped it up, tucking it into the waistband of my gown.

Madrood’s head curved toward me, and I braced myself to be burned where I stood, but he only nudged me in the side with affection.

When I touched his snout, a shock went up my arm. Something snapped between us, and I knew.

Yes, little one, he intoned in my mind.

I was the Lydel heir.

I was Vexxion’s fated mate.

And I had bonded with Madrood, the king’s fierce dragon.

“Subdue him,” I hissed, pointing at Ivenrail. “Don’t kill him, because we need him alive.”

Madrood’s lips curled back in a gruesome smile. His head snapped around and he sucked in air so fast, my hair was lifted to spike around my face.

He shot a blazing red and orange tunnel of flames toward Ivenrail.
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Ivenrail flitted from the room.

Madrood roared with frustration. He shot flames where Ivenrail had been and scorched up the wall, reaching the ceiling and blazing across it, catching everything he touched on fire.

“Stop.” I placed my hand on his side, and his fire cut out. He curled his head around again to bump me with his snout, shooting sparks down the front of my dress. I quickly patted them out before he accidentally lit me aflame.

What do you need, little one? he asked in my mind.

We need to get out of here.

My back is yours. My will is yours. Command me.

This was going to take getting used to.

“Tempest.” Reyla raced across the room and hurtled herself at me. “Get away from that beast before it kills you.”

“He won’t. He’s . . . mine.”

“What does that mean?” Her face cleared. “You read that book I found before the Claiming.”

“I didn’t cast the spells.”

You sang them, Madrood said. An unusual way of bonding, but it worked.

Maybe I had. I couldn’t remember exactly what I’d sung while I was with him.

Reyla peered up at Madrood. “I can’t believe you stole the king’s dragon.”

I never belonged completely to that fiend, Madrood said. But I now belong to you.

I couldn’t quite fathom that.

“We need to leave,” Reyla said.

“You’re right.”

We only had a brief reprieve. Ivenrail would regroup and come after me soon. The next time, he’d make sure I didn’t get away.

“I’ll grab Brodine,” Reyla said, waving to where our friend stood near the wall.

“Take Glim. Meet me and Vexxion near the aerie.”

“We’re leaving, right? Flying away from this horrible place.”

I nodded. “Only for now.” I glared at the smoldering castle around me. “I’ll be back.” I tipped my head back. “You hear that Ivenrail? I’ll be back, and when I come for you, you’re going to die.”

“Brodine,” Reyla said, hurrying over to our friend. “We’re leaving.”

I dropped down beside Vexxion, placing my head against his chest. He lived. He breathed. And I was going to save him.

He’d gotten those collars somewhere, and there had to be more.

I couldn’t lose him. The thought of going on without him ripped through me like a white-hot blade, slicing through everything in its path.

Lifting Vexxion onto my lap, I wrapped my arms around him. I flitted, settling us on Madrood’s back.

We flee, the dragon said.

Can you take us wherever I ask?

Of course.

While Reyla led Brodine from the room, I urged Madrood toward the enormous door in the wall.

Grab that bag, I said.

He lifted it in his fangs and tossed it up to me. I snatched it from the air and secured it to my spine.

One blast of Madrood’s fire, and the door disappeared. Fresh, clean air swept inside, but it would take more than a gust of wind to cleanse this place.

It felt like forever since I’d ridden a dragon yet, at the same time, it felt like only a moment ago.

I secured my hold on Vexxion with magic and whispered by his ear. I love you. I know you can hear me. I’m not giving up, damn you. You’re mine, and I’m going to find you no matter where you roam.

I gathered power and sent it into him with the spell. I’d do it over and over again until I was exhausted, but the moment my well had refilled, I’d start all over again.

There was no end to what I’d do for this wicked fae man. My love. My bonded mate.

A nudge in his side sent Madrood scrambling out through the big opening. Once he was free of the building, I gave him the signal to fly. He burst from the ground, his wings snapping out.

As we soared over the aerie, I didn’t look back at the castle.

I’d chosen my path, and nothing would make me veer off it.

Glim flew from his stall with Brodine and Reyla. What surprised me the most was seeing Airia riding a pale blue dragon behind them.

“I’m coming with you,” she shouted to me.

“Won’t your lord be angry?”

“Fuck him.”

Ha. Yeah. Fuck him.

“You’re welcome to join us,” I said.

We guided our dragons across the valley, putting the castle behind us.

“Where can we go?” Reyla cried out, her arms around Brodine. He appeared to be helping maintain his seat.

“South,” I bellowed above the gusts of wind driving their way across the valley and up the steep cliff to slice across the castle.

“What’s south?” she asked.

“Lydel Court. My court.” Chills raked up my spine. “We’re going to break the curse and free Lydel.”

“Wow,” she said, her eyes shining with the same hope blazing in my heart.

I stroked Vexxion’s neck and tightened my arm around him. “I’m going to free the man I love.”

He’d always believed in me, and now, I believed in myself.

“And then what?” Reyla asked.

Finally, I looked back over my shoulder at the castle. It stood starkly, like stone fangs jutting up between two jagged mountain peaks. One day, I would turn it into a smoldering ruin.

I lifted my chin and bellowed. “I will be back. And I’m going to kill you, Ivenrail!”
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