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For my readers.

You deserve a lover

who will die for you.

Never settle.
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A CROWN OF CURSED HEARTS


A woman determined to forge a better future. A fae lord bound by magical chains to the wicked. A kingdom that must surrender to the past in order to begin anew.

Vexxion and I have escaped Bledmire Court, but the king and his minions hunt us. It’s all I can do to remain strong. The man I love is bound by magic to those who are determined to break him, and my childhood friend still wanders within the wasteland of his mind. If I don’t free them soon, I’ll lose them both forever. My goal to avenge my brother’s death seems as impossible now as it was when I first started.

But I’m no longer the uncertain dragon rider who left a border fortress to seek vengeance. I’m strong. Conniving. Ruthless.

The final battle looms. With unveiled secrets ripping across my soul, I will find a way to rise above my sorrow.

I will claim my crown.

And with a mighty blade in my hand, I will end the rule of the wicked fae king forever.

This I swear on my cursed heart.

A Crown of Cursed Hearts is Book 3 and the conclusion in the Kingdom of Blighted Thorns trilogy and is told in dual point of view. Expect spice, suspense, a fearless, determined woman, and a fae lord who will burn the world down for her.
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VEXXION
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The king released me from the wall where he’d pinned me, masked me, and I fell to the tile floor of the throne room, biting back my groan. I hadn’t cried out when he dealt my mother the final blow, and I would not do so now.

Rising to my feet, I staggered down the aisle until I stood in the open area between the wedding guests and the dais where the monster who called himself my father stood in front of the chair where he’d pinned his new bride, Brenna. After grinding his thumb against her forehead, he reeled backward, spinning to glare at me. “What did you do?”

So much more than he knows. My cryptic laugh erupted from my throat. His collar cannot control everything.

Ivenrail stomped toward me.

When he dropped me to my knees with his magic, Fury cried out and raced toward me, thrusting herself between us.

He flung her aside, and she rose from the floor, slashing through the room, whipping him and the guests with her power. She was beauty personified. She brought quiet joy to my soul. Without her, I’d cease to exist.

He knocked her down once more, storming toward me.

As I’d hoped, he watched me while she got to her feet. A flick of my hand sent the final collar to Brenna. It wrapped around her neck, freeing her from the one Ivenrail had recently placed to control her.

Ivenrail snarled at me about his brother, Camus.

My feral smile grew wider.

His hand snapped out, his thumb hitting my forehead hard enough to fling my head backward. Pinning me with his other hand, he drained my power.

And I let him.

Come for me. Let me distract you while my love, my fury, takes you from this world forever.

Vexxion, no, Fury wailed, breaking through the walls I’d built around my mind. Please. I need you.

Wait. It will be over soon, love. Soon.

I struggled to cling to the last bit of what made me the man she loved, but with Ivenrail sucking down all of my power, I couldn’t hold on.

Before he took what little I had left, I needed to show him I was as strong as my mother.

“I give you nothing,” I cried out, my voice wrenching through the room.

“You give me whatever I ask for.” Pivoting, Ivenrail stalked back to Brenna, thrusting his thumb against her forehead. She shuddered and screamed. I wanted to help her. I had to help her. But I . . . couldn’t.

Now, I called out to Fury. With a guttural groan, I toppled onto my side, landing hard on the marble floor. Even in this, I didn’t whimper. I didn’t groan. I held everything inside just like my mother had all those years ago.

Tempest rushed over, dropping to her knees beside me.

“It’s time,” I growled. “Before she died, my mother . . . infused our family blade with her blood. I did . . . too. Today.”

No. Vexxion, no.

“Brenna’s . . . safe. I . . . removed her collar.” I found the strength to reach up, to stroke her face one last time. “I love you. Have from . . . the moment I met you. Always. Always.”

“You knew what would happen. You knew, and you didn’t tell me.” If I kill him, you’ll die, she snarled.

Fury. My fury. I love you. Please do this for me.

Everything was slipping away. Storm clouds rushed in, enveloping my mind. The king had taken too much.

I couldn’t pin myself to this world much longer. The ether called, eager to drag me into its sweltering embrace.

All I wanted was to look at my fury one last time.

One last glance.

One last touch.

And then—
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I was gone, yet I wasn’t. Moving my limbs felt like too much effort, but I could somehow . . . see.

With my family blade in her hand, my storm, my fury, lurched to her feet. Chaos erupted in the throne room, fae lords and ladies crying out and fleeing.

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!”

Not quite true, but close.

He flitted to me, shaking me.

I was there—and I wasn’t.

Fury leaped onto Ivenrail. Yes, kill him. End this, please. He knocked the blade from her hand, but she drew it close again with her endless power.

Ivenrail lifted and shook what was left of my faltering carcass. “Where is the true Lydel heir? You promised to deliver her to me but you—” His head snapped around, his gaze landing on my fury.

So, he’d finally figured it out.

Releasing me, he rushed over to her and yanked up her skirt, exposing the scars on her left thigh, all that was left of her Lydel mark. I’d known who she was from the moment I felt her back at the fortress. My fated mate. Mine to love for a lifetime.

The Lydel heir—my betrothed.

Ivenrail slammed his thumb against her forehead. “Give me Lydel’s core power and with it, your throne.”

No.

I dragged myself back from whatever was trying to haul me away and cried out. I must help her.

Drask squawked and smacked his wings against Ivenrail, but he swatted the bird away.

Reyla raced toward them, her hand lifting, shooting a bolt of white lightning into Ivenrail’s face. The power blasted upward, raking across the top of his head but not stabbing within. Damn wards. He was a master.

He reeled backward, his hands slapping his hair as it crackled with smoldering magic. He pointed at her, flinging her into the Nullens standing to the side of the dais.

Do. Not. Hurt. Her.

Do something! I cried out.

Madrood rumbled over to loom behind the king, his lips peeling back and flames snapping and coiling within his red gaze. The furious beast sucked in a deep breath. Flames blasted from his mouth, churning toward Ivenrail, who flitted to the dais.

“Madrood,” Ivenrail bellowed with a mix of rage and dismay. “What are you—”

Madrood tipped his head back and shot fire at the ceiling, dragging the flames down toward the king, Kerune, and the high advisor.

Fury, my glorious, amazing mate, walked over to stand beside Madrood, her hand gently resting on his thigh.

I held on, because I had to . . . see.

Yes, little one, the furious beast of a dragon intoned in our minds.

She’d bonded with the king’s dragon, and because we were fated mates, I could speak to him as well. I’d been able to do so since the moment I met him.

Before the flames could reach him, Ivenrail flitted from the room, leaving only fear and chaos behind.

Madrood roared and sent fire to where Ivenrail had been, but it was already too late.

The time to end this would come, but it wasn’t this moment.

“Stop.” Tempest rubbed the ferocious beast’s leg.

What do you need, little one? Madrood asked. My back is yours. My will is yours. Command me. I now belong to you.

Get us out of here, she said.

Her words echoed around me.

She was safe—for now.

If only I could hold on . . .
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“We fly south,” I shouted to Reyla and Airia as our dragons fled across the valley below King Ivenrail’s castle. We’d escaped, and I was sure he’d regroup and come after us soon.

Drask clung to my shoulder, leaning against the side of my neck to avoid most of the wind’s resistance.

“We’re going to Lydel?” Reyla asked.

“Ultimately, yes. We’ll sleep at Weldsbane tonight.” As tempted as I was to fly until we reached the dubious safety of my court, I didn’t dare risk traveling after dark. Weldsbane felt like home. Sanctuary. A place where I could reconnect with Vexxion.

Our beasts flapped their wings in a furious rhythm, and my heartbeat thudded along with them. I’d intended to kill the king today—until I discovered that killing him meant I’d also murder Vexxion, the fae lord I loved.

Ivenrail wouldn’t stop until me and every person I cared for was dead. I’d not only stolen his precious dragon, Madrood, I’d bonded with the mighty beast, something unheard of for so long, most in faerie had forgotten such a thing could be done.

Even worse, I’d taken the son Ivenrail desperately wanted to mold in his own image.

I still couldn’t get over what I’d recently discovered. Vexxion was my fated mate, and I was Brenna, the true heir to Lydel Court. The fluffy princess of a woman I’d called Brenna, the adopted heir of the Nullen king, was my younger sister, Layla. I had family, and I might never see her again. Zayde had stolen her from Ivenrail’s throne and flitted her to a safe place. If he was wise, he’d keep her hidden until this was over, no matter what the outcome.

Reyla clung to Brodine who sat in front of her on Vexxion’s dragon, Glim. He stared forward blankly, and a mix of rage and sorrow stormed through my veins. I’d destroyed the collar binding him to Ivenrail, and I’d blasted my friend with power multiple times, hoping to draw him back from the ether. So far, he hadn’t emerged.

Would he ever do so, or would I lose him like I had Kinart, the brother I’d mourn until my dying day?

I held my love, my Vexxion, in front of me while guiding Madrood with my knees. My magic was good for keeping him in place, if nothing else.

As we flew above a vast, grassy plain with the sun hot on my spine, I pressed myself against him, feverishly whispering the freeing spell that had worked on the creatures trapped within picture frames inside the castle. It worked for Reyla, and it would work for Vexxion and Brodine. I’d never stop trying.

It was all I could do to keep my heart from sinking into a bottomless void. I bit back the cry of grief and fury that kept roaring up my throat. My heart was a useless, vacant thing, and a piece of my soul had been ripped away with his loss.

What awaits you in Lydel? Madrood asked in my mind.

I’d not only bonded with this glorious beast, I could talk to him like I had with Vexxion. I suspected Madrood would stand as my shield until Vexxion could once again take his place by my side.

I hope to find a place where I can breathe long enough to figure out what I must do. I sense it only exists there. Would Aunt Vera be waiting? After I freed her from the painting, she said she needed to leave to prepare. For my arrival or something completely different?

I’m going to claim Lydel’s core of power, I said. Only then will I be strong enough to return to Bledmire Court and kill the king.

If you feel you must go there, then that’s where I’ll take you, Madrood said. They’ll welcome you.

Or else, I felt the words he didn’t say.

He dipped his head and kept flying, his sharp gaze scanning the world around us, seeking threats.

All my life, I was told Lydel was cursed, that its people had been turned to stone. Could I free them and talk them into joining my army? Who was I to do such a thing? I was a dragon trainer. A rider. And fae, another notion I was nowhere close to accepting.

I needed to muster a battle force if I hoped to survive what was coming. Ivenrail would not attack me alone. High Advisor Adwarin would ride by his side, as would Kerune, the king’s new enforcer. Only this morning, I’d witnessed Kerune killing at least thirty Lieges. He’d done it to seize control of the dregs, the feral beasts who hunted us. The feral beasts who may have been gifted with wings by Ivenrail.

Some might call me foolish for continuing to fight him. They’d say I should keep flying until I’d crossed the vast sea below this continent, that I should continue onward until I reached a place where no one knew me. I could live in relative safety there while the king feverishly searched for me, gnashing his teeth when he didn’t find me.

But he could track Vexxion with his collar; he was probably tracking my lover already.

Lydel is my past and my future, I told Madrood. As is Vexxion. We were betrothed when I was little. I’d loved him almost from the moment I met him. I’d never dreamed that I’d find someone I was destined to love until my dying day.

Vexxion had kept many secrets. He’d shared what he could, but he’d held back too much from me. I understood why. He’d walked a fine line to protect me at all costs, and the final sacrifice he’d planned was giving his own life to ensure Ivenrail died.

We left the vast plain behind and flew through the narrow passage where my dragon, Seevar, was killed on our way to Bledmire. The high advisor’s daughter murdered him that day, but I’d found my revenge when I stabbed her and pushed her off a cliff. Her death would never bring my dragon back, but I’d found justice.

Vexxion shifted in front of me, and when he released a groan, my heart came to a halt before shivering behind my ribcage.

Vexxion. I tightened my arms around him, leaning my face against his back, drinking in his scent. Vexxion?

He didn’t reply. When he first spoke to me in my mind, I was appalled. I thought he would roam through my thoughts that too often focused on him, that he’d lay waste to my soul, but he hadn’t. Now I’d give anything to hear him speaking to me like that again.

When we passed over the area where Seevar had fallen, I didn’t look down. If I let grief past my walls, it would swallow me whole.

That was when I heard subtle sounds behind me.

Reyla looked backward and her sharp cry rang out. “What the fuck?”

The second bone dream vision was upon us.

A small pack of dregs flew furiously toward us, their clawed hands extended, and their fangs bared. They screeched, their harsh cries gouging my skin.

Kerune flew his dragon above them. When he caught my eye, he lifted his sword and pointed the tip right at me.

“Faster,” I shouted, and our beasts picked up speed, darting through the rest of the channel. We’d pass over a vast forest beyond with no place to hide. If we could reach Weldsbane, Vexxion’s wards should protect us, though only long enough for us to regroup and figure out how we’d reach Lydel without leading the dreg horde to our only potential sanctuary.

Hold tight, Madrood shouted in my mind. He swooped down toward the forested valley and leveled off, his claws nearly smacking against the canopy. We have to outfly them.

Was that even possible?

Drask squawked but held on, his claws digging into my shoulder. He leaned against my neck, nearly fusing himself to me.

Shooting ineffective glares at Kerune, I snarled my lower lip with my teeth while holding Vexxion’s family dagger snug in my hand. What I’d give for a sword right now. Leathers instead of the infernal dress I’d worn to the wedding.

Actually . . . A flick of my power, and I magicked myself into the leathers Vexxion had packed in the bag. That, I wrenched off my back and secured to the spike jutting up between Madrood’s shoulders.

No matter how hard I tried, however, I couldn’t magic a sword into my hand.

“More speed,” Reyla cried out, shooting terrified looks over her shoulder. “Can you dress me in leathers? I’m useless in this crappy dress.”

I tried but while I’d easily stripped off Vexxion’s clothing in the past, I couldn’t do anything for my friend.

At least Vexxion had included my sheaths and blades in the bag. I sent one of them to my friend and wrangled to secure the others to my thighs.

A glance behind showed Kerune and the flying dregs had narrowed the gap between us. We still had a long flight before we’d reach Weldsbane and the safety of Vexxion’s wards, though I wasn’t sure his magic would hold them back long even if we could breach them.

I had to do something now, but what?

A blade whistled past me and glanced across Madrood’s neck scales.

Kerune cackled.

The next would score a direct hit.

Before the knife could fall into the thick vegetation below, I sent it flying toward Airia, and she snatched it from the air. I didn’t know if she knew how to use it, but any weapon was better than none.

Something impacted with Madrood behind me, and I gaped at the dreg whipping back and forth as it clung to the dragon’s tail. Despite Madrood flying up and diving down, the dreg held on, its feral gaze locked on me. Its claws snapped forward to find purchase as it crawled up Madrood’s tail.

He released a guttural snarl and flung his tail out to the side. Twisting his head around, he shot flames at the dreg. Its wings caught fire, but it kept coming, stretching out its arms one after the other, spiking them through Madrood’s scales to maintain its grip.

While Madrood roared in pain, his blood flew through the air.

I’m on it, I told him. Don’t make any sudden moves.

“Fly, Drask,” I called, and he left my shoulder and shot toward the forest below.

After casting a spell to keep Vexxion pinned in place, I scrambled to my feet and spun, making my way carefully across the dragon’s back to the base of his tail.

A war drum had taken over my chest, and adrenaline surged through my veins. Every muscle screamed as I struggled to maintain my balance on the dragon darting this way and that.

Spying me creeping toward it, the dreg snarled and flung its claws out to climb faster. Its wings no longer burned, but these beasts were feral; it wouldn’t care if it could fly or not.

My ragged breath came in desperate gasps, feeding the fire of survival burning inside me. I leaped, driving my body into the dreg with my blade slashing out the moment I made impact. Cold sweat drenched my skin while icy fear coiled tight around my guts. I released a guttural cry and stabbed my dagger into the dreg’s eye, my hand slipping on its body fluids as I pressed my dagger all the way to its brain.

Its grip on Madrood loosened, and it slid toward the tip of the dragon’s tail, dragging me along with it.

My throat tightened, forcing jagged breaths as my pulse hammered in my ears. Each heartbeat sent jolts of fear through me. It was one thing to fight dregs on the ground. Mid-flight? Totally new territory here.

As the dreg tumbled away from Madrood, hauling me toward certain death, it released me only to claw out, gouging lines down my arm. The sting bit into me, and I stifled a groan as the beast dropped into the canopy below.

Flitting, I landed behind Vexxion and sent magic into my arm, slowing the bleeding.

Do not do that again, Madrood snarled.

Too late. Two dregs flung themselves onto Glim’s back behind Reyla. She jumped to her feet and slashed out at the first, nearly decapitating it. When Brodine started to slip sideways, she latched onto his shoulder.

The second dreg used her distraction to scramble toward her. I flitted, arriving between it and my friend, landing hard enough to make my thigh spasm. My hands trembled, and a chill slithered down my spine despite the heat generated by my exertion. I felt raw and exposed, and I needed to end this before it was too late.

The dreg’s wings fluttered as it flung itself up into the air. It twisted and came down on top of Reyla, knocking her into Brodine. She jerked to the side, hauling him along with her.

They slipped off Glim and plunged toward the forest.

Flitting, I caught them before they impacted with the canopy, taking them back to the dragon’s back, where I left them. With my arms outstretched, I hobbled along Glim’s spine and grappled with the dreg, finally impaling my blade in its eye, ending its life.

Airia stood on the back of her dragon, wrestling with a dreg determined to bite off her head. It was too close quarters for me to risk flinging a knife to kill it.

Another dreg scrambled up Madrood’s tail. He slashed the limb through the air and darted his body up and down like a serpent, trying to dislodge the monster. I flitted onto the creature’s back and drove my dagger into its spine, twisting it. As it lurched off Madrood and toppled toward the forest, I flitted to Airia’s blue dragon and raked my blade across the dreg’s wings, shredding them. When I shoved the beast off her dragon, it could no longer fly and spiraled toward the ground.

Gripping her arms, I studied her face. “Are you alright?”

She swiped her hair back and feverishly nodded. “Yup. Fine.” She peered around. “More are coming!”

Kerune cackled, his dragon flying high enough above us I couldn’t ensure accuracy with a thrown blade.

“Keep your knife handy,” I told Airia. Another flit took me to Madrood’s back, where I settled behind Vexxion. I pressed my thighs against those of the man I loved, rubbing away the ache in my left. I needed this moment, this tiny bit of contact with him. I bared my teeth. “Get us away from them, Madrood!”

Hold on. He zigzagged through the air, dislodging the dregs scrambling to grab his tail and making me so dizzy it was all I could do to maintain my balance and flood Vexxion with magic to hold him in place. The other dragons followed, putting distance between us and the remaining dregs. For a moment, I took heart.

“Kill them all,” Kerune bellowed, and the last dregs dove toward us.

Fuck him.

A dreg peeled off to challenge Airia, and she swiped out with her blade, severing one of its wings.

“Kill, kill,” Kerune chanted, his voice a roar above the shrieks of the remaining dreg.

The other dreg landed hard on Glim’s tail and started scaling its way toward Reyla and Brodine, digging its claws into the dragon’s hide. She sprung to her feet and met it before it could reach Glim’s hind quarters. She gouged it with her blade, holding her own.

Time to end this permanently.

Don’t drop Vexxion, I warned Madrood as he leveled out. I didn’t wait for his reply but flitted to Kerune’s dragon, landing squarely behind him.

With a grunt, I drove my dagger into his spine.

A guttural roar jerked out of his throat, and he sprung to his feet, my dagger still deeply embedded in his back. His movement wrenched it from my grip, and I scrambled for one of my sheathed blades as he latched onto my arms and wrangled with me, trying to toss me off the dragon.

I swiped out with my bad leg, knocking him off his feet. He landed hard on his back on the dragon’s spine, driving my dagger deeper. Unadulterated rage filled his eyes. With a flick of his finger, he used magic to pull out the dagger and sent it hurtling toward me.

I snatched it from the air, then limped toward him while he sprung to his feet once more.

He grabbed onto my arms, and holding me tight, flung us off his dragon.

My chest tightened, and I sucked in jagged breaths as my vision narrowed to tunnel-like focus. Every nerve ending felt electrified, prickling with dread. As we spun toward the canopy, my sweat mingled with my blood on my skin, stinging and sticky.

I smacked my palm against his jaw, snapping his head back and bringing out his groan.

We spiraled through the air, me trying to drive a knife into his throat, him plunging his forehead against mine. The blows made flickers dart every which way in the corners of my eyes. I gathered magic, yanking it up from my well and flung it at him, unsure what spell I cast along with it.

He froze, his tortured gaze meeting mine.

He released me, and I flitted to Madrood’s back, relishing the sight of Kerune disappearing into the thick, piercing branches below.

His dragon shot toward Madrood, ramming into the beast’s flank, lurching me sideways. Vexxion slid from his seat, and only a quick snap with my hand held him in place.

Madrood’s fire hit the other dragon, and with a snarl, it flung itself to the side and flew toward where Kerune had fallen. Slowing, it flapped its wings in a furious rhythm, hovering above the area.

I wanted to believe Kerune was dead because there was not much I craved more than eliminating an enemy. But the wretched man flitted from the forest, landing squarely on his dragon’s back.

The look of hatred he sent me scorched my skin like no fire could ever do.

With a sly smile, he sent a dagger flying.

It hit Airia squarely in the chest.

Her eyes wide with horror, she latched onto the hilt and gaped at me. Blood erupted from her mouth, and she fell off the dragon, tumbling down to smack into the canopy.
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My heart lurched up into my throat. I leaped off Madrood and flitted to where I’d seen Airia fall.

I found her draped across a broad limb, her arms and legs dangling, her body . . . shimmering? No, that couldn’t be right. With my arms out at my sides to maintain my balance, I toddled along the branch and crouched down beside her, placing my hand on her shoulder. “Airia. Airia?”

She moaned and shifted her body.

Alive, but his blade had hit her in the chest. I needed to get it out and see what I could do to save her. I was no healer, but with magic, there might be a way.

I gently rolled her over and stared down at her chest. No blade. No wound.

“Airia?” I croaked.

Her eyelids fluttered, and when they slid open, she stared around with puzzlement on her face. “Where are we?”

“Are you alright?”

She sat up and rubbed her head. “Sure. Why are we sitting on a branch?”

“Kerune threw a knife, and it hit you in the chest. You fell off your dragon.”

With a gasp, she pawed at her chest. “I’m not hit. I’m not hit.”

“Let me see.” I peeled back her cloth tunic and peeked beneath, finding no wound. Had I been mistaken? Maybe the hilt hit her, and my eyes played tricks on me, telling me it had hurt her when it only knocked her off her dragon. But the blood coming from her mouth . . . Had she bit her tongue?

“I don’t see anything.” I shook off my confusion. “You’re sure you weren’t hurt?”

“I feel fine.”

“Then we need to get back to the dragons. Don’t let go.” Tightening my grip on her hand, I flitted, landing us on her dragon where she settled.

“Where’s Kerune?” she shouted, staring around wildly.

“They flew toward Bledmire.” Reyla’s horrified gaze meeting mine. “How’s Airia?”

“I’m uninjured,” Airia said. “I’m perfectly fine.”

“Then let’s get out of here.” I flitted, landing behind Vexxion, and wrapped my arms around him, placing my cheek against his back.

Will he be back? I asked Madrood.

He’d be foolish not to try again.

Then take us as fast as you can to Weldsbane.

Our dragons pelted the air with their wings, flinging themselves above the forest.

I kept looking back, but Kerune didn’t return.

“Are you going to tell me what those things were?” Reyla asked with a frown. The sun lingered on the horizon, stabbing bloody red and brittle orange spears into the sky, giving her blue eyes an umber cast in the fading light.

Drask flapped his wings hard nearby, keeping an eye on both me and the world around us. If he saw anything, he’d sound the alarm.

“Ivenrail gave dregs wings,” I said.

Her sneer rose. “Well, he sucks. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was going to. I just haven’t had time.”

Shaking her head, she grumbled. “Are you going to tell me how he did it or just let that slide as well?”

I shrugged. “With magic stolen from us Nullens.”

“You’re not Nullen.”

“In my heart I am.” And that was where it most mattered. “You don’t care that I’m fae, do you?” Surely, she wouldn’t hold this against me. I hadn’t picked my parentage. I’d defended Nullens all my life.

Back at the fortress, we’d been raised to hate the fae.

Grunting, she turned her gaze forward.

Great. Just great. I’d rescued her from the ether only to thrust her into a situation as dangerous as the one she’d left behind. Some might argue that I’d put her in even more danger. Inside Ivenrail’s castle, she’d lived with a semblance of protection. Out here, she’d be hunted.

Are you and the other dragons alright? I asked Madrood, peering back at his wounds that appeared to have sealed over already.

We’ll recover when we rest tonight.

Can I do anything?

Nothing we can’t do for ourselves.

Good. I allowed my body to slump. My left thigh ached horribly, and I rubbed it, trying to massage away the pain.

Only when I spied Vexxion’s mother’s estate—his court—in the distance did I release a ragged breath.

I swore the ward coated my skin as we passed through it, like we flew through a membrane that allowed us to pass, then resealed behind us.

The three-story stone structure had been built in a big open meadow. The last dregs of sunlight slanted across the tiled roof, glinting like a beacon of dusk-filled hope. Vexxion had only lived here for a short time, but it was the home of his heart.

It had become the home of my heart because he was here with me.

There’s an aerie built into the cliffs beyond the estate, I told Madrood. You and the other dragons can stay there. I’ll make sure you have food and water, and I’ll check all your wounds.

I told you we can heal ourselves.

I want to help, I croaked. Is that alright?

His heavy sigh rang out.

You need grooming. Care and attention.

Give your mate that care and attention. We’ll be fine by ourselves.

You’re sure?

He just grumbled.

If he’d agreed to let me help him and the others, I’d find the strength to do it, but I was going to be busy enough as it is. With no staff at the estate, we’d have to do everything for ourselves. But we wouldn’t be here for long. One night’s rest, and we’d leave. I didn’t know how long it would take to reach Lydel, and we’d have to cross a watery channel after we left the main continent to get there. Even then, it was anyone’s guess if even a bit of security awaited us, since the island remained covered in a thick mesh of thorny vines.

I’ll collect you from the aerie in the morning, I said.

I will not be penned, not even by you, little one, Madrood said gruffly, as if he injected an apology into his words.

It had never occurred to me that our dragons saw themselves as captives, though I can’t imagine why it hadn’t. We caught them as they slipped from their eggs. We kept them close as we trained them. We encased them within tight mesh while we worked them harder than ourselves.

We never gave them the freedom they might crave.

I saw you lying in your stall, staring past the barrier to the valley beyond. I don’t want to pen you, I said.

Longing. Always longing. All of us.

To fly free?

To mate with who we choose, not one chosen for us. To foster our eggs and be there when they hatch. To raise them with pride. His snarl ripped out. To be able to say no. I’ve done things . . .

I saw what you did the day I arrived at the castle. Had he enjoyed burning the fae man?

Dragons have not always been beasts of burden for the fae. Long ago, we lived only with each other, not subject to the will of whoever exerted harsh control over us.

You speak of Ivenrail.

He made me do things. I’ll never forgive myself.

How did he control you? I asked.

With magic.

Ivenrail was incredibly powerful if he could force this magnificent beast to do things he hated. Can he still control you?

Our bond broke the ties he secured around me.

You’re free, then. I won’t hold you back. I’ll find a new way to reach Lydel.

It doesn’t work like that.

I feel like I removed the noose he placed around your neck only to replace it with my own, I said.

A bond goes both ways. You sought it even if you didn’t realize you were doing so, and I accepted it within my heart.

You can still have your freedom. I won’t make demands on you. None. Not one.

And that’s why I allowed the bond to form between us.

With Vexxion still lost to me, Reyla sullen, though she must know I couldn’t have kept Kerune from attacking, and no idea what our future held, I didn’t think my heart could be twisted any farther. But it gave way to my sadness, molding itself into yet another form that would leave lasting scars. How could I shove off the pain our dragons had lived with for multiple generations?

I stiffened my spine and added this burden to all the others. At Weldsbane, if you fly free . . . How could I name it? After what he told me, I couldn’t ask him to remain with me.

Allow us our freedom wherever you travel. We won’t go far. For too long, we’ve been creatures with clipped wings and suppressed wills.

Much like Nullens collared by the fae, only in this instance, I’d become one of the perpetrators of the crime.

Just as the time has come for the powerless to rise up and rip off their bindings, he said, so it is time for the dragons.

The powerless truly exist? Shock poured through my voice.

Of course they do.

Wow. What do you know about them?

Less than you.

Tell me.

He said nothing more.

As we traveled closer to the estate, I lifted my chin and pinched away the sting in my eyes. You don’t need to stay with me at all. My voice cratered with the words.

I didn’t mean that. He swooped lower, approaching the front of Weldsbane estate, lifting up in preparation to land on the lawn. Do you think I bonded with you only to flee your side when you need me most?

You don’t owe me anything. We’re not game pieces on a Wraithweave board.

In many ways we are. Who’s to say that there aren’t hands lifting us, putting us into play?

This isn’t a game?

Isn’t it?

It couldn’t be. This was my life and that of my friends.

Someone once told me the wraith has the final say. Had Brodine said that? I believed so.

And no one plays the wraith. The wraith plays itself.

There are only two players in each game, one sitting on each side of the board.

Are you sure?

I was.

Wasn’t I?

If not the wraith, who else could be playing? I asked.

Those determined to ensure a specific outcome.

The fates?

I swore he shrugged.

You’re the golden dragon, I said. The one I’d seen on the board in Ivenrail’s sitting area.

I beg to differ. Insult came through in Madrood’s voice. Leave it to me to antagonize another of my few remaining allies. My scales are silver, not gold.

Gold is beautiful. My heart wrenched sideways at the memory of Seevar.

Silver is the best color. He landed lightly on the lawn in front of the manor.

Perhaps the Wraithweave dragon was symbolic. Vexxion was my shield, and my three defenders were Reyla, Brodine—if I could bring him back to us—and . . . Airia?

I needed to watch her. She’d been friendly every time I worked with her inside the castle’s aerie, but she could have an ulterior motive for coming with us.

The others settled on the ground nearby and slid off their dragons, peering around. Drask landed on my shoulder and fluffed his wings before resting them along his sides.

“This is the seat of Weldsbane Court, Vexxion’s court,” I told my friends. “We stayed here after the Claiming, before we went to the castle to prepare for the wedding.”

“And to get ready to kill Ivenrail,” Reyla said dryly. “You set out to do that back at the fortress, didn’t you?”

Biting down hard on my lower lip, I nodded.

She huffed. “You could’ve shared your plan. You didn’t need to hold it back from me.” Her head tilted and the sharpness in her eyes cut deep. “Did you think I’d tell or fall apart if I knew?”

“I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

“The lack of knowledge about your plan was what nearly killed me.” Her gaze left mine, focusing on the deep grass beneath her feet, and her voice lowered to a bitter whisper. “And that’s what gnaws on me the most.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” An acknowledgement of my apology, but not forgiveness. Not yet.

I wanted to fume, to tell her I didn’t need her, that I had too much to handle already without dealing with her snit. What I needed most was a friend, not another enemy. But she was right. I’d messed up. “I’ll fill you in from now on.” Vexxion held things back from me, and I was equally mad when he did it. I hoped she’d forgive me like I had him.

“Thank you.” Ice could form in her voice.

I held Vexxion and flitted to the grass beside my friends. He remained on his feet, but the way he stared forward blankly hit me like a dagger in the throat, stealing my air.

Reyla appeared ready to slash me with a blade.

Airia watched us with a speculative gleam in her eyes.

Brodine remained as blank as Vexxion.

How could I do this without them?

The strength I’d gained over the past weeks kept wavering, and I didn’t like that I couldn’t get a firm grasp on my resolve. I’d been torn from the shelter I’d found in Vexxion’s arms, and I floundered.

This would never do. For now, my friends looked to me to lead this stumbling venture, and I couldn’t let them down even if I was willing to do so with myself.

“The dragons will fly to the aerie,” I said. “But we won’t shut their gates. We also need to remove the mesh keeping them from flying wherever they please.”

“We’re supposed to let them fly alone?” Reyla’s eyebrows lifted, and I looked away from the concern in her eyes. “If they’re not locked in their pens, they’ll leave and never come back.”

“Madrood said they won’t.” And that was good enough for me.

Her gaze flicked to the mighty silver beast who glowered at her from not far behind me. Would there ever come a time when I’d be the one flicking my finger, telling him to burn someone to ashes in front of me for some supposed insult?

I wasn’t Ivenrail. This I knew in my heart. But if I was going to defeat him, I had to be equally deadly.

Biting down on her fingernail, Reyla reluctantly gave me a nod. “We’ll trust you in this.”

A small gift I’d hold tight in my hands.

Thank you for bringing us here, I told Madrood.

The dragons took flight, soaring up over the manor and aiming for the aerie.

“Hunt if you wish, Drask,” I said, and with a caw, he flew toward the forest. At least he knew his way around the estate. He’d find my bedroom window open later.

“I’ll make sure the dragons have food and water.” Airia stared after them. “If you’ll point me in the right direction, that is. I don’t know where the aerie is.”

I gestured. “Follow that path through the woods to the cliff on that side of the estate. You’ll see the main building there. It’s much like the one at the castle, only smaller. We have no staff here. Vexxion and I managed on our own.”

“Does that mean there are no guards?” Reyla asked, thankfully in a civil tone. “Who’s going to make sure Kerune doesn’t send flying dregs to attack us while we sleep?”

“Vexxion’s wards will protect us. It’s only one night. We’ll pack supplies here and leave in the morning.”

“You two should take the men inside and do whatever you need to do to keep them safe.” Airia’s worried gaze landed on Vexxion, focusing on his neck. “Make something to eat, because I’m hungry, and check out the bed situation. I shouldn’t be long.” She scooted away from us with the tension coiling around me and my friend like a metal trap ready to snap closed. Rounding the building, Airia headed for the aerie.

“I’ll cook if you promise you won’t,” Reyla said with a wry quirk of her lips that didn’t remain long enough for me to savor. Her gaze swept from Brodine to Vexxion. “What’s keeping them from leaving? This isn’t Bledmire. They don’t have a map of the building or duties locked in their minds.”

“They’re not mindless. I don’t think they’ll wander.”

“We could lock them in a room.”

“I’m not doing that to them.” I struggled to keep the harshness from my voice.

“We have to protect them.” She tugged on Brodine’s arm, and he peered toward her as if waiting for directions. “He may never wake up. Vexxion either.”

I lifted my chin and met her gaze with flint in my own. “I’m never giving up on them. Never. I’ll keep casting the spell that brought you back and it will work.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“I’m not accepting that as an option.”

She sighed.

I took Vexxion’s hand, though his fingers remained passive in mine. “We’ll keep them with us at all times.” Vexxion would stay in our room with me. I’d remain awake all night if that’s what I needed to do to protect him.

I studied his home, hoping it would keep us safe long enough to rest. Late-day sunlight arced off the front windows, but it appeared unchanged from when I’d left it. “There should still be food in the kitchen, clean bedding in the closets outside the rooms. I can’t believe it’s only been a week.” Too much time had passed since then. The days hung on my shoulders like three lifetimes.

Reyla glanced toward the horizon and a shiver tracked down her spine. “It’ll be dark soon. We should get everything settled before then.” Her gaze traveled to the sky that remained empty. “How long do you think we have before they find a way through Vexxion’s wards?”

“They shouldn’t.” I leaned against his side, wishing his arm would go around me, that he’d stroke my face and place his chin on the top of my head like he’d done so many times. I’d taken his affection as my due, and oh, how I missed it.

“Shouldn’t.” Her lips thinned, and she started to say something but cut herself off, though she only fumed for a moment. “I trust you, Tempest, but we’re on the run now. We’re waiting for you to figure this out, to find a safe place for us where we can breathe and decide what we’re going to do next.”

“I told you I’m going to claim Lydel Court. Then I’m going to hunt down Ivenrail and kill him.”

“Yup.” Her expression only sharpened. “Unless he kills you first.” She nudged her chin toward Vexxion. “As long as he’s wearing Ivenrail’s collar, he’ll lead the king right to us.”
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“I’m going to remove his collar too,” I barked at Reyla. “Long before Ivenrail can track him down.”

Reyla’s head tilted, and her frown deepened. “How will you do that? Do you have more of those vines?”

“No, but there has to be a way.”

“Tempest.” Warning thrived in her voice. “We’re not safe anywhere as long as he’s wearing that collar. And what’s up with that? I thought the fae weren’t allowed to put one of those nasty things on more than one person at a time.”

“Ivenrail found a way around the rules.” All of them.

“He needs to die, the quicker the better.”

I couldn’t tell her this would all work out. We could be dead by tomorrow. But as long as I could draw in air, and as long as I could send power into Vexxion with the hope it could free him, I wasn’t giving up.

“I’m doing the best I can.” I made no effort to hide the croak in my voice. “Please support me. I need you.” Sadness and dismay clung to me, its taste bitter on my tongue. I hated fighting with my friend.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her gaze darting away from mine. “I’m worried about Brodine. About what Ivenrail will do. Back at the castle, my wind was high and all I could think about was escaping. I figured once we were free, it would all fall into place. Now I feel like we’ve begun a long, arduous journey, and we not only have no supplies or a map to give us direction, but that we’re going to be hunted until there’s nowhere left to hide.”

“I feel the same.”

“You must’ve had a plan for what you’d do if you couldn’t kill him at Bledmire.”

“Vexxion expected me to kill the king, knowing he’d die along with him. He must’ve assumed everything would fall apart long enough for us to escape after that. With Ivenrail dead, few would bother to hunt us. Those with any power would be too busy scrambling to claim the throne themselves to worry about coming after the one who’d made it possible for them to ornate themselves king or queen. We would’ve stolen dragons and fled faerie, not stopping until we found a place where we could live in anonymity.”

“Does a place like that exist?” She scoffed. “Instead of leaving a gap for someone like the high advisor or Kerune to fill, we’d be wiser to place our own puppet on the throne.”

My friend always had been a savvy strategist. “You’re right.”

“Do you have anyone in mind?” Her eyes flew to Vexxion. “He’s the heir if Ivenrail dies.”

“He doesn’t want it.” At least, I didn’t think he did. “He only wants his own court here at Weldsbane.”

“And to merge it with Lydel.”

“That would be the natural occurrence.” She knew nothing about what I’d seen, what I knew, and while now wasn’t the time to tell her, she was right. Holding things back from her put her in more danger. “I was born the Lydel heir.”

“I heard that.” She bit down on her lips.

I was grateful she wanted to listen. “My mother hid me. I don’t remember anything before I arrived at the fortress. My aunt took care of that.” Even now, a touch of bitterness tainted my voice. What kind of life could I have had if they hadn’t intervened?

I’d probably be dead.

“How does the king come into all this? He seems desperate to control the Lydel heir—you.”

“He’s trying to steal the core power of all the courts to amass enough energy to rule the world. He stole most of Weldsbane’s core power from Vexxion when he was a child, and he’s close to annexing Riftflame. Lydel was basically the only holdout, and my mother must’ve suspected he’d try to steal the core from her or me.”

“Ivenrail cursed Lydel.”

“That’s what many believe, but I’ve learned my mother laid the curse on her own land to protect me and my sister, Brenna.”

“Who is not actually Brenna.”

“That’s me, I suppose. Her name’s Layla. She was hidden as well. My mother cursed Lydel, and it’s remained enshrouded in thorns ever since.”

“Thorns protecting people turned to stone, from what I heard.”

“If they’ve been turned to stone, I’ll find a way to free them. I’m going to right this. How much of Ember’s Shadow did you read?”

“What I could.” A frown tightened her brow. “It’s funny. Each time I opened it, I read something different, as if the book held things back from the reader. Other times, I only found blank pages.”

I’d seen the same thing. “Did you read about the powerless?”

“They’re the dregs. Probably the Lieges too.”

As I suspected. “We need to break the spell binding them to those forms.”

“And then what?”

“I still have to kill Ivenrail.”

“Don’t leave a gap in Bledmire or it’ll haunt you.”

“I have someone in mind to take the throne.”

I just had to track down Zayde.
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Ilived, if floating somewhere could be considered living. That meant Fury hadn’t killed Ivenrail. Or she had, and I was locked somewhere between faerie and whatever waited for us after we died.

If I was dead, why did the pain and anguish about losing the woman I’d love beyond this lifetime still stab through me like a jagged blade?

I swore I could hear her calling to me, telling me she needed me, that she loved me, that she’d wait forever as long as we could be together again. Yet a vast wall stood between us, one so tall and wide, I’d never be able to scale it.

That wouldn’t do. Nothing and no one would keep me from my fury. Rage burned through me, and I called my threads, lashing them against the wall. I blasted magic at it, even beat on it with my fists. But she remained on one side and I on the other.

“Fury,” I bellowed until my voice went raw and tattered, until I couldn’t find the strength to shout her name again.

I slumped on the ground and peered around, taking in a vast desert stretching around me in all directions. Nothing broke the desolate, scraggly wasteland of sand and tiny rocks and dirt other than a few gray leafless trees pointing starkly toward the sky in the distance and the enormous wall behind me.

An inky sky bled overhead, punctured with what looked like stars, but they couldn’t be. The dim, muted lights felt like dreams unspoken, those whispered by the drained who’d come here before me. Those who were banished to wander this realm forever.

While I’d never been to the ether before, I recognized it from what I’d read, books containing the experiences of those who’d been here and somehow found their way home. Tipping my head back, I leaned it against the wall that felt and looked like stone, but stone could be chiseled. It could be cut away and destroyed.

My magic couldn’t penetrate this blighted substance.

I could still feel her pleading with me to come back, to be with her once again. Her face filled my mind as anguish gnawed at my bones. This desolate place was a mirror of my pain, every bit of the cold, emptiness inside me. This was the man I became without her by my side.

If I knew my fury, and I knew her potential almost as well as my own, she would never stop trying to reach me. She’d cast the spell she’d used with the trapped creatures, over and over until she dropped from exhaustion. And after only a brief rest, she’d try again. She’d keep at it until she had nothing left to give. Even then, she’d scrape at the bottom of her well of power to find more to throw my way.

How could I do anything less than keep trying to reach her?

Rising to my feet, I walked beside the wall, my bare feet sinking into the sand that tried to suck me down into its hot, coarse embrace. I studied the wall as I walked, looking for a crack or anything unusual that might tell me that here, my magic might make a difference.

I found nothing, just smooth stone almost the exact same color as the sand beneath my feet, the same sand that stretched away on my left forever.

I could hear her crying. Picture her arms reaching out to me. If only I could open my eyes and finally see her clearly. I needed to tell her she didn’t need to worry any longer, that I would come back. That I’d never leave her again.

That would be a lie. Even if I could stretch my hand out far enough to touch her, it would slip from her grasp. I was doomed, and only one fate awaited me, the one I’d found here.

A low, blood-red light pierced the horizon, chasing away the vast blackness overhead, leaving only murky desolation behind. It wasn’t a sun. I didn’t believe such a thing existed in this realm, but the light did make it easier to see where I placed my feet.

Things . . . shifted beneath me as I walked. They coiled as if they’d strike, but so far, nothing had. How long before I couldn’t keep going? How long before I gave up and let the ground absorb me?

Then, I’d become one of the lights peppering the heavens overhead.

Never. Giving up wasn’t in me, or I would’ve sunk into that void long ago.

I kept walking. I’d do it forever. The wall would end. I’d find my way around it and to her and then—

I spied something ahead and to my left, pinched on the edge of the wasteland far enough away it could be a mirage. It might be something sent to blind or confuse me. Yet it could be real. I sensed this.

I also sensed I needed to travel there if only to satisfy my curiosity.

Leaving the wall wasn’t drawing me away from my need to reach her. No force ruling this realm compelled me, but I followed a call from within me. Pacing out into the sand, aiming for it, was the reward for my persistence.

With each step, the ground pulled me down to my ankles, and the things waiting below touched me, their claws raking across my soles, their muffled shrieks pummeling my mind.

Turn back before it’s too late, they whispered in a voice meant to lull.

If I stopped, they’d consume the only part of me left. My body was not here. Only my soul.

These things craved it.

Nothing but pain waits for you in this direction.

“Shut up,” I muttered, tugging my feet from the drowning soil and striding faster.

I walked forever, long enough to lose track of time. Or there was no time in this realm. Only sorrow and pain and endless desolation. I didn’t turn back; I kept going, my pace picking up to a jog and then to a full-out run.

Sand, jagged with tiny blades, cut the bottoms of my feet. One more thing determined to slow me down, to make me return to the wall where I would walk until I fell in defeat. Then, they would take me.

The mirage did not get closer, but I did not falter. I kept running, bellowing out the name of my love like it was a spell that could chase away darkness.

As I ran, the world lightened with blood-red streaks clawing their way up into the sky.

My breathing raged in my chest, and my heart beat much too fast, but I did not falter.

Finally, the images grew larger. I was close. I could almost smell, taste, and hear whatever awaited me on the horizon.

The soil erupted around me, snake-like limbs snapping up into the air before falling to strike the ground. A creature roared and snapped its long fangs, gobbling up the sand and rocks and dirt as it scrambled toward me.

Something struck the bottom of my foot, and I gaped down as I raced faster, snarling as an endless maw sucked at the sand beneath me.

Pillars and smooth stone loomed ahead, a two-story, a crumbling structure that should not be here.

As the beast flung its limbs around by legs and bit down on my foot, I sent out my threads, snapping them at the pillars. They encircled one . . .

. . . and I used it to rip me from the creature’s grasp, yanking my body up onto the smooth slabs of marble scattered with sand sparkling red and orange.

I lay with my face pressed against the cold stone while the beast roared out its frustrated rage in the wasteland behind me.
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“I’m so glad you have a plan.” Reyla rushed forward and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me like she’d done since we were little. “It’s going to be alright. We might not know exactly how we’re going to fix this, but we’ll stride down that path together.”

“Thank you.” Her support, even if it had wavered, meant the world to me.

Vexxion, please come back to me.

I could do this on my own. No, I would do it alone. But my heart needed him. Needed her. Needed Brodine. Fighting meant something when you did it for your family.

I drew power from my well and shot it at Vexxion and Brodine. I’d done this over and over as we traveled, only stopping when I couldn’t reach down far enough to gather more to send their way.

Nothing happened, but giving up was not an option.

“Let’s go inside and get things settled,” I said. “Vexxion will stay in my room with me.”

“I’m not sleeping with Brodine.” Humor—amazing, welcome humor—shone in her voice and added a sparkle to her eyes. “But we can find a safe place for him.” She worried her lower lip with her teeth. “You’ll keep an eye on Vexxion, but what about Brodine? I can’t bear the thought of what might happen to him if he wanders outside.”

A shriek rang out in the woods, making us both jump.

Our training kicked in. Seamlessly, we pulled blades and leaped to guard Brodine and Vexxion.

Nothing rushed toward us from the woods, but there was no mistaking the meaning of that cry. Something big and deadly hunted, and it wasn’t far away.

“Will Airia be alright?” Reyla asked as we grabbed our bags off the ground.

“I’m sure she will. She’s savvy.”

“I could swear that knife hit her.”

“Me too.”

“But she’s alright, so . . .” Her concerned gaze sought mine.

“I assume the hilt hit her, not the blade. She bit her tongue, which is why we saw blood.”

“Must be.” But she still looked as confused about this as me.

I took Vexxion’s hand. Would he come with me willingly or would this be my next battle?

“Come on, Bro,” Reyla said. “Follow me. Stay close. Don’t wander.” She strode toward the front door with him placidly pacing beside her. Maybe that was all it would take.

Those drained had been magicked to follow directions.

“Come with me, Vexxion.” He’d gone from a strong-willed, vibrant man to someone who needed to be taken care of. I loved him no matter how he behaved. Everything that made up the man I adored must be somewhere inside him. I only needed to bring him to the surface.

He walked with me easily along the walkway leading to the big wooden front door, and when we were inside, we secured it behind us. I cast a quick spell that would unlock the door when Airia came near, only to lock it after she entered the foyer. The magic that had eluded me for too long appeared to come easy—simple magic, that is.

If I could do anything, I would’ve already freed Brodine and Vexxion.

After leaving them in a front parlor with a warning to remain seated, I showed Reyla around the first floor and took her upstairs where she selected a bedroom. We located clean bedding and quickly arranged rooms for each of us.

“I’ll find us something to eat,” she said when we’d finished and returned to the parlor where Vexxion and Brodine sat in chairs, staring at the floor. “Should we eat in the kitchen or storm the dining room?”

“The kitchen’s fine.” I was grateful she could find a hint of humor in the situation because my cheery mood was sorely lacking. I was determined not to let sadness engulf me, but damn, it was hard. Vexxion had only been gone for a short time, and I was already struggling not to mourn.

We took them into the kitchen with us while we prepared the meal.

Airia returned as we were putting plates on the counter.

“All set. The dregs didn’t cause any lasting damage.” Her gaze met mine. “The woods are scary around here.” A shiver tracked through her, but she held up the blade I’d sent her when the dregs and Kerune attacked. “Thankfully, I didn’t have to use this. Whatever was stalking me took off when I got close to the manor. As for the dragons, I removed the meshes leading to the valley and left the gates open. It was . . . something,” the word came out in a whoosh of breath, “to work with Madrood without worrying he was going to turn me into a pile of ashes.” She shook her head. “I’m still not sure why he didn’t.”

“He and I . . .” I couldn’t see a reason to hide it. “I bonded with him.”

Her dark eyebrows lifted. “Bonded? What does that mean?”

“It’s an old spell. No one knows much about it. It was basically an accident.” I also had no reason to hide from her that I’d sung spells, but she was an unknown, and I wasn’t giving my trust to anyone easily.

“It’s wild.” She gave me a sly smile. “That must be why you were able to steal him from the king. That had to burn Ivenrail’s ass.”

I was sure it had.

We ate, even the guys, though they did it mechanically, and cleaned up after. Leaving the kitchen, we sat in one of the parlors. I should go to bed, but I was still too tense to sleep.

“You’re sure you’re alright?” I asked Airia.

She rubbed her chest. “It’s funny, but my memory of the dreg battle is hazy. I thought he got me. I could swear I felt the blade sinking into my chest, but you were there when I woke up on that branch. He didn’t hurt me.”

Odd, but it didn’t matter as long as she hadn’t been harmed. “Why did you come with us?”

I didn’t need to possess magic to read the flint in her eyes. “I hated it at Bledmire. I’m sure you think me coming with you was a spontaneous move on my part, but I gave it good thought. I saw Reyla and Brodine saddling Glim, and I watched them. Alright, I did more than watch. I crept close to the stall, and I listened. I’m sure Reyla thought she needed to explain what was going on to Brodine—”

“I did,” Reyla said.

“I saw leaving with you as my chance to escape that trap.”

“How long did you live at the castle?” I asked. She’d listened in on our conversation while we ate, contributing like the rest of us, but I’d noted she’d shared very little about herself.

“Over a year.”

“You told me that your lord didn’t live there himself,” I said.

Reyla listened with a speculative gleam in her eyes. We couldn’t trust anyone outside our original team. Had Airia been sent with us to spy?

“He doesn’t.” Airia tugged on one of her many tiny braids. “He collared me at the Claiming two years ago, took a few sips of my energy, then ignored me. It was so boring at his estate. When he said he was traveling to Bledmire for a visit, I snuck into his entourage. I doubt he saw me with them. When they left, I stayed behind.”

“And he hasn’t looked for you?” Reyla asked.

“I imagine he forgot all about me.”

“Did he come to the wedding?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I doubt he’d care for something like that.”

My guards remained high, and when I met Reyla’s eyes, I got the impression she’d had the same thought. Airia was taking great care not to completely answer our questions.

“I don’t think he’s noticed I’m gone.” When Airia’s gaze fell on Brodine, it softened. “Do you really think you’ll be able to bring him back, Tempest?”

“I’m going to do all I can to make it happen,” I said.

“I wish I’d had the chance to meet him before this happened.” She reached out and ran her fingertip down his bare forearm.

Brodine’s mouth twitched.

Holding my breath, I watched him. Had the twitch meant anything?

“He’s a good guy,” I said. “One of the best.”

“The best,” he muttered, his eyes still fixed on the far wall.

Reyla had spoken before I brought her back and with intention, so him speaking may mean nothing.

I grabbed a bunch of power and shot it at him, coating him and sending as much of it into him as I could.

He shuddered.

“By the fates,” Airia breathed, looking from Brodine to me. “Is he . . .”

I rushed over and jumped onto the sofa beside my friend, cupping his face, turning his head to make his gaze meet mine. Gathering up more power, I blasted it into him again.

He sucked in a deep breath, and his eyes cleared.

“What the fuck are you doing, Tempest?” he asked, ripping his face from my hands.

Reyla and I burst into tears.
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Brodine was back.

Complete joy.

Vexxion was not.

Endless sorrow.

I’d saved two of my friends, and I would never give up on the man I loved. This showed me it could happen.

While Airia gaped at him, we filled Brodine in on what happened since the Claiming, including the flying dregs.

“Wings, huh?” he growled. “Why would anyone give those nasty things the ability to fly?”

“To capture more Nullens,” Reyla said. “And, boy, doesn’t this make it much easier for them to hunt us.”

After we’d finished catching him up, Brodine huffed out a sigh. “I still can’t believe it.” His fingertip traced across his neck that held a pink mark from where he’d scratched it. “You’re sure the collar I’m wearing now will come off?”

“Take it off if you want, though you’ll probably need to wear it until we leave faerie.” Would that time ever come? If we succeeded in killing Ivenrail and placing Zayde on the throne, assuming he would take it, would we need to leave or could we remain here forever?

Vexxion would come back to me, and we’d decide what we’d do together. I wouldn’t believe anything else was possible. I suspected he’d want to live at Weldsbane. This meant I might need to wear the fake collar forever.

I didn’t know how I felt about Lydel, the court that should’ve been my home. The place was a great unknown, an island covered with thorns that may or may not protect a people turned to stone. Even if I could wake them, was I foolish to think I’d find welcome there?

“The clasp is in the back,” I told Brodine.

Frowning, he ran his fingertips across his nape, stopping in the middle. A subtle sound rang out, and he pulled the collar away from his skin. It had remained invisible while he wore it. I wasn’t sure how the fae would know it was there, though they must possess magic that would tell them.

I was fae. I had to keep reminding myself that. But I didn’t see the collars or the ownership marks on everyone’s forehead—assuming they were there now that our Claiming collars had been removed. There must be a way to tell.

Brodine stared down at the thorny vine with red flowers. “I don’t like wearing anything, but you’re right. We can’t risk anyone seeing that we’re not collared.” As he returned it to his neck, he shot me a goofy grin. “All the gorgeous guys are wearing them.” His smile wavered when his gaze fell on Vexxion. “Seeing him staring at nothing like that reminds me of these odd dreams I’ve been having. I feel like I’ve been lost forever with only silence echoing around me and fear clawing down my spine.”

I hoped I never had to visit the ether.

“Was Vexxion drained like me?” Brodine asked softly, as if he didn’t want to wake the other man up to the reality of his current situation.

My love was inside his body somewhere. Reyla said she didn’t remember much of that time, but she’d interacted as needed. She’d occasionally responded when I asked her a question. She’d obeyed commands. Did those lost in the ether hold onto a fragment of themselves?

“Ivenrail did it,” I said. “Like he did with you.”

“Is that who collared me?” Brodine scowled. “I remember a man stalking over to me. The slick smile on his face.” His brow furrowed. “Him reaching toward me and then . . .” His frown didn’t lift. “Not much after that.” His gaze sought Vexxion again. “I wouldn’t wish this even on my worst enemy.” Back at the fortress, he hadn’t liked Vexxion, but his feelings had been driven by jealousy. Had he forgotten that he liked me in a way that made me uncomfortable? I hoped so. We had enough to deal with. Cluttering up our lives with stuff like that would only make this a bigger challenge than it already was.

“I’m going to bring him back like I did with you and Reyla,” I said softly.

“I’m still stunned by all this,” Reyla said. “If collars like Brodine’s exist, why isn’t everyone talking about them?”

“Because they aren’t freely available,” I said. “The last thing the fae lords and ladies want is for their collared Nullens to slip out of their grasp.”

“Where did you get the collars?” Airia asked.

“From Vexxion, though he didn’t tell me where he got them.” He’d traded away something vital to obtain them, though he hadn’t shared what it was. I sensed it would soon come to haunt us. If only I knew how to prepare.

“I heard the Lieges create all the collars,” she said. “Maybe he got them from a Liege.”

“If Kerune killed them all,” Brodine said, “how will they get more collars for the Claiming?”

A good question. Maybe they had a huge stock of them somewhere inside Bledmire.

“We’re basically food to the fae,” Reyla said with a twist of her lips. “And in between the random draining they subject us to; we work as their servants.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way any longer,” I said.

Reyla swallowed hard. “If they catch us, it will be.”

Or worse.

“That’s why we’re going to escape, regroup,” I said. “And come up with a plan.”

“It’ll need to be a good one,” Brodine said. “I’ll help.”

Airia and Reyla nodded.

“Thank you,” I said. “All of you need training in how to use your magic.”

Brodine snorted. “It wasn’t long ago you reminded him,” he jerked his head toward Vexxion, “that we’re Nullens, incapable of doing magic.”

“It’s a lie. Our magic was suppressed.”

“Well, fuck them,” he snarled. His gaze tracked to Reyla. “You were doing magic before the Claiming. I saw it.” Rubbing his nose, he sent me a rueful look. “You too. About that . . .”

“It’s in the past.” I took Vexxion’s hand. “He’s my fated mate.”

Brodine’s attention fell to the mark on my wrist and traveled to find its match on Vexxion. “That means you’re fae.”

“I think we all are.”

“What?” Reyla shouted. “We’re Nullens. Suppressed magic, I’ll believe, but—”

“I think Nullens are actually some sort of lesser fae. They knew it at one time, but it’s been forgotten.” Or they were forced to forget.

“This sounds like something from a story.” Humor shone in Brodine’s voice.

Maybe it was a story. Ember’s Shadow could be fiction, tales made up to entertain whoever read them, though they hadn’t seemed that way to me. I’d used a spell from the book to bond with Madrood. No one could deny that. This suggested that everything else in the book could be factual.

“So we have magic, huh?” Brodine held up his finger, narrowing his gaze on it. “Light up for me, would ya?”

Nothing happened.

“You need the spell,” Reyla said, sharing it with him.

Soon, he and Airia were spinning their glowing fingers around and laughing. It felt good to join in with them, to let some of my tension slide.

“How do we make our fingers shoot lightning?” Brodine asked.

“Another spell.” Reyla shared it, but neither Brodine nor Airia could do it—yet.

“It takes practice, Bro,” I said. “Work on it later. Right now, I need to teach you how to guard your mind.” I glanced at Airia. “You too unless you’ve already been taught. I showed Reyla how to do it already.”

“The only thing I learned was how to work with dragons,” Airia said. “And most of that, I taught myself. Although, no one needs training in how to shovel dragon shit. Will,” she pinched her eyes closed before opening them again, “taught me how to care for their scales and claws. Prenton too.” Her eyes shimmered with tears. “I hate how the fae have manipulated us. They killed Prenton and Will.”

“We need to find a way to remove every Nullen’s collar, and then make sure they can no longer tell we’re not wearing them,” Reyla said, her gaze seeking mine. “Ideas?”

“I don’t. Sorry.” If Vexxion was here, he might have suggestions. I needed him in so many ways, not just to stand by my side or to love me. Since we’d met, we’d barely been apart. Was it only this morning that I was with him, that I told him I loved him?

What would I give to bring him back?

Anything. I’d even give up my quest to kill Ivenrail if I could have Vexxion back in exchange.

“We’ll find a way,” I finally said.

“About that guard training . . .” Brodine’s gaze swept to the darkened windows. “I have a feeling we should master that as soon as possible.

“Or someone’s going to spy on us,” Airia said.

I told them how to do it.

“I’ll practice,” Brodine said in complete seriousness. “You don’t need to worry that I’ll give us away.”

Airia nodded, but her frown fell on Vexxion. “He’s still collared, you said by the king himself. How long do you think it’ll be before Ivenrail tracks him down to this location?”

He may have done so already.

“I’ll strengthen the wards Vexxion placed around the manor,” I said.

Brodine scrubbed his face with his palms. “How do you know how to do something like that? I understand the need to guard my mind, and I’ll work on building the forest with my supposed power, though I don’t see a well inside me like you described. Who’s going to teach us the spells we need to protect ourselves?”

“They’re inside you already.” It sounded lame even to my own ears. “Think about what you need and cast the spell. Some of the time, it works.”

Bro’s lips twisted. “Some of the time?”

“Some things will come easy. Some won’t. Magic isn’t a perfect science. Most of all, it takes practice.” I’d trained numerous dragons over the years, but that didn’t mean I could teach my friends how to perfect their magic. “We’ll start simply. In the morning, I’ll share a few spells, and you can try them while we fly.”

Brodine flashed me a grin. “I’m warming up to the idea that I can do magic.” I was so grateful to have him back, I wanted to cry. “Until I can figure out how to send bolts of lightning around like a badass, I’ll need weapons. Leathers. This stupid tunic,” he plucked at it, “will catch flame if a dragon blows sparks my way. I feel naked without leather covering my body.”

“I’m sure Vexxion has a few things you can wear. I’ll look in his closet.”

He peered around, his attention falling on Vexxion’s family sword mounted on the wall. “I could use that.”

“No,” I barked, then lowered my voice to a reasonable level. “That belonged to Vexxion’s family.”

“It was a weapon before it became an ornament mounted on the wall,” he said with a huff.

“I said no.”

“Alright.” His scowl didn’t fade. “You two . . .” His swallow went down hard. “You really are one of them?” A subtle sneer came through in his voice.

“Do you have a problem with that?” A challenge came through in mine.

“No.” He blinked. “I guess not.”

“You don’t need to come with us. The collar will protect you. You can travel to Nullen territory and disappear. I’ll give you coins for a new start.”

“No, no. I’m sorry,” he said.

The thought of never seeing my friend again tore something deep inside me, but if he was going to judge me for loving Vexxion, let alone for my parentage, then he wasn’t a true friend to me any longer.

Funny how the thought of losing him would’ve gutted me this morning. But something was hardening inside me. Perhaps it was past time. When it came down to it, I had two things to do.

Bring Vexxion back.

Kill the king.

I hated to think I might have to sacrifice Bro’s friendship to do it.
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While I lay on the slab of a stone path, recovering my breath, the beast slithered back into the wasteland.

“Giving up so soon?” I croaked.

No, it was waiting. It knew I wouldn’t—couldn’t—remain in this sanctuary for long. My only hope for a future remained beyond the wall far off in the distance.

I rose to my feet and turned my back on it, striding forward, my feet slipping on the smooth sand, whispering secrets I couldn’t quite make out. Dilapidated marble pillars loomed on either side of me, cast in burnished silver, ghostly remnants of a past long forgotten. Tufted bits of material networked across the gap like lovers’ limbs stretching out to touch, all while knowing they’d never be able to reach.

Rough-hewn, darker gray slabs, now cracked and weathered by endless wind, had been laid in a path leading to the building beyond the pillars.

Through a half-intact stone archway, I walked into a large open room, only the whisper of my feet and the crunch of sand underfoot breaking the oppressive silence. Fragments of the bloody sky stabbed through cracks in the rocky ceiling, making the sand glow.

My gaze wandered across walls painted with faded frescoes showing mythical battles, kings and queens, and ancient rites, the colors muted from time.

Wind tore through the room, making the sand skitter across broken tiles surrounding an altar on the far side—a big crumbling block bearing etchings in a language I couldn’t make out.

The air hung heavy with secrets, and my breath tasted sour.

I walked toward the altar, taking in the cracked mosaic floor made up of indecipherable swirling patterns.

“Why did I come here?” I asked, my voice ricochetting around me.

In the distance, the sand creature roared. It waited, as did my long walk across its harsh territory.

I stepped up onto the platform and stopped in front of the long, casket-like altar carved from stone blacker than obsidian. Why had this place called me here when I could’ve been trying to find my way past the wall?

A mistake, something hissed, the low, guttural whisper scraping across my mind. Go back. Go back. Go backkkkk . . .

I was here. I would see.

Sweeping out my arm, I scattered the sand coating the top of the altar, revealing words etched into the surface. I leaned close, hoping that would make them easier to read in the red-gory light filtering in from above.

“Soft voices hint at secrets cloaked,” I read.

What voices? I closed my eyes, listening . . . But only a low pulsation reached my ears, carrying with it words in a whisper too soft to make out.

With a shake of my head, I traced my finger along the next line.

“To bow to fear or brave the unknown.”

I didn’t know what that meant either.

I should be beating on the wall, not wandering around in the desert. Whatever waited in the sand would try to kill me again as I made my way across. It would suck me down into its sandy embrace, and that would be my end.

On the right side of the smooth, onyx surface, I found another line.

“Beneath the dark, dreamless expanse, something hidden sleeps—far from helpless hands and distant leaps.”

While more phrases had been carved—gouged—into the surface, I couldn’t make out anything else.

I’d stayed here too long yet not long enough. Why did that thought rise in my mind?

Another bellow rang out behind me. The beast was hungry. Well, it wouldn’t feast today.

After peering around and finding nothing else of interest, I stalked back out to the pillars and stood beneath the outstretched, torn fingers of the canopy. The sand churned everywhere I looked. The creature’s call had brought others near, and they slashed through the sand, eager to dine on my magic.

Sending out my threads, I sought the creatures, driving my silver spears deep into the soil. Stabbing. They cried out. Thrashed.

And retreated.

Closing my eyes, I gathered the few wisps of my remaining power, and I flitted, but instead of returning to my fury, I landed on my knees beside the wall, the barrier to everything beyond. It loomed above me, a vast, impenetrable thing I would overcome like I had my pain and horror I’d lived through when Ivenrail tortured my mother.

The wretched abuse of my uncle.

The scorn from the high lords and ladies as the king guzzled down the core to my court’s power.

Every fiend who was eager to rip my fury from my arms and hurt her.

I bellowed out a challenge, and I swore the wall shook with dismay. My grim smile rose, and I nodded. Then I started walking, ignoring the murky wasteland on my left, the building perched in the distance, and the fear creeping through my heart.

It wasn’t over yet. I wasn’t over yet. I had so much more to do before I died.

As I made my way beside the high wall, I kept a steady pace. It was only when I sensed something horrible, something terrifying, drawing near that I halted.

I sent out my threads, seeking.

The sound hadn’t come from here but . . .

The wards I’d placed around Weldsbane jerked. Someone was stalking my fury.

Closing my eyes, I scrambled to pull in magic, guzzling it down like Ivenrail had the power I fed through each and every Nullen brought to him by the Lieges.

And I used it to travel.

My mind floated up over—no through—the wall, and the world parted like a slice gaping wide in the sky. I floundered toward it as if I swam against the current of a raging river, struggling not to drown as I made my way perilously forward.

“You will not passss,” someone hissed.

Iasar hovered in the air not far from me, his wings flapping in a lazy way that maintained his position while I struggled to reach the gap, my magic leaching from me in heavy waves with each flail of my arms.

“If I don’t get through, I can’t help her,” I cried out in stark desperation. “I have to get to my fury. My fated mate.”

“Go back,” he snarled. “Allow yoursssself to drop back to where you came from, and I won’t killssss you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Too late.” He drew in a breath of air that seemed to suck in the world along with it. Flames coiled in his eyes, in his lungs, and I braced myself to blaze and be extinguished. I deserved it for what I’d done.

Amronth flew between us, flapping his wings. “Don’t.”

The breath whooshed from Iasar, and the flames banked in his eyes. “If anyone sssshould hate him, it’ssss you.”

“We’re free. We’re together once more.”

“He trapped ussss! He gave ussss to a monster who pinned ussss insssside a wooden panel as if we were toyssss on display. For sssso long, we—”

“He was eight years old, a mere nothing in their time,” Amronth said.

I was grateful he’d intervened, but I couldn’t remain here while they argued. If I didn’t get to Fury now, it would be too late. I pushed to reach the gap that remained as far away as it had been when I left the ground. My guttural cries of anguish rang out, echoing around me, echoing back at me. Battering me from all directions.

Iasar flew closer, and the heat of his breath singed my face when he spoke. “Our eggssss died because of you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You lured ussss. Allowed him to take ussss, you poor, pitiful, wretch of a thing that sssshould be blassssted from exisssstence.” He sucked in another breath.

“I can’t make it up to you. I know this. All I can do is tell you I’m sorry.” I drew myself up, but I did not meet his eyes. I couldn’t because he was right. I hadn’t wanted to do it, but he’d worn me down, poking at me with his sword and his power until I wanted to rip out my hair and scream. It was my fault they were trapped. “She needs me. I’m her shield.”

“Tempest,” Amronth whispered by my ear.

“Please help me.”

Iasar’s lips curled up at the corners before smoothing. “For her and thissss one time only, we will allow you to travel to her. Do not wasssste the time you are given.”

A flash, and I stood in my bedroom inside Weldsbane Court. Tempest lay on top of the blankets, and I mourned that I wasn’t able to lie beside her. Not me, that is. My still body did lie with her, his eyes closed, his arms limp by his sides. I tried to travel inside him, to wake him up to this world, but I couldn’t slip past his skin.

My fury tossed one way then the other, completely unaware that I stood close.

Not exactly me. Only my spirit, brought to this woman by sheer will and the whim of the only remaining Eratis dragons.

Drask peered at me from his perch by the window, but while he might sense I was near, he couldn’t see me either.

I reached out and traced my fingertips down Fury’s cheek. Across her neck where her pulse throbbed in rhythm with my own. I’d marked this woman. Bonded with her completely. Fused my soul to hers so tightly that I doubted even the fates themselves could see where she left off and I began.

I might never get the chance to tell her I loved her again, but I could do this one thing for her.

Turning, I crossed the room and melted through the walls, seeking . . .

I flashed to the forest outside the building where three fae men crept along a trail stabbing its way between the trees. Landing squarely behind them, I kept pace, releasing a feral grin that would terrify everyone other than my fury. She’d laugh. Stroke my chest. And curl her finger toward me, urging my face down for a kiss that would melt the anger away.

“Remember,” one said. “We kill them quickly. No wasting time. No playing.”

“Really?” one sighed.

“Not too long.”

They all chuckled.

They reached the edge of the woods and paused, staring toward my mother’s estate. When they started moving again, darting along the edge of the tree line, I remained with them.

Until I roared and sent my threads out.

“Walk with me,” I hissed.

They didn’t startle. They didn’t turn. They didn’t hear my words spoken by a mouth on a body still trapped within the ether.

But my threads had been starved and were eager to feed. Their ends snapped around the men’s necks and tightened. While they clawed at them, I let my threads taste the fear and dismay drenching from their pores.

I garroted them, ripping them up from the ground while their feet and arms flailed.

Once they went still, I shot power at them and burned them until nothing remained but the taint of their ashes lingering in the air.

A sound to my right sent me spinning.

Madrood stood on the other side of the clearing, his gaze locked on me. He dipped his head forward before he took flight, soaring above the building and toward the aerie.

The game was at play, but thankfully, I wasn’t her only protector.

I stalked toward the estate, but before I could reach the front steps, I was sucked back through the putrid gouge slicing a path between this world and the ether. The instant I was wrenched through, it sealed closed.

I landed hard on the ground on my knees, and remained there, holding my face with my palms while my heart rate slowed to almost nothing. I wanted to tip back my head and bellow. Call out her name. I’d promise anything as long as I could see her one last time.

Silence swept across this world, carrying bits of sand that scraped my skin raw.

Rising to my feet, I started walking.

Pacing along the wall.

Seeking a way through it to reach the woman I loved.
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In my dreams, I flitted to the king’s sitting area. I stood near the closed door with sweat prickling across the nape of my neck, making the tiny hairs stand rigid. Fear slithered down my spine. My heart was a newling chall caught in a steel trap, mewing from pain while the predator who’d laid in wait approached with a blade lifted. My nerves screamed, tensing my muscles for flight.

As I scanned the empty room, I swallowed back the oppressive feel of impending doom and shoved aside the dread coiling through my veins.

Blood roared in my ears, a thready flutter of panic I refused to give in to.

“You’re not at Bledmire,” I whispered, the words echoing back at me.

“Aren’t you?”

I spun to the left where the sound had come from, my stomach dropping in an endless free fall inside an abyss. Ivenrail’s empty throne sat on the podium, and the doors behind it remained closed.

There was no one here.

Or was there?

I flitted to the right side of the room where I snatched a blade from the wall and brandished it.

No one sat on the furniture, watching me with a slick smile, and no one crouched between here and the doors. Only the faint rippling crackle of flames on the grate and the feverish thud of my heart cut through the silence.

I knew better than to ask who’d just spoken.

Perhaps I still lay in my bed—and perhaps I didn’t. My bare legs, feet and arms, and the wisp of my thin nightie clinging to my goose-peppered frame suggested I was no longer at Weldsbane Manor.

Who had brought me here and why?

Subtle movement in a painting across the room caught my eye. The king had trapped someone new.

Sucking in a breath that felt like knives stabbing down my throat, I hurried toward him. As I passed the Wraithweave board, my eyes were snagged by a new piece standing near the high lady, one unlike any I’d seen before.

Footsteps echoed in the hall, making me jump, and I left the board and rushed over to stand beneath the large frame.

A centaur looked back at me, his human torso merging seamlessly into the powerful body of a bay stallion. He stood on a vast plain with clusters of leafless, stubby trees behind him. His broad shoulders glistened in the scorching sunlight, each muscle clearly defined and exuding strength. His chiseled jaw gave him an air of ancient nobility, and his deep brown eyes pierced mine when they met. Thick waves of black hair fell past his shoulders, catching the light in wild tangles that matched his untamed appearance.

Despite his gaze remaining locked on mine, he spun and danced, contorting his stallion frame while spiraling his arms in the air. I watched in horror, knowing he’d remain trapped here forever unless I could free him.

He came to a stop, his brow and chest gleaming with sweat. “Leave before it’s too late, child,” he said softly, peering toward the door to Ivenrail’s room. “You’re a fool to enter this room.”

“You called me here.”

“I did not.”

“Someone did, then.”

“The fates play games with us all.” He started swirling around again.

“I can free you,” I said.

Coming to a stop, his bushy dark eyebrows rose. “You? I see a fae dragon rider, perhaps a trainer, slumbering in her pretty bed while her mind travels. I doubt you know how you got here, let alone how to cast such a spell.”

“I traveled. Do you think that’s easy?”

He huffed.

“There’s more to me than what you see.” I lifted my chin. “I can free you.”

“Very well.” He dipped his head forward. “I welcome you to try.”

I pinched my eyes closed and gathered power from the deep darkness within my well, sensing that someone the king had pinned in his sitting area was not your average marscapole. Once I’d compressed the churning, magical mass into something I could easily handle, I opened my eyes and blasted the spell across him.

He shuddered—and slipped from the portrait to tower majestically beside me, so tall he had to crook his head to the side to keep from hitting the ceiling.

It still stunned me that I could do this.

He stretched out his front hooves and lowered his head in a deep bow. “I, Gaineos, thank you.”

“Oh, you’re welcome,” I said equally quietly. He was right that I needed to leave, but so did he. The king would be furious when he saw what I’d done.

“If you ever must pass through the dreamless realm, call me, and I will guide you.” A blink and he’d flitted from the sitting room.

The door to Ivenrail’s bedroom creaked, slowly easing open.

I shot back to Weldsbane and my bed, finding myself lying on top of the blankets. My hands trembled, and my legs felt weak and unsteady. A shiver ran through me, not from the cold but the sheer, raw realization that I had traveled in my sleep.

I’d nearly been caught.

Relief tangled together with leftover dread in my belly, making it churn.

Vexxion stirred on the bed, and he mumbled something in a voice too low for me to hear.

I climbed beneath the blankets and snuggled against him, sucking in his warmth while pretending he was still with me.

It took me a long time to fall back asleep.

Waking early the next morning, I sat and stared at him, hoping that when his eyes opened, he’d truly see me. When he remained motionless, his breathing even, I swiped away my tears and lay back down, wrapping my arms around him.

“Vexxion,” I whispered. He smelled the same, a mix of fresh air, sunshine, and hope. But he remained stiff in my arms.

His eyes snapped open, and he stared toward the ceiling, not looking my way.

I drew in power and sent it into him. Over and over until I couldn’t reach any more without leaning over the side and stretching my arm to the point it might rip from the socket.

“Come back to me.” I pressed my forehead into his arm. “I love you. I need you. I can do this alone. I will do it alone. But the thought of never feeling your touch, of never laughing with you again makes me want to join you wherever you wander.”

If I could find my way to the ether, I would do it this instant.

But this wasn’t about me or us. My mission was much bigger than that. I was not only weak, but I was also greedy. I’d had a taste of his love, and I wanted more.

“Rise, Vexxion,” I said mechanically, watching as he did as I asked. He stood beside the bed, staring across me as if I wasn’t there, though I sensed he awaited my next order.

Swallowing back my dismay, I slipped from the bed and walked around it to stand in front of him. I stroked his face and leaned against his arm. Then I yanked up more power, tugging from deep inside my well, again drawing out the strange magic I’d only tapped a few times.

I sent it to him with the spell.

He shuddered, but when I gasped and cupped his cheeks, turning his head to stare into his eyes, he remained lost to me.

Drask fluttered his wings while clutching his perch. He glanced my way before returning to stare out the window. I left Vexxion and went to him, running my fingertip along his spine. I leaned close, placing my head beside his, trying to see what he did, taking in the broad back lawn and the shifting forest beyond.

“Any ideas for how to fix this?” I asked.

He pecked my face.

“I thought not. How about outside? Do you see anything good out there? Because there’s almost nothing worth clinging to inside this building. Well, other than you, my gorgeous friend.”

He preened and ruffled his feathers before taking flight, soaring across the bedroom to land on the bed rail.

I grabbed things from the closet and handed them to Vexxion. “Go do what you need to in the bathing area,” I told him, cringing as I said it. “After, wash and put on clean clothing.”

He returned a short time later with damp hair and a slack face, dressed in fresh leathers.

“Remain here,” I said, my voice one big messy stutter.

Do not cry.

I crossed the room and paused in the opening to the bathing area. Though I knew what to expect, my heart still cratered.

Steaming water didn’t brim in the tub. Clothing had not been laid out for me to wear. Only the lingering scent of roses hung in the air, clogging my sinuses with bitter dismay.

I lifted my chin and stiffened my resolve. My power would replenish, and I’d keep sending it at Vexxion.

One of these times, he’d awaken.
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Bathed and dressed in a set of leathers I’d brought with me, I left our room with Drask on my shoulder and Vexxion padding behind me. As usual, we both bristled with weapons. I’d strapped blades to his thighs, securing others in sheaths to his arms and strapped more around his waist. He was going to return to me soon, and he’d want to be armed.

There had to be more flying dregs in need of killing.

I found everyone else inside the kitchen.

Reyla sashayed her hips at the stove, humming while she cooked breakfast. She glanced my way and sent me a smile much too sunny for my current mood. “There’s tea in the pot. Grab a cup. I’ve almost finished cooking our meal.”

“Thanks.” I opened the back door and Drask flew outside. He’d hunt and come back before we were ready to leave. I turned and started toward the island to sit. Vexxion stood in the open doorway and seeing him staring at nothing slashed through me all over again. I couldn’t breathe. All I could do was stare at him and keep flinging power his way.

“Hey, Tempest.” Bro rose from his seat at the counter and barreled into me, distracting me when I needed it most. He gave me a big hug that reminded me so much of when we were young that tears pinched in the backs of my eyes.

I cried for what had happened to him. For what was still happening to Vexxion. And for myself. It was so hard to remain strong when I felt like I faced this alone.

Airia watched us, shadows crossing her face, before she gave me a sympathetic smile. “Morning.” Her gaze traveled to Vexxion. “Any progress with him?”

“Not yet.” When Brodine released me, I stepped backward. I walked over to the cupboard beside the stove and grabbed a mug, filling it with steaming tea from the kettle. Turning, I leaned against the counter, lifting the brew to take a sip.

“Thanks for making breakfast, Reyla,” I said.

She snorted. “Better me than you if we want to survive.”

Vexxion remained in the open doorway.

“You can sit, Vexxion.” Pain tightened my voice. My throat kept spasming, and I knew it would every moment of the day and night until I brought him back.

He moved over to tug out a chair and settle in it, placing his arms on the counter. His gaze remained fixed on the far wall.

I poured him some tea and placed it in front of him. Without guidance, he lifted the mug and took a sip before carefully placing the mug back onto the counter.

“Well,” Reyla said in a bright tone. Her gaze shifted from Vexxion to me before she returned it to the food she was dishing up onto a platter. She carried it over and placed it in the middle of the eating area. “Grab plates. Serve yourselves. We need to eat and decide how we’re going to handle today.”

“We’re flying south,” I said, though I knew what she meant. How were we going to avoid another confrontation with Kerune and flying dregs? And what would we do when Ivenrail appeared to attack us himself? I was surprised he hadn’t already, though I suspected Vexxion had poured a considerable amount of magic into his wards. How long would they hold up to a solid barrage?

We ate quickly and took care of the dishes.

“As you said, there’s plenty of food here,” Reyla said. “Each time I took some from the cupboard for our meal, it was replenished. We’ll pack enough for a few days.”

“Magic,” Airia said. “I’ve heard of spells like that. They’re common in the castle. They grow vegetables, and some like to hunt, but the majority of the ingredients for our meals were magically created.”

I’d never thought about where the food came from. After I shoveled dragon poop onto the never-ending pile, someone spread it on the fields. Perhaps most of what was grown there was fed to those living in the valley. Or us Nullens.

Except I wasn’t a Nullen, not any longer. A part of my identity had been ripped away, and I floundered, trying to figure out what I could use to replace it. Me, I supposed. My will and my determination remained. Being fae instead of Nullen didn’t take that away.

Pouring more tea and taking it to the island, I sat.

“I was thinking about what you told me last night,” Bro said. “About the flying dregs. Kerune killing the Lieges. The mess Ivenrail’s going to make of the world. We need to tell someone.”

“The fortress commanders need to know,” Reyla said, worrying her fingernail with her teeth. “But there’s no time to fly all that way to tell them.”

“Any idea how we can let them know?” As they shot out suggestions, a thought occurred to me, and I held up my finger. “I could flit to our fortress and tell the new commander.”

Reyla pushed back her empty tea mug. “That’s a great idea.”

“Is that safe?” Brodine asked, scowling.

I grunted. “No more than remaining here.”

“What about telling our king?” Brodine said. “Could you flit there?”

“He’s Ivenrail’s ally. If I flitted there, he’d grab me and hold me until Ivenrail arrived. Bad idea.”

“True.” Bro’s brow knitted with thought.

Airia said nothing, just watched us. She’d grown up far from the border and while she’d seen a few dregs, it was only from a distance. They hadn’t threatened her, not until yesterday.

“How long would it take you to flit there and come back?” Brodine asked. “And who’s going to protect you while you do it?”

“I’ll protect myself.” I sought Vexxion’s gaze, but he continued to stare forward. He’d eaten without prompting, but those drained took care of their basic needs.

“It’ll be quicker than trying to find a way to send word,” Reyla said. “I like this idea.”

The others nodded.

“I’ll go armed, of course,” I said.

“And what if the commander doesn’t believe you?” Airia asked.

“I’ll convince them,” I said grimly. “If I have to, I’ll use magic to do it.”

She nodded. “You know a lot more spells than us, so if you say you can convince them, I believe you.”

I appreciated her support.

“It’s a solid plan. We’ll wait for you here.” Reyla looked Vexxion’s way. “I’ll watch out for him.”

“Thank you.” The thought of leaving him even for a short time gutted me, but what else could I do? I’d use less power flitting alone. “Drask will stay here.” I’d speak to the commander and leave it to them to figure out how the border patrols should handle this. They’d need more archers. More training in how to blow darts through a tube, something that could be done at a distance like those shooting arrows. That was a relatively new battle tactic when I lived at the fortress.

They should coat the arrow tips with poison.

“When will you leave?” Reyla asked, slipping into the command position already. If I was going to build an army, I couldn’t choose anyone better than her to lead it.

Brodine, too, though he was more a trainer and strategist than a leader. That’s why he’d been such a formidable Wraithweave player. He knew the ins and outs of each game piece, plus he was good at using their power to win in a way that used to irritate whoever he played with. They might hate him for winning all the time, but they’d admired his skill with the game.

I stood. “I’ll leave now if that works well for all of you.”

Airia nodded, pensive. Brodine grunted, his flinty gaze traveling from my mating mark to its match on Vexxion’s wrist lying on the countertop.

Reyla got up and rounded the island to give me a hug. “I won’t leave his side,” she whispered by my ear.

I pinched my eyes shut but only for a moment. Whatever I faced needed to be stared down with my eyes wide open. “I’ll come back as soon as possible.”

I quickly drew in power, pictured the waiting area outside the commander’s office, and flitted.
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Ilanded near the doorway to the hall outside the commander’s office.

A rider sitting in one of the chairs bolted to his feet and shot me a glare. “Fucking fae.”

Grinning, I gave him a sweeping bow. “That’s me, a fucking fae.” My laugh burst out, a touch shrill, but I wasn’t used to being anything but Nullen. “I’m here to see the commander.”

“You’ll have to wait. I’ve got an appointment with her, and she’ll—”

“Tempest?” someone said from my left.

Turning, I stared at Jessia, the team leader who’d led the raid where Kinart died.

“What are you doing here?” Her gaze fell to my neck, and she frowned. “You went to the Claiming. Last I heard, you’d gone to faerie and were claimed by the man who joined us when we raided the dregs.” Her eyes flicked away from mine. “The one where . . .”

“I’m here to see the commander,” I said. “I won’t take long. I bring startling news from faerie, something the commander needs to hear right away.”

She stepped backward into the office. “Come in. I’ll see you shortly, Davon,” she told the rider.

He huffed but sat in his chair once more, his glare raking down my back as I strode into the commander’s office.

Jessia settled in the chair behind the desk as I shut the door. “Welcome. I think.” Her face tightened. “I’m the new commander, by the way. I don’t believe you knew that when you left.”

No, because the old commander had just been eliminated by Vexxion.

“Congratulations.” I couldn’t think of anyone who’d do the job better than her.

“Thank you.” She gestured to the seat opposite her desk, and I took it. “What can I do for you? News from faerie, you said. Do you now work with the king?”

“I’m still with Vexxion, the man who claimed me.”

Her sharp gaze met mine. “The one who allowed all of us to believe he was Nullen.”

“Yes, well . . . We recently left Bledmire Court.” A diplomatic way to put it. “And what I have to tell you is going to be difficult to believe.”

Her penetrating gaze only dug deeper. “I don’t believe there’s much you can tell me that I wouldn’t believe about the fae, but please, enlighten me.” She eased back in her seat and rested her hands on the arms, though her posture remained tight.

“The fae king was working with the Lieges,” I said.

“I knew this.”

I sucked in a startled breath. “You did?”

“The prior commander kept notes in a personal diary. Let me say that what I read there not only shocked but horrified me, though I’m not sure I can believe much of it.”

Had she been offered a taste of Nullen power yet? I couldn’t delicately ask. In fact, I should spill the information and flit from here as soon as possible. She might—

“But I’ve given it considerable thought and done some delicate investigation. Ivenrail has been betraying us.” Jessia’s hand lifted before I could speak. “I’m sure you’ll report me saying this to the fae king, but I’m not afraid of anyone. Not the Lieges. Not the dregs. And not a king who appears determined to overrun Nullen territory. We’ve protected the villages from the dregs for a very long time, and I’m equally prepared to turn our forces in the opposite direction if needed to protect our people from the fae.”

“I’m fae.” I had to be honest. “I only recently discovered this.”

“You arrived here with no information about your past.” Her gaze flicked down, though she couldn’t see my lower body from where she sat. “You were horribly wounded on your thigh.” She returned her attention to my face. “Fae? I’d guess Lydel Court, then.” Her head tilted. “Are you related to the high lady herself?”

This woman had always been smart.

And I’d always trusted her.

“I’m the Lydel heir.”

She sucked in a breath. “Ah. Yes. Of course. Yet you’re collared?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Who do you ally yourself with?” The sharp edge in her voice would slice through a dreg’s spine. “The fae or us?”

“In my heart, I’m Nullen. I always will be. You know I would give my life to protect us.”

“In the past, yes. What about now?”

This woman was also much more clever than the prior commander who’d held more greed in his heart than wisdom.

“My resolve is unchanged,” I said. “That’s why I came here. King Ivenrail killed all the Lieges yesterday.” Had it only been yesterday? It felt like a lifetime ago.

Jessia sat bolt upright, her hands slamming down onto the smooth desk surface. “That’s not possible.”

“I saw their bodies lying on the ground in front of Bledmire Castle. The man who killed them is the king’s new enforcer, Kerune Vestigard.”

Her entire body sagged. “I’ve heard the name.”

“In what connotation?”

Brow furrowing, she shook her head. “I think it was . . .” Her expression cleared. “Yes, when I traveled with the group to the city, and we assisted the Nullen king.”

Kinart had been with her, but if she’d heard what he did, she’d be dead, not sitting in the fortress commander’s chair. Unless she hadn’t told anyone what she . . .

I flitted to the door and cracked it open, finding only the rider pacing around the waiting area. With a grumble, he left, striding into the hall.

After flitting to the roof above her window, I peered over the side, finding no one standing on the ground below or leaning out a window near hers. Cocking my head, I traveled, snapping my spirit around the area and only returning to my body and flitting back to her office when I was sure no one could be listening.

She jolted when I appeared in front of her, all color fading from her face. “You . . .” Her throat worked hard for her swallow. “You are fae.”

“Through and through. Do you have guards?”

“You mean those on watch on the wall?”

“Personal guards. You need at least four. Rotate their shifts. They need to remain armed at all times and watch your back.”

“You’re suggesting someone might kill me?”

“Kinart was murdered.”

She flinched. “I . . .” Her gaze fell from mine, and her face returned to its usual medium color. “I have nightmares about that raid. I keep thinking I could’ve done something to protect him. Save him. I wake up in a sweat, and I remind myself all over again. A dreg killed him, not King Ivenrail. I don’t trust any fae; I’ll make that clear. But I have a hard time believing he’d bother murdering a simple rider.”

“A rider who learned something he shouldn’t have.”

Her gaze locked on my face. “And what might that be?”

“I believe the dregs and Lieges were created from powerless Nullens.”

She sighed. “That fairy tale again?”

“What do you mean?”

“As I said, I have the former commander’s diary. He was quite the writer. He rambled on and on about how there used to be powerless Nullens, that they were captured by the fae long ago and . . .” More color filled her face. “I can’t believe I’m telling you what he wrote, let alone giving it even a speck of credence. He actually suggested the dregs hadn’t been born in the wasteland but used to live side by side with Nullens.”

“They were called the powerless. We weren’t told the truth about our past and how and why the treaty was formed.” I filled her in on the little bit I’d read in Ember’s Shadow.

“Another book?” she asked, clearly skeptical. “One that was randomly lying around for Reyla to steal, one that contained secrets the fae would kill to protect?”

“The king, not all the fae.”

She scoffed, leaning back in her chair and shaking her head. “Fairy tales, as I said.”

“With a semblance of truth. Kinart overheard our king talking about it.”

Frowning, she tapped her chin. “Was that when he . . .” Her huff rang out. “Now you’ve almost got me believing this could be true.”

“You can believe me or not, but he killed Kinart, and I’m not letting it go.”

“Ah, so that’s why you volunteered for the Claiming. You wanted to get to the fae kingdom and that was the only way to do it. Did you really think you would be allowed to get close enough to such a powerful man to avenge Kinart’s death?”

I shrugged, not willing to outright state my plans.

“You said you had shocking information for me, and I bet it doesn’t relate to a fairy tale.”

“The king has been draining power from Nullens,” I said.

“I read about that in the diary, as well.” Her heavy sigh rang out in the room. “Us, power? I can’t believe it.”

“It’s true. Nullen power has been suppressed.” I wanted to see the former commander’s journal, but I didn’t have time. Vexxion’s wards would only hold for so long, and Ivenrail had already shown he was after us. “The old commander was sending powerful Nullens to the king. In exchange, he was allowed to taste Nullen power himself until he got greedy.”

“He mentioned that as well, how addicting it could be. I thought . . .” Her sigh rang out. “This can’t all be true, can it?”

“I believe it is. I think long ago, there were powerless Nullens and those who had some power. After the treaty, Nullen power was masked by a fae spell.”

“What kind of spell?”

“One that suppresses our magic. Not only that, but I also think Nullens are actually lesser fae and capable of so much more than you know.”

“I . . .” She glanced over her shoulder before leaning across the desk and lowering her voice. “I can do simple magic. I thought it was a fluke.”

“You must have more power than others, enough to override the spell.”

“I’m not fae.”

“You’re sure?”

Her eyes wide, she jolted back in her chair. “I . . . It’s . . .” Her eyes closed, but only for a moment. “Alright. I’m starting to believe you.”

“The Lieges allied with Ivenrail, but when he got greedy, they argued. He decided to eliminate them and put Kerune in charge of the dregs. They’ll capture every Nullen and send them to the king to be drained.”

“Why would he do something like this?”

And here was where this became tricky. She had to know this if she had any chance of helping Nullens on this side of our territory, but how she handled the knowledge could result in her death.

“He hopes to gather enough power to rule the world,” I said. “If I were you, I wouldn’t share this information widely. Get those guards in place and listen but don’t share what you learn. I came here to warn you because what you’ll be dealing with soon is enough to alarm every commander along the border, and that’s where your focus needs to be.”

I expected her to laugh at my words. But she only nodded slowly, her gaze lifting to meet mine. “What exactly do you think we’ll be dealing with soon? More dregs than we’ve ever seen before are already swarming along the border. Some days, we have to send three flights to defend the villagers. Is that what you mean? We lead raids to take back Nullens almost daily now.”

“Ivenrail tried to give them magical power, but it didn’t work.” I’d thought and thought about why it might not have stuck. If they truly were powerless Nullens, it could be that they were not capable of absorbing magic.

“Power?” she gasped. “If they can fight with magic, we’re done. I’m not one to give up easily. You know that. But we can’t battle magic with swords and blades. But wait. You said it didn’t work. They don’t have magic. I can be grateful for that.”

“Unfortunately, he was still able to alter the dregs.”

Her head tilted. “In what way?”

“Ivenrail gave them wings.”

She grunted, and her breath whooshed out. “I already knew that.”
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“How did you know they have wings?” I asked.

Her head cocked, and she studied my face. “How long do you plan to remain here at the fortress?”

“I’m leaving shortly.”

She stood. “Let me show you something before you magic yourself away.”

I followed her outside. We crossed the compound and continued past the training areas where riders worked with dragons even now. I wanted to stop and watch them, to grasp a tiny fragment of my past to hold onto—no, some normalcy—but it was already too late. I was the Lydel heir, and my role in our terrifying future had changed.

Iasar told me I’d soon start down a new path, one overgrown with danger. If only I could ask him if I’d find my way through it to something better.

We walked down the slope, and Jessia led me through the sparse woods between the common training areas and the cages we’d only rarely used.

She stopped at the gate of the one farthest away from the fortress and flicked her hand toward a big mound lying in the center of the caged area. “We captured that a few days ago.”

A dreg lumbered to its feet.

My breath freezing in my lungs, I fumbled with my leathers, scrambling past my pockets to pull my blades, while drawing up a large amount of power. Something shifted by my feet, but I ignored it.

They may have been powerless people at one time, but they no longer were.

These eight-foot-tall creatures were tough to kill, though I’d eliminated my share of them over the years. They were monsters, craggy, beastly things with long gray hair and vicious claws. Sharp tails they were eager to drive through our hearts.

Their ability to fly made them nearly indestructible. We’d only gotten lucky while traveling from Bledmire.

This one unfurled its wings, stretching the webbing out to form almost picturesque beauty—if I didn’t know that the spikes at the top of the wing segments would be plunged into every villager’s chest if the creature was given half a chance.

As it flapped its wings and released a feral cry, I tightened my grip on my weapons. It scrambled toward us, the drag of its claws flinging sandy soil in all directions, lifting itself off the ground only to smack back down when its wings wouldn’t extend fully. Undeterred, it galloped our way.

Jessia remained where she was, glaring at the dreg, not bothering to pull a weapon. I had to hand it to her, this woman epitomized bravery.

“We clipped its wings,” she said softly, as if speaking in this tone would subdue the massive creature snarling toward us. “And let me tell you, that was a challenge. We had to dart it multiple times with a sedative one of the dragon healers gave us. Even then, it still tried to kill those who volunteered to attach the clips.”

When would they be told to stop killing us and instead, pack us in cages to be brought to the king?

Once Kerune had taken complete control.

The beast slammed into the fence hard enough to make it shudder. A boom rang out. It clung to the mesh and roared, yanking at it, struggling to break out. It would rip through us with its claws if it escaped.

“We reinforced the cage before it woke up.” A frown filled Jessia’s face. “It’s strange . . .”

“What is?” The dreg snapped its head back and forth, growling and gnashing its fangs, trying to bite through the metal.

“I used to wear them like every other rider.” She tapped her shoulder where, in the past, she’d pinned one of the largest clusters of bone coins I’d ever seen. Twenty or thirty of them, at least. “When I entered the pen after we’d clipped its wings and while it was still sleepy, it groaned and reached toward me. I thought at first the light caught on the jewels, and that was why they drew its attention, but then I realized it was trying to touch them. I got away from it fast and disposed of them not long after that. Did you know that if a fire is hot enough, it can burn bone coins?”

I shook my head.

“We all know what happens when dregs get a hold of one. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“I don’t know what happens.”

Her frown deepened. “They reinforce this in many of our classes.”

It was too late to regret that I hadn’t paid attention. I’d grown up since then. “Tell me.”

“They say that if a dreg swallows a bone coin, it’ll give the creature incredible strength. I’ve heard of cases where they’re twice their size after, where they’re so vicious they can wipe out an entire flight of riders all on their own.”

A shudder ripped through me. “Have you seen it happen?”

Her hand flicked to the dreg inside the pen. “Look at this beast. Can you imagine how deadly it would be if it was larger? We can barely restrain it as it is now.”

Did Kerune plan to give them coins?

“The Lieges wear them,” I said.

“I think they use them to control the dregs.”

“Magically binding them?” An interesting idea.

“Something like that. Have you ever seen what happens to the coin if you don’t steal it off the dead Liege? There’s magic there, for sure.”

I shook my head. “I’ve killed three, and I took all their coins. I didn’t leave any behind.”

“The coins melt and are absorbed into the ground. Only the bony Liege and their shredded cloak remains.”

“Why absorbed?”

“It’s all part of their magic, I guess.” She shrugged. “Just another mystery about Lieges and dregs.”

And the coins they wore at all times. “We shouldn’t wear them out in the open like we do. We’re battling with dregs on a regular basis. Any of them could grab our supposed trophies, and the rest of us would have to deal with the ramifications.”

“We never used to.”

“We have for as long as I can remember.”

“It’s a new thing. Someone . . .” Her head tilted. “I can’t remember who, but one of the riders thought it would be fun to wear them as trophies. The idea caught on, and here we are, with many riders carrying them in their pockets or on a chain around their neck as if the horrifying things will bring them good luck.”

When they could make things worse if the dregs got a hold of them. Ticking weapons, they were poised to explode.

“I’ve spread the word about them,” Jessia said. “But some riders still cling to the idea that they’re safer if they wear them. It’s hard to counter superstition.”

I nudged my chin toward the dreg. “Why didn’t you kill this one?” One dead dreg was one less I had to battle, and many villagers’ lives saved.

“Oh, I plan to. But I felt it was important to study it first.”

“And what have you concluded?” Determined to keep an eye on the dreg, I only turned partway toward her.

“Not much more than what you see here. This was one of five that attacked a village almost a week ago. We killed the others, though we lost three riders doing it. When this one’s right wing was injured and it couldn’t fly, it spiraled to the ground. Because it just laid there, we thought it was dead, but it was only unconscious. That’s when one of the team leaders got the idea to bring it back and secure it in a cage, I assume to taunt it before killing it. They bound it and brought it here, and honestly, I nearly plunged a blade through its eye the moment I saw it. It hadn’t woken yet, however, and I opted to wait and think it through. When it started waking, we darted it. Clipped its wings. And now we observe it. I plan to eliminate it soon.”

“Hold off if you can.”

“Why?”

Good question. “Let me think about why, and I’ll tell you.”

The dreg stopped rattling the wall of the cage and squinted at us, its glowing eyes locking on mine.

I was swallowed into . . . something.

A blade will be forged in light, torn away from thorn’s blight,

And veiled beneath the gaze of eternal right.

The first two lines of the riddle whispered through my mind. Why was I thinking about it now?

Eternal right . . .

I sunk deeper into the dreg’s gaze. It stole me away, taking me . . . somewhere. Images flashed through my mind. A vast plain with wavering grasses. A village full of people. The laughter of children. A feeling of peace and contentment.

They didn’t know what was coming. They weren’t prepared. And oh, how they burned as they were torn asunder by fire.

No, they were torn by a thunderous wave of burning magic, changed as it swept over them. Swept through them. As it consumed them.

A blink and I returned to myself. I wrenched my gaze from the dreg, though I still felt its stare locked on my frame.

Jessia sent me a solemn look. “How many has Ivenrail created?”

She didn’t appear to realize I’d been away for a moment.

“I assume an army large enough to sweep across our territory and capture every single Nullen they can find,” I said.

“I want to say we can defeat this new threat, but I’m not as confident as I’d like to be.”

“I’ll help all I can.”

“With your Lydel army,” she said dryly. “I heard they’ve been turned to stone.”

“I’m not giving up. I’m going to do everything I can to stop him.”

Turning to face me, she braced my arms and stared into my eyes. “Then I’ll support you. I have nothing to lose.”

“I need to leave soon.” A feeling kept hitching down my spine, telling me there was one more thing I had to do before I could return to Weldsbane. A compulsion? I’d soon find out. “I’ll create a device we can use to communicate.” How? This wasn’t magic I’d heard of before, and I had no idea if there was a spell that could make it happen.

“Let’s go back to my office, and we can discuss it.”

“I can get us there quickly,” I said.

“I assume you speak of the magic you displayed in my office? Alright.”

After sheathing my blades, I took her hands. “Don’t let go.”

“I don’t believe I will.” She released a shrill laugh.

One flit took us there.

I wasn’t trying to impress her, but my time here was limited. Each moment I was gone from Weldsbane could make a difference. We needed to travel to Lydel, though I had no idea what waited for us there. Aunt Vera and an eager army?

I let go of Jessia’s hands.

She staggered, her gaze sweeping down my body. “You truly are one of the wicked fae.”

“I am.” This time, I lifted my chin. “And I’m going to use all my wicked fae magic to protect the Nullens I still claim as my own.”

“We need an ally among those fiends.” She rounded her desk and sagged in her chair.

“My blade is yours.”

“And mine is yours.”

Drumming up a bit of power, I paused, thinking about how I could best use it. With a flick of my finger, I created two journals like those I’d used here at the fortress during my classes. I magicked pencils to go with them.

Jessia stared at them lying on her desk. “What do you expect to do with these?”

“We’ll use them to communicate,” I whispered, though I was confident no one was listening. “The journals are magicked to reveal their contents only to us.” Striding around the desk to stand beside her, I opened one and wrote hello on the first page.

When she opened the second journal, the word appeared, fading after she’d read it. She reeled backward in her chair, her hands lifting away from the journals as if they were coated with poison. “This is . . .”

“Amazing, right?” I flashed her a smile that faded quickly. “If I learn anything you might find useful, I’ll send it to you. Please do the same for me.”

“I mentioned that I’d played a bit with magic,” she pinched out. “But I’m not sure how I feel about it in general.”

“The thought of being fae and doing things like this not only stuns me but, in many ways, horrifies me. Like you, I grew up here with the same hatred of the fae and their abusive power.” We had good reason; we just hadn’t known exactly why, though we did now. Our feelings had been ingrained in us for many generations after they suppressed our power. “This journal and paper are weapons we can use to protect others. I’m not going to toss a chance like that away.”

She stared up at me before biting down hard on her lower lip. “Alright. I’ll stay in touch.”

“We’re going to defeat this threat.”

“Any ideas how?”

“That’s what I still need to figure out.” I tucked my journal and pencil beneath my leather tunic. “Do you need anything else from me?”

“I can’t think of anything yet.”

“Send me a message if you do.”

She sighed. “Things felt simpler when I took over this job. I understood my role here. I know how to lead. I also know how to kill dregs and Lieges. Despite their increase in attacks, it was more of the same. But things have changed.” A tremor came through in her voice. “I’m worried we’ll reach the point where we can’t keep them from overrunning us and swarming across the continent. It horrifies me to think that’s been the plan all along.”

“We’ll stop him. We’ll survive.”

“And what will be left of us after we’ve finished?”

“I don’t know.” I wasn’t confident I’d survive long enough to find out, so I couldn’t give her the happy answer she was seeking. I’d do all I could to make it through this. There had to be something better waiting for us once this threat was eliminated, and I’d find it.

“At least you’re honest.”

“I’ll share all I can.” In that, I was much like Vexxion. I’d only hold things back if she was safer not knowing.

“I wish you luck.”

I was going to need it.

With a parting nod to her, I flitted from her office, landing in the channel leading away from the cave where Kinart was murdered.
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TEMPEST
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Iwasn’t sure why I felt the need to come to this place again. But like back then and during the bone vision, I was drawn down the passageway by a flickering light. This time, I didn’t stop to spy into the small cave with the candle. With the hilt of a dagger in my palm, I strode into the cavern and over to the waiting Liege.

I’d wondered if any survived Kerune’s purge.

Like all the other Lieges I’d seen and battled, this one wore a torn robe over his skeletal frame held together by only sinew. The hood was up as usual, though his bony features poked from within the folds.

“Yes,” he hissed. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Why?” I remained far enough back he couldn’t snap out a hand to grab me. This one appeared uninjured. A leap, and he could take me down and consume me within an instant. I would not allow myself to fear him. I’d killed three Lieges, and I wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate a fourth.

“I sensed you needed me,” he said softly. “As much as I—we—need you.”

“I’ll never need one such as you, and I can’t see why you’ll ever need me,” I said with scorn.

“In both, you’re wrong.”

“Tell me why you called me here.” I tightened my grip on Vexxion’s family dagger. While I felt in control of this situation, I’d be a fool to relax my guard.

His glowing eyes fell on my hand. “That blade cannot serve your need.”

“My need to kill you?” I ached to do it, to wipe every single one of these monsters off the continent. Maybe if they all fell, the dregs would collapse along with them and Nullens would finally be safe.

“The need to fulfill your vow.”

The time for playing word games had passed. “If Ivenrail was here, I’d slit his throat with this inferior blade and be done with him.”

He cackled, a low, husky sound reminiscent of dry leaves skittering across rocky ground. “If Ivenrail was here, you wouldn’t get close enough to swipe your weapon across his throat.”

“I got pretty close once and I’ll do so again.”

“The fae king has not survived this long without discovering ways to protect himself that are unlike any other.”

“I’ll find a way.” With this blade or another. Or with magic. Was that what the Liege meant?

“Perhaps yes. Perhaps no.” His low laugh scraped across my skin like a jagged blade.

“How are you made? In my lessons at the fortress, I was told that the dregs were crafted from the bowels of the wasteland itself, but I know that’s not true.”

“What have you learned, one who still does not know who she truly is?”

“Yeah, yeah, Lydel heir. I know that already.”

“There’s still more for you to discover.”

“What might that be?”

“I cannot tell you,” he said.

“Won’t.”

He shrugged, and the simple yet common gesture jarred through me, reminding me that in many ways, Lieges may not be much different from us.

“You’re powerless Nullens gifted with . . .” I flicked my hand toward his body, “this.”

“Sadly, in this, you are correct.”

Finally, confirmation of what I read in Ember’s Shadow.

I sensed Ivenrail’s involvement here. Or his father’s, since that was when this all started.

“If you hadn’t been twisted into this form or that of a dreg,” I said. “Would you appear the same as me?”

“It’s been so long now,” he creaked softly. “I’m not sure I remember.”

I would not feel sad for this Liege who’d grab me and hold me down while the king drained me.

“How many of you remained after Kerune’s purge?” I asked.

“Too few. Too many.”

“Which is it?” I asked, my grip on the blade remaining strong. One wrong move from him, and I’d flick it toward him, drive it deep into his eye. I’d leap at the same time and land on his chest to shove the sharp edge all the way to the hilt. They may be powerless fae somewhere deep inside, but they’d been turned into monsters and there was no going back from that.

Would I claim his bone coin when he lay dead on the floor? I wasn’t sure I should. They felt like time borrowed.

“What will you give me in exchange for what you truly need?” he asked.

“Are you offering me a blade that will kill Ivenrail?”

“I offer you a future that is being stolen.”

“I can’t imagine making a deal with you.” Although . . . “Tell me what you think I need.”

“Something you crave above all else. Something that could truly make a difference.”

I’d be a fool to make a deal with a Liege. “I should kill you and seek out the others. Slash through this cave until none of you remain.”

“You don’t have what it takes to fix this, not yet,” he said.

“Fix what?”

“Everything.”

Like all the other Lieges I’d encountered, this one offered hints and tantalizing clues that could lead somewhere or nowhere, but very few words carried the weight of true meaning.

“You’re talking about restoring or centering the balance,” I tossed out there, watching him, though his bony face gave nothing away.

“You have learned,” he crowed.

My sigh rang out. “Can you see the future?”

“Only the past.”

“And what does the past tell you?” Without stepping stones, one couldn’t cross a river to reach the opposite side. Even clues from the past could send me on the course where everything, as he’d said, could be fixed.

“The past tells me that you’ll need what I offer. That we need what Lydel may one day offer.”

“Either give me what you believe I need, or I’m leaving.” I’d actually started to turn when his arm lifted.

“So you wish to make the deal?”

“I won’t consider anything until I see what you offer.”

“What about this?” His sleeve slid back on his arm, revealing the simple strand holding his bone coin . . .

. . . and something gray and twisted and otherwise dead except for the tiny red flowers adorning it.

I knew right then that there wasn’t anything—and I meant anything—I wouldn’t give to have that collar in my hand when I left this wretched place.

“What do you want in exchange?” There was no hiding the wispy tremor in my voice.

He curled his finger my way.

I reeled backward, having no interest in getting closer to this horrifying being.

“Speak the words, and I’ll decide if we have a deal.”

“If you wish to hear, you must come closer.”

After swallowing against the knot in my throat, I took one step and another, until we were so near, the flutter of his cloak in the light breeze clawing through the chamber made the material brush against my boots.

He curled his finger again, and I leaned near his mouth, my hand tightening on my dagger. It might not be what I needed to kill Ivenrail, but one gouge would eliminate this Liege.

His whispered words struck my ear like a blow.

My breath sucked from me, I flung myself away from him. “So much! Why do you want me to do all that?”

“If I tell you, it’ll change your path.” He plucked the vine collar off his wrist and dangled it out to me, pinched between two bony fingers. “Simple tasks for a paltry item you value more than anything.”

“I value honor. Integrity.” And my love for Vexxion. Nothing else drove me.

Yet I needed that collar.

“Do you have more of them?” I asked.

“This is the last. There will be no others.” His bony lips spread wide to reveal a gaping maw that led to nowhere. Did they eat or did they suck down Nullen power to keep themselves alive? “Do we have a deal?”

He knew we did before I arrived in this cave.

“Yes.” Oh, how bitter the word tasted.

“You won’t regret this.”

I already did.

I plucked the collar from him, and before he could say or do anything to entrap me further, I flitted from the cave.

Once I’d landed outside the cage penning the winged dreg, I tried to stuff the collar into my pocket, but I ran into an obstacle and pulled out my tiny pouch of pixie “gifts”.

My hands shook more than I liked as I stuffed it back into my pocket and placed the coiled collar inside another.

With a lift of my chin, I strode close enough to the cage to press my face against the metal. Night had fallen, and the dreg didn’t stir. It lay on the sand, its breathing even, as if it was like any other winged beast waiting to be tamed.

I spoke the words, and may the fates protect me, but they burned when they came out.

The Liege had made three demands, and this was only half of the first. As for the rest? That would take time.

Another flit took me back to Weldsbane.

I found Vexxion sitting in one of the parlors, alone other than Drask clinging to a perch near the window and Brodine sliding his fingertips along the spines of the numerous books lined up on the shelves. The murmur of the others speaking in a room nearby reached my ears.

When he saw me, Drask cawed and flew to me, taking his place on my left shoulder where he belonged. I stroked his back, and he pecked my cheek, his huffs telling me he’d missed me.

“You’re back.” Brodine strode over to stand in front of me. “I was worried.” He enveloped me in a hug like the ones he’d given me most of my life, the kind that told me our friendship remained solid. “I’ve been watching over Vexxion, keeping him safe.” His chest puffed. “I know you love him and . . . I’m trying to love him myself.” His lopsided smile was so like the old Brodine I adored that I had to grin along with him.

“Thank you.”

His smile faded. “Was I like he is now, just sitting there, staring at the wall?”

“Yeah.”

“That sucks.”

“It sure does.”

“But you’re back. Safe.” His gaze scanned my frame. “I should’ve gone with you.”

I would’ve felt the same if he’d left on a similar mission. “Everything went fine.”

“I would’ve watched your back.” He held up his hand to cut off my protest. “I get it. You’re capable of taking care of yourself, but we’re family. We watch out for each other. Always have. Always will.”

My friend truly was back, and I couldn’t be happier. This time, I hugged him, and he rubbed my back in a way that felt warm, comforting, and amazing.

“I wanted to thank you for all you did to protect me at Bledmire,” he said, stepping back. “You and Vexxion. I’ll tell him when he . . .” He sucked in a breath and released it with his words. “When he’s back. Which he will be. You did it for me, and you’re going to do it for him. You won’t give up until he’s with you once more. That’s one of the things I admire the most about you, Tempest. Your dedication to friends.”

His support meant everything to me.

“I have a collar for him,” I said.

Bro’s breath caught, and his eyes widened. He traced a fingertip across his nape. “One of these?”

“Yes.”

Concern shadowed his eyes. “Where did you get it?”

“I negotiated for it after I spoke with the commander. Jessia’s in charge now.”

“Really?” he gushed. “She’s perfect for that role.”

“I think so too.”

He gripped my arms, making me meet his eyes. “You didn’t endanger yourself to get that collar, did you?”

“No.” Thought I would’ve. Anything.

What had Vexxion given in exchange for four collars? The Liege drove a hard bargain for one. Was Vexxion’s deal complete? It didn’t matter. We hadn’t seen the last of that Liege.

“Did one of the fae give it to you?” Brodine shook his head. “No, that can’t be right. You went to the fortress. But Jessia wouldn’t have anything like that.”

“No, she wouldn’t.”

“I thought Lieges made the collars.”

“That’s what some believe.”

I wouldn’t tell him where I got it even if he pressed me.

Thankfully, he let it go. “You told Jessia about the flying dregs.”

“Right away.”

“Good. She’ll let the other commanders know and they’ll be on high alert. We’ve done what we can to help our friends.” His posture loosened, and he rubbed his palms together. “I bet you can’t wait to place that collar around Vexxion’s neck. Do you mind if I watch?”

“Why not?” Striding over to Vexxion, I stared down at him.

His gaze remained locked on nothing, as if he awaited directions to complete a simple task. A vise gripped my throat and cold claws sunk into my lungs. The air around us thickened, every word and touch Ivenrail had stolen from me worse than stinging grit in my eyes.

A storm raged through me, a cyclone of need. I was desperate to pull him back to my side, but so far, it felt like I was trying to grasp mist. I’d loved this man almost from the moment I met him, and my feelings would never change. Desperation settled on my soul, a heavy, unmovable weight.

The collar would work. It had to work. I couldn’t bear to see Vexxion like this any longer.

“I’ve got something for you, Vexxion,” I whispered, climbing onto the sofa beside him. “Something wonderful.”

“I’m here for you.” Brodine hurried over and lifted his hand toward me before letting it drop to his side. “You know, just in case.” He sat on the edge of the low table in front of the sofa, his hands loose on his thighs, his gaze fixed on Vexxion. “It’s going to work. I know it. He’ll be back, and then we can leave. We need to get out of here before more of those dregs arrive.”

He had that right.

I stared at the man I loved who was trapped in a world I couldn’t reach. Reyla hadn’t spoken much about the ether, stating only that it was as desolate as the dreg wasteland, that only sorrow and pain blew through that land, that she knew she’d die there if she didn’t escape. That she’d become one with the stars.

I tugged the collar from my pocket and held it out in front of Vexxion, though his gaze didn’t focus on the strands. “This is going to help you.” My swallow did not want to go down. “He won’t be able to use you any longer.”

It couldn’t bring Vexxion back, though I’d keep pouring my magic into him with the spell that seemed to help my friends.

Why hadn’t I asked the Liege for a spell that would drag Vexxion’s mind from the ether?

Because I knew that with the collar, he’d no longer be bound to a monster, and that was the most important thing. Ivenrail had ensnared Vexxion in a noose from the time he was a child, and finally, we could remove the wretched thing and toss it away.

My spell had worked with Brodine and Reyla. I’d make it work with Vexxion. No need to make a second bargain with a Liege who saw too much and demanded everything in exchange.

My love was so much taller than me. I couldn’t reach, so I climbed onto his lap. Knowing Ivenrail would no longer be able to track him, that he could no longer manipulate Vexxion, made hope soar inside me.

I rose onto my knees and leaned into him, pressing my forehead against his. I drew up power and sent it to him with the spell. Over and over until my hands shook, and I could barely hold onto the collar.

“Do it.” Brodine leaned in, his hand landing on Vexxion’s arm. “Hey, um, Vex? It won’t hurt.” He lowered his voice for my ears alone. “I don’t think it did. I don’t really remember.” My friend sounded so lost and alone. I couldn’t imagine what he’d been through. “But if it was horrible, I would’ve felt it. You can trust in that, Tempest. What you’re doing is right and it won’t hurt him.”

I was grateful to have Brodine here with me.

After sucking in a breath and shooting it back out, I wrapped the collar around Vexxion’s throat. It sunk into his skin. When the old one was rejected, I didn’t burn it like I ached to do. I placed it in my pocket for another time.

Everything. I would’ve given everything to be able to do this for Vexxion.

And I still might have to.

Vexxion sucked in a breath. Another. His head tipped back, and his eyes—his gloriously beautiful and now clear eyes—met mine.

“Fuck, it worked,” Brodine crowed, wiggling around on the table.

Drask squawked and flew up, landing on the sofa behind Vexxion. The bird leaned around to peer at Vexxion’s face.

“Vexxion,” I breathed.

He looked down at me . . . and I saw the glorious, gorgeous, delicious man I loved there.

My face stung from my wide smile, and tears sprung from my eyes and trickled down my face.

Cupping his shoulders, I kissed him, savoring how wonderful it felt to touch him in this way. We’d find time for us soon where we could—

He wrenched backward and scowled down at me. “Who in the fates are you?”
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VEXXION
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Avery beautiful fae woman had just kissed me, and I had no idea who she was. While I’d been with fae women in the past, using their bodies to escape my wretched existence while they did the same with me, I’d quickly found celibacy more appealing.

Now this one straddled my lap, staring at me with tears trickling down her cheeks and a sweet smile curling her plump lips that faded much too quickly. Despair drowned out her features, and I suspected I was the cause, though I had no idea why.

The crow I’d thought long dead hopped off the back of the couch to perch on her shoulder. He cocked his head and peered at me, not flying to me like he would’ve long ago.

A male I’d never seen before sat on a low table nearby, staring at me with a mix of hope and dismay.

“It’s me,” the woman said in a creaky voice. “Your fury.”

“I have no fury.” Other than the one burning within my heart. Rage could twist a man into something he abhorred, but I ached to use it to lay waste to the king who’d cursed me for a lifetime.

A glance around told me we sat in the blue parlor at Weldsbane Manor.

“How did you get inside my estate?” I asked them with a sneer. “Though it truly doesn’t matter. Leave, no. Both of you.”

“Vexxion.” The woman’s grip tightened on my shoulders. “It’s me. Tempest. Please. It’s me.”

“Jeez,” the male said, rising. “She loves you. You need to treat her better than this.”

“I don’t know either of you,” I bit out.

I lifted the woman off my thighs and placed her on the sofa beside me, rising and rounding the table to put distance between us.

She got up and the man moved to stand beside her, his arm going around the back of her waist as if she needed support to keep from falling.

“It’s alright,” he told her softly. “Give him a moment to let things settle.”

“You two need to leave,” I said again. How had they gotten past my wards, and why did they act as if they knew me?

Was this yet another trap sent my way by the king?

“We’re fated mates, and I’m not going anywhere,” she snapped, stalking over to stand in front of me. Her leather tunic and pants hugged her curves, and for one moment, I was tempted to touch her. The feeling scorched across my bones.

I shook the inane emotion off.

“I don’t have a fated mate,” I drawled.

Her chin lifted, and her gorgeous green eyes met mine. I could sink into them while I sunk my body into hers and—

Fuck, what was wrong with me? I didn’t know her and whatever her scheme was, it was not going to work.

She held out her arm, turning it to reveal a symbol etched on her skin as beautiful as her. “What do you think this is?”

I knew very well what it was. I’d studied my own each night, tracing my fingertip across the pattern, placing all my wishes for something better into a relationship that might never happen.

And colors . . . My life had only been shades of gray and now . . . I saw colors.

Because of her.

“You’re Brenna,” I croaked, revealing more of my emotions than I liked if only for a moment. I flipped my arm over to show the world her symbol’s match.

“I’m Fury,” she said. “Your Fury. I was born Brenna, but I don’t remember having that name.”

“By the fates,” a woman said from the doorway to my right.

I reached for one of the blades at my waist and pulled it, rounding to face the threat.

“Whoa.” She came to an abrupt halt and lifted her hands. Unlike Tempest, she wore a simple linen tunic and dark pants. She’d pulled her long red hair back, securing it at the nape of her neck. “There was a time when I worried you might hurt my friend, but as far as I know, you were never eager to kill me.”

“Vexxion’s back,” Brenna—Tempest—said to this and the other women entering my parlor. The second wore her dark hair in tight braids, and her deep brown eyes pretty much glared.

“He doesn’t seem to remember me,” Tempest said. “Any of us, I guess.” She looked up at me with so much pain in her pretty eyes I ached to stroke away the tears tracing down her cheeks. It was all I could do not to tell her everything would be alright.

I’d spent so much of my younger years longing for the time when I’d meet her, telling myself that together, we could defeat any threat and rise from what was left to build a new, wonderful world. I never thought I’d actually find her. I’d begun to believe she was dead.

“How did all of you get inside my estate?” I asked, striving to keep my tone even.

The women and the man sat in chairs inside my parlor, as if they not only knew me but my estate.

“Sit,” Tempest told me in a tone that told me she’d do her best to make me obey if I didn’t comply.

Because I couldn’t see any harm in doing as she suggested, and I needed answers, I sunk onto another sofa. She joined me, sitting so close her thigh brushed along mine.

I eased away from her and again, she sent me a look filled with complete devastation.

“I don’t know you,” I said, though I kept my voice gentle. My fated mate was here. We could still build something, though I didn’t know what it might be.

Together, we might finally kill the king.

My gaze swept across the others. “I don’t know any of you, actually. Explain what’s going on.”

Introductions came first. Reyla and Brodine had grown up in a border fortress with Tempest, though I couldn’t imagine how the Lydel heir had ended up there. Airia had worked in the aerie at Bledmire and would bear watching.

Tempest shared how she and I had met months ago, how I’d collared her at the Claiming and trained her, how we’d fallen in love. She’d nearly killed Ivenrail—a detail that stunned me. She finished with how we’d escaped Bledmire the day before and brought me here with them.

How Ivenrail nearly killed me before they fled.

If this was all true, why didn’t I remember?

The one detail that stunned me the most was that Tempest had somehow removed the collar the king snapped around my throat like a noose when I was five. I’d spent years doing all I could to ignore the feel of it squirming beneath my skin.

That feeling was gone, giving me the only reason I could believe her.

Could all of this be true?

“You’re still collared,” I pointed out dryly, tracing my finger across her throat like I wielded a blade.

A shiver tracked through her, and her eyes closed, though only for an instant.

“You obtained collars like this for me, my friends, and Brenna,” Tempest said, explaining who Brenna was, though she now went by the name Layla. My brother was with the king’s new wife?

“You didn’t tell me how you got them,” Tempest said. “But we used them. The new collars remove the Claiming vines and mask that we no longer have them.”

What had I given for such a thing, and why would I do something like this? But if they were no longer collared yet appeared as if they were, they could travel through faerie without giving away that they were free.

And now it appeared Tempest had obtained the same collar for me.

“Where did you get it, little one?” I asked her. Only the Lieges possessed the magic to create collars.

Her gaze slipped from mine. “It doesn’t matter.”

Tipping her chin up with one finger, I studied her face. “It does,” I snapped. “Tell me.”

“Don’t use that tone with me.” She pulled away from my touch.

“What tone is that, little one?” I drawled, enjoying teasing her for some unknown reason. I wanted to get up and walk away from her, but I also wanted to tug her back onto my lap and wrap my arms around her.

Reyla and Airia scowled, and Brodine leaned forward, a low growl rumbling in his chest.

“The kind of tone that says you won’t allow me to refuse you an answer,” she said with a quake in her voice that I knew in my heart was not fear. Her pupils had dilated, and her breaths jerked in and out, making her full breasts press against the inside of her leather tunic. I couldn’t look away.

My tone had aroused her.

Perhaps we had loved each other, though I couldn’t find the feeling inside me no matter how hard I tried.

I frowned, dismissing that part of this for now. “You said someone who calls herself Brenna—excuse me, Layla—married the king? Then my younger brother stole her immediately after the wedding?”

“I did.” Zayde strode into the parlor holding hands with a woman with Tempest’s same eyes and hair color. Was this the king’s new wife? She was taller than Tempest, and her build a bit lusher, but the two women could be sisters.

I love you, someone said in my mind.

“Fuck,” I bellowed, rising from the sofa and striding away from the infernal woman who insisted we were fated mates, who insisted we’d loved each other for months.

The others jolted and gaped at me.

Mind-to-mind communication was only possible with fated mates. We had the same symbol. She could invade my very thoughts.

She was my fated mate, but I didn’t know her. Yes, I’d sought her almost from the moment I knew she existed. From about the time I was nineteen, I’d seen her as my salvation. But I wouldn’t be forced into feelings I didn’t have. The idea repulsed me.

Yet she didn’t repulse me. Even dressed in simple leathers, a rough outfit I’d scorn if it was worn by any other, I couldn’t look away from her beauty.

Whenever she looked my way, shock coursed through my veins.

Her nearness hit me like a wild storm, shaking my body awake. She wasn’t just pretty; she was raw magnetism wrapped in flesh. My pulse pounded, and my chest tightened, lashed by a primal hunger I couldn’t deny.

I wanted to devour her with my senses, consume her until I couldn’t tell where she left off and I began. This fierce desperation unhinged me; the air felt thick and suffocating. In that instant, nothing mattered but closing the distance separating us—an instinctive need clawing at my soul to possess this gorgeous being.

I fought it with everything inside me.

Watching my mother be sliced apart before my eyes had nearly severed my mind from the world around me. I’d been made to watch by a monster who knew no boundaries, a fiend who wouldn’t stop until he’d not only ground me into the stone beneath his boot but made me cry out in bitter surrender.

Yes, I’d dreamed of a future with the woman I knew as Brenna. Yes, I’d sought her from the time I realized what she could mean to me. But I couldn’t love her, and she should not love me, not as long as Ivenrail lived.

The thought of handing part of my soul to anyone made visceral fear bolt through me. I steeled my body to hold back its tremor. Having feelings for anyone would only lead to my downfall. I refused to hand a new weapon to the person I hated most.

How had I allowed myself to have feelings for this woman?

Because she looked like she was going to cry, and seeing this gutted me in a way I couldn’t describe, I returned to sit beside her, though I left the space of a thigh between us.

Don’t speak to me in my mind again, I said, my tone as gentle as I could make it. It was vital that I establish boundaries between us.

Her long pause was filled with her ragged breathing. Her hands clenched by her thighs, and her body quaked. “Alright.”

I knew she existed from the time I was small, back when her aunt flitted to my cold quarters inside the castle. She’d peered around for a long time while I sat on my bed and watched her. Striding close, she’d stopped beside my bed and studied me.

“Vexxion,” she’d said.

I’d only nodded. I didn’t know who she was then, but a spark of hope had burst inside me, a bitter, amazing thing I didn’t dare trust. When she stroked my forehead, that only reinforced my aching need for someone—anyone—to treat me with kindness.

“I can’t stay long,” she’d said.

And there it was. She’d abandon me there to suffer some more.

“I have to show you this.” She’d projected an image of a small girl with dark hair and green eyes before me.

“Who is it?” I’d asked.

“Her name is Brenna Lydel. Your mother and hers betrothed you when she was a child. Don’t tell anyone, or they’ll kill her.”

“Why?”

“Others have said . . .” She’d pinched her lips together.

I’d looked up at her. “Said what?”

“It’s a silly myth perpetuated by a witch, nothing you should worry about now.”

“Tell me,” I’d growled.

“You two could change the world.”

“How can two people change the world?” Even at five, I knew it would take an army to do something like that.

She was foolish to come to me. I sensed the king would kill her if he found her there.

And she could only spit out silly words that meant nothing.

“I can’t say anything further. When the time is right, you’ll know.” The woman nudged her chin to the small girl’s image. “Remember her. She’s the one you must seek, the only one who can do what must be done.”

The words my mother made me memorize before she died—before Ivenrail murdered her—floated through my mind.

When nature bends and true love speaks with all its might, only then will justice end the bitter blight.

As I studied Brenna’s little girl features, my wrist had blazed, and even as a child, I knew that this girl who was only a few years younger than me would one day mean everything—everything—to me.

In the image, she smiled, playing with a toy on the floor, happy while I lived with desolate sadness. But she was my fated mate, and I knew then that I would seek her for the rest of my days.

It was only when I grew older that I realized I had to put my dreams aside. If and when I finally met her, I’d have to shove her away. Loving her would only result in her death.

The old woman had left, and I hadn’t seen her until years later when Ivenrail brought her before him, calling her Vera. He thrust her to her knees in front of his throne and demanded Vera tell them where she was.

She’d refused to say a word, and he’d encased her with a frame and hid her somewhere within the castle.

I grew older. More bitter.

And my hope of anything better fled.

I had not found the child who’d grown into a woman—the very beautiful woman sitting beside me. If it happened, I’d remember.

How had I allowed myself to fall in love with her, to give her the hope for a future together I could see shining in her eyes? The same hope was trying to worm its way into my heart right now.

I cut it off. I had to cut it off.

Zayde settled in a chair and tugged Layla down onto his lap. She placed her arm around his shoulders and leaned into his chest. I didn’t miss the matching symbols on their wrists. How could I forget my brother finding his fated mate, let alone me finding my own?

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Zayde said, confirming that everything Tempest and the others shared was true. She must be right about the collar. I no longer felt it twisting and clawing around my neck. “And I’m glad you’re back. I was worried . . .” His gaze fell on my throat. Did he know the collar was gone? “What’s the plan?”

“We’re going to Lydel first,” Tempest said, her voice only a touch shrill. Her gaze jerked my way before she made her eyes point forward. “I’m going to break the curse, gather an army, then go back to Bledmire and finish what I started.”

Zayde frowned. “This sounds great, but I’m not sure how you’re going to do all that.”

“I’m not either, but it must be done.” Tempest peered toward the windows covered with sheer drapes. Night had fallen while we spoke. “As eager as I am to leave immediately, we should wait until tomorrow. I know where Lydel is, but I don’t know how long it’ll take to get there—”

“Four day’s flight,” I said. “If we leave first thing in the morning, we can stop partway for the night and continue the next day. After that, we’ll have to camp. We’ll reach the island late in the afternoon on the fourth day.”

“Sounds good,” Zayde said, and the others nodded.

Tempest told Zayde all that had happened since they parted at Bledmire, and my brother’s happy gaze locked on my throat.

After we ate dinner, I magicked the dishes away.

Tempest had respected my request not to speak to me in my mind, but her gaze never left me. She loved me. I could see that as clearly as the mark on my wrist.

Why didn’t I love her?

We sat in the parlor, drinking wine one of us poured and strategizing, though until we reached Lydel, and Tempest somehow broke the curse, we wouldn’t be able to proceed with any real plan.

Finally, Reyla rose and placed her wine glass on a table. I magicked it away like I had the dishes. “I’m going to bed.” Her gaze sought Tempest’s, and the sorrow in her eyes was magnified in my fated mate. “I’ll help make up a bed for you.”

“She’ll sleep in mine,” I barked.

I was as shocked as everyone else at my words. If I were wise, I’d shove her as far away as I could, not suggest we share a room. Yet here I was, falling into that naiveness I’d lived in for a short time after Vera came to me, the silly unbroken part of me that suggested this woman could offer a better future for me than the one Ivenrail tried to force down my throat.

“If you insist,” Tempest said shortly.

“I do.”

Reyla strode over to stand in front of me. “If you hurt her, I’ll gut you.”

She had very little magical training, though I sensed tremendous potential. What little she could host at this moment could be dispelled with a flick of my finger. Still, I nodded. She had the right to protect her friend.

“And if she doesn’t, I will,” Brodine snapped. His gaze flicked to Tempest, and I didn’t like the protectiveness I spied there. I might not be able to have her, but I’d be damned if I’d step back and let him be with her instead.

“I can take care of myself,” Tempest snarled. With bitterness spilling across her face, she rose from her chair. “I’m going to bed as well.”

We all got up and started for the foyer.

Brodine slid between me and Tempest, taking her arm when her stride faltered. “Are you sure about this?” He shot me a scowl that should burn, but I answered it with a slick smile.

I had aroused Tempest, not him.

“I’m fine, Bro.” Her words came out in a sigh, and she leaned into his side.

A snarl ripped up my throat before I could bite it back. “Do. Not. Touch. Her.”

Scowling at me, she shrugged her friend away. “Go to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She walked into the foyer alone, favoring her left leg.

“Why are you limping?” I growled, latching onto her arm and making her face me. I scanned her body, expecting to find wounds, which was silly. She was safe enough inside my home. But that limp . . . “Who hurt you? I’ll kill them.”

She wiggled her arms until my grip loosened and she could step away from me. “I believe whoever did it is already dead.”

“Vexxion.” Warning coming through in Zayde’s voice. Would he threaten me too? “Don’t . . .” He huffed and took Layla’s hand. She squeezed his, and he linked their fingers. “She loves you. Don’t hurt her or you’ll answer to me.”

“I’m not cruel.”

He lifted his eyebrows, though he knew me better than anyone else. I’d only ever shown him my soft side. “Try to be kind.”

I gave him a curt nod.

He and Layla flitted from the parlor, and I assumed he’d take her to the suite he kept here at Weldsbane. My brother being with her like this stunned me. If she was married to Ivenrail, he’d come after her. The Zayde I knew would never have gone against his father, let alone steal the king’s bride.

This showed me again that what I’d been told was true.

I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Odd feelings kept churning through me as if I stood in a deep pool of water and all my emotions had sunk to the bottom. I ached to reach down and grab onto them, tug them up and make them shine in the light of day, but every time I tried, they slipped through my fingers and settled back into the mud.

Taking Tempest’s hand, I flitted us to my room, finding her scent everywhere.

This was my sanctuary, and I didn’t know what to think of her spreading every bit of herself around. A bag sat on a chair, and I was sure it was hers. A gown lay nearby. Also hers.

“You were my fated mate,” I said softly, unsure why the notion still surprised me.

Seeing her hobble into the middle of the room made rage storm through me. I would exhume whoever had caused her pain and make sure they felt my wrath.

“I am your fated mate,” she growled, not facing me. She had the sweetest ass, molded by her leather pants in a way I ached to do with my hands. Turning, she sighed. “You’ll remember us. You have to.”

“And if I don’t?” I rasped. I’d remained passive while in the parlor, giving everyone a chance to have their say, but this was my house. My bedroom. And I controlled what happened in the only real home I’d ever known.

“Then I’ll find a way to go on without you.” Such hollowness in her words.

If I let the feeling inside, it would gut me.

“I’m sure I loved you too,” I said, though I still couldn’t grab onto the feeling.

The glare she sent me should’ve pinned me to the wall. “Statements like that hurt me. You can be cruel. I saw it—no I felt it too many times over the past few months—but even when I had doubts about everything going on around us, they couldn’t shove aside my belief that you cared for me.”

“You doubted me as well?”

Biting her lower lip, she nodded.

“Why did you doubt me?” I strode right up to her.

She took a step backward. “You gave me just cause.” She shared what happened after we arrived at Bledmire, how I’d twisted her emotions to the point she didn’t know what or who to trust.

“That does sound like something I’d do,” I said wryly.

“Quite happily most of the time.” Pivoting, she walked away from me. “I’m going to take a bath. I’ll sleep in a chair or on the floor.”

The crow she’d named Drask after she healed his injuries and adopted him—another strange thing—soared into the room through the open window and landed on a perch. He cocked his head, and I swore he was glaring at me as sharply as Tempest.

“You’ll sleep in my bed,” I ground out.

“With you or alone?” Her lips twisted into a sneer that matched the turbulent feelings churning inside me. “Do you plan to see if you remember fucking me?”

She was beautiful, the loveliest person I’d seen in my wretched life. I wanted to make this right, but I would never do anything that might shatter her.

“You could sleep with me,” I snarled, watching the storm clouds flicking across her face. For whatever reason, I loved pushing her, prodding her into a reaction. The heat in her pabrilleen green eyes set me aflame.

“I’m not fucking you until you remember me.” She limped from the room, and water soon gushed into the tub.

“I wouldn’t ask you to,” I called to her.

“Good,” she snapped.

Yes. Good.

My damn cock disagreed. Funny how my mind might not remember her, but my body shouted it did.

If I were wise, I’d sleep in a chair. I wasn’t sure I trusted my body not to seek hers while I slept. Despite her recent comment, she might welcome it, but I didn’t know her. I would not climb all over her, let alone possess her, until I did.

Because I felt compelled to do so, and a small part of me was softening to her already, I magicked some items into the bathing area.

Her gasp rang out. “Are you trying to rip me apart, Vexxion?” she asked, her voice hoarse with an emotion that spiked right through me.

“I’m not.” I savored making her respond to my words and my very presence, but I was not trying to hurt her.

“Where do you get these roses?” she asked so softly I could barely hear her.

“Somewhere special,” I said. “I’ll take you there one day.”

Her choking sob echoed in the small room.
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If the fates wanted to torture me, they’d found the perfect way. My love had returned from the ether—I’d dragged him back with my will and my magic alone—and he didn’t remember me or what we’d shared.

It gutted me. Tortured me in a way nothing else ever could.

My chest constricted, like thick bands were squeezing tighter with each of my breaths. Hot waves of nausea churned through my belly, mingling with an icy dizziness that blurred the world around me.

He didn’t remember me. He didn’t remember anything we’d shared.

The words echoed endlessly in my mind—a cruel symphony gouging fissures in my heart. Each blink made tears crest but instead of tumbling down my face, they seared marks across my soul.

Reyla had lost memories of the time after she was drained, but Vexxion had only been drained a short time ago. Why had the fates stolen everything from the time we’d met? Had Vexxion blocked those memories? I couldn’t imagine why he’d do such a thing. His secrets had been revealed. He no longer held anything back.

Or so I believed. What else could he be keeping from me?

I could stand for hours in the bathing room, biting back my tears. I could rage at the fates for stealing one of the few things that mattered. Or I could look at this in a practical way.

He’d loved me once. I could make him feel that again.

Clinging to a scrap of a plan, I bathed and donned a nightgown, taking care not to look again at the roses in the vase he’d magicked onto the table beside the tub. My emotions kept slamming through me, and noting the flowers with more than the periphery of my mind would set me off. I’d start crying, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop.

The last thing I wanted from the man I loved was his pity.

When I stepped into the bedroom, I found it dark. A subtle sound sent me spinning that way. I grappled for a blade that wasn’t at my side and cursed myself for leaving my daggers . . . somewhere.

I was a fool. Mourning Vexxion’s loss fit. Leaving myself vulnerable to attack did not.

His soft breathing reached me, telling me the sound must’ve come from him. I crept closer, finding him slouched in a big chair near the cold fireplace with his legs outstretched and his hands hanging loosely at his sides.

I felt rather than saw his eyes watching me.

“You should sleep in the bed,” I whispered.

“You will sleep in my bed.”

Without him? How could I bear it?

“I won’t, not until you want me there.” Turning, I strode across the room, stopping beside Drask’s perch to pat him. I pulled up magic and created a soft surface I could sleep on at the base of his perch, adding blankets and a pillow.

Vexxion stalked over to stand behind me, though he didn’t touch me. “Don’t do this.”

“I already did.” After retrieving my dagger from my clothing and laying it beside my improvised bed, I dropped down onto the smooth surface and covered myself with the blankets.

“That’s my family dagger,” he snapped.

“You gave it to me.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I asked for a blade.” Closing my eyes, I pretended I didn’t mind his gaze raking across my face, though having him near was both glorious and pure torture. “As I told you, I was a dragon rider in one of the border fortresses before I went to the Claiming where you looped a collar around my neck. I hated being unarmed.”

A lot had happened between us, and I couldn’t believe something this perfect and pure could be wrenched so easily from his mind.

“At first, you offered me a sword hanging on the wall in your front parlor, but it’s too pretty. I didn’t want to damage it.”

“That dagger belonged to my grandfather and then my mother.”

“She infused it with her blood. So did you.” Back at Bledmire, what felt like ages ago. “You wanted me to use it to kill Ivenrail.”

“Why didn’t you?” His voice was soft and sweet in the darkness, but I wouldn’t mistake his tone for vulnerability. This man had been forged into steel in the fires of his father’s dungeon, and nothing and no one could ever break through the tall barriers he’d erected.

I thought I had, but he’d rebuilt them again.

“Killing him would’ve murdered you,” I said.

“You should have done it.” A hint of disgust twisted through his voice.

“You’re wrong.” What we had was worth fighting for. I reminded myself of that once more. “Go to bed. Sleep. We have a long distance to travel over the next few days, and I need to rest.”

With a grunt, he started to turn away before he snapped back to face me. He scooped me up and carried me over to the bed, shoving aside the covers and laying me on the cold surface. “You will sleep in my bed.”

My eyes pinched with tears and damn, it was hard to hold them back.

He pivoted and strode across the room to sink down again in the chair.
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When I woke in the morning, Vexxion was gone, and for an instant, stark, raving terror jolted through me.

He’d been taken by the king.

He’d left Weldsbane.

He’d left me.

But then I heard subtle sounds coming from the bathing area. After sliding off the bed, I moved silently in that direction. The door hadn’t quite shut. If I were wise, I’d back away and wait for him to finish. I could dress with magic. Flit to another bathing area to take care of my needs.

Instead, I peered through the narrow gap, watching as he dried his body with a big cloth, as he tossed it aside and lifted a pair of dark leather pants from a nearby chair.

He had the most amazing ass, defined with muscles that etched across his thighs. Strong calves. And a back I ached to run my fingers up and down. I’d press my face against his warm, damp skin and close my eyes while I sucked in a breath of pure Vexxion.

Until he shoved me away.

He thrust one leg and then the other into the pants and tugged them up to secure them around his waist. Taking a tunic from the chair, he shook it out and pulled it over his head.

The play of his skin across his broad shoulders was a melody I wanted to listen to forever. Droplets of water slid down his smooth skin, and I needed to trace the paths with my tongue. Lick the water from him and kiss my way around to his front. There, I’d—

He pivoted sharply and there was no missing the glare he stabbed through the narrow opening. “Does privacy mean nothing to you, woman?”

My face blazed. I jerked backward, my leg spasming from the motion. “Sorry. I . . .” I had no excuse, so I didn’t try to drum one up. “When you’re done, I need to use the bathing area.”

“I’m done now.” He pressed open the door and stepped out of the room, bringing with him the scent of warm water infused with a light spice. “The room is yours. I’ll see you downstairs.”

Before he could reach the door to the hallway, I pulled magic from my well and sent it at him with the spell I’d used to unlock creatures throughout the castle, the one that had freed Reyla and Brodine. It may have freed Vexxion, but it hadn’t brought back the man I loved. Could the spell do it for me now?

He came to a shuddering halt, but he didn’t turn around to face me. “Do not ever,” he snarled, “and I mean ever, use your magic on me again.” His fists released at his sides, and he opened the door and stepped out into the hall, pulling the door closed with a bitter bang. His footsteps resounded on the landing, heavy, purposeful, and with a grim determination to take him away from me.

Unable to breathe, unable to gather my wits together enough to think, I remained where I was until I could no longer hear him.

I did not cry.

I did not wail.

And I did not run after him to beg him to love me.

Finally, my lungs gave way, air rushing from me in a sour wave. My heart shattered like fragile glass dropped on stone. Cold numbness spread from deep inside me, freezing every hopeful thought in its path.

With jerky motions, I rubbed my thigh until it stopped aching. I took care of my needs in the bathing area and washed quickly, dressing in leathers I found in the closet. My breath kept hitching in jagged gasps as if the air itself had decided to abandon me. A whirlwind of anguish and dismay tore through me—each burst leaving raw pain and an empty core where my dreams once flourished.

Tugging out the rest of my clothing from the closet, I started adding it to my bag. My fingers grazed the wooden dragon Vexxion had carved me, and I pulled it out, holding it aloft in my flat hand. It remained as motionless as it had been after he crafted it. I hadn’t seen it move other than that one time, and I’d begun to believe it never had.

Where was the woman who’d vowed the night before that she’d make Vexxion love her again? Her world had been shaken, but her determination should still remain strong. I’d survived being dumped at the fortress as a child. I’d learned how to defend myself from bullies, dregs, and life itself. I’d found a family of friends who loved and supported me.

Not only that, but I’d also come close to killing Ivenrail. I’d bonded with and stolen his dragon. I’d freed more creatures inside the castle than I could count, and they could now live free.

I could survive Vexxion’s rejection. My core of strength still remained.

And I would not give up easily.

Growling at myself, I stuffed the dragon back inside the bag and secured the top. I armed myself with every sheath and blade I could find in the room and with the bag in my hand, I called out to Drask. He left his perch and soared in his cute, jagged way over to land on my shoulder.

“Hold on, buddy,” I said, my voice raw with unspent emotion.

When his claws tightened on my tunic, I flitted to the kitchen.

Reyla turned from where she worked at the stove. “Morning.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Everyone else seems content to sit in the parlor, chatting,” she said with a laugh that told me she wasn’t insulted that no one had offered to help her cook.

“Not me.” Please, distract me. I placed my bag near the door.

“Could you put dishes and silverware on the island?”

“Glad to.” With Drask bobbing around on my shoulder, I took things down from the cupboard, adding mugs for tea. Once everything had been laid out on the island, I checked on the tea pot, sucking in a whiff of the heady brew.

Despite the blade of Vexxion’s anger stabbing my heart, I was hungry. Funny how the body did all it could to ensure survival. It would carry on even if the heart couldn’t follow.

I helped Reyla dish up the simple meal, then I walked down the hall and stopped in the open parlor archway. “Breakfast is ready.”

I didn’t look at Vexxion, though I felt the weight of his gaze. Not giving up on us and knowing what steps to take to win his heart were completely different things. Back at the fortress, I’d never put much effort into attracting men. I liked guys. I enjoyed sex as much as the next woman. But fight for a man?

Never.

I was a dragon trainer. A rider. A weapon sent on a regular basis to kill dregs.

That woman had no idea how to win a man’s heart. But the woman I’d become wouldn’t give up without trying. I’d fix this soon, once I figured out how.

The others followed me down the hall and into the kitchen. When we sat, I didn’t take the stool next to Vexxion’s. I didn’t sit opposite him either. I purposefully settled in a place where I couldn’t see him without tilting my head to the side. I mechanically served myself food and ate, finishing everything. My heart had been ripped from my chest, but it somehow kept beating. My belly told me it needed food if it was going to continue this fight.

How did a woman lure a man she was in love with? If I remembered what happened at the fortress correctly, I’d tried to shove him away, but he’d refused. He’d kept at me from the moment he said I belonged to him, from almost the very instant I met him. He’d pursued me with a steely resolve that didn’t allow for refusal.

That man had been stolen away.

“Can I take some of the clothing I found in the closet of the room I slept in?” Airia asked. “Weapons too? I didn’t grow up training in a fortress, but I’m decent with a blade. If the dregs come after us again, I want to be armed.”

“Take whatever you want,” Vexxion said. “As for dregs, you don’t need to fear them. We’ll fly.”

Brodine huffed. “They fly now too.”

Vexxion’s worried gaze sought mine. “Since when?”

“Since the king shoved some magic at them,” Reyla said.

“Then we’ll have to keep watch.” His gaze scanned us all. Funny how easily he’d not only accepted that dregs could fly but taken control of our planning. “Tonight, we’ll stop in a village partway toward Lydel. There’s an inn there that often has open rooms. We’ll leave there with supplies though we may need to visit nearby villages to buy what we need during the rest of the journey.”

“I have coins,” I said. They were his, but he’d given them to me.

“Money will not be an issue,” he bit out.

Was he still angry that I’d used magic on him? I was only trying to help, trying to bring back his memories of what we’d shared. He’d probably seen it as me trying to force this, and he wasn’t wrong.

“I have plenty of money here,” he added in the same sharp tone. “I’ll bring enough for all of us.”

Brodine looked from me to Vexxion, his eyes narrowing. “I’ll pack a bag too. I don’t have anything with me but the clothing I was wearing when we left Bledmire and what I found in my closet this morning.”

“Each room is magicked to give the guest what they need,” Vexxion said. “Consider everything there as your own.”

We cleaned up after breakfast, everyone helping this time. While I packed food and water for the day, the others went upstairs to gather things to take with us. Since I’d already packed, I grabbed my bag and stepped outside. Drask soared off my shoulder and started toward the woods.

“Don’t go far,” I called out to him. “We’re leaving soon, and I don’t know when we’ll return.”

Maybe I’d be dead before I could come back to Weldsbane. A grim thought right there; a product of the sad feelings churning through me.

As Drask cut back and started toward me, I leaped off the top step and onto the walkway, striding out onto the lawn.

We’re leaving soon, I told Madrood, placing my bag on the lawn.

Drask landed the grass in front of me and plucked his way around, seeking bugs.

The young blue dragon is a pain in the ass, Madrood said.

In what way?

She refuses to listen. I had to make threats to get her to return to the aerie for the night. Youngling dragons . . . he huffed.

Tell her she needs to pay attention to you, that you’re a mighty dragon, that the entire fae kingdom is terrified of you.

I did.

And that didn’t do it? I asked, trying not to let even a touch of humor shine in my voice. How long had it been since anyone challenged Madrood?

It did not.

Well, we’ll tire her out flying today. Maybe she’ll be better behaved this evening. I told him Vexxion’s plan to stop in a village and stay overnight in an inn.

Dragons do not stay at inns.

I’ll ask about a nearby aerie.

You’ll leave us on the edge of the village, he said. And we’ll take care of our own needs tonight. We can meet up again in the morning when you’re ready to depart.

That’ll work. I paused. Assuming you can keep control of the blue dragon.

She doesn’t realize who she’s dealing with, but she soon will.

Do you want me to intervene? I asked.

Do you truly think your intervention would make a difference? he grumbled. You’re not bonded to her like you are with me. Pride shone in his voice. I doubt she’s capable of hearing anything you choose to say.

I have a way with dragons.

The others left the building and joined me on the lawn, and even Vexxion, who could magic his own clothing based on his latest whim, had packed a bag.

We’re ready to leave, I told Madrood.

We’ll join you.

“The dragons are coming,” I said.

Vexxion frowned; the others nodded.

Soon, the flap of their wings echoed in the forest, followed by wind gusts bursting around us.

Vexxion peered at the sky. “Fuck. He’s here.”

Drask squawked and took flight.

Vexxion leaped and took me to the ground beneath him. A blink, and he’d flitted us to his bed.
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My lungs wheezing, I shoved against Vexxion’s shoulders. “Get off me.” As much as I savored lying beneath him on the bed, he hadn’t brought me here to love me.

“Ivenrail is here,” he bit out. “I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

“That place doesn’t exist.”

“His dragon was flying right at us,” he snarled. “What don’t you understand about that?”

“Madrood is mine.”

I flitted us back to the lawn, and fool that I was, I kept us in the same position with me lying beneath him on the grass.

The three dragons landed on the lawn a short distance from us. My friends just stared our way.

Would you like me to intervene? Humor came through in Madrood’s voice. Or would you prefer to remain beneath the fae lord?

This is not a sexy moment.

“What do you mean, Madrood is yours?” Vexxion levered himself up and off me, offering me his hand to help me stand.

I could get up on my own, thank you very much. Grumbling, I did so.

I really wasn’t good at this wooing stuff. Should I have taken his hand and when he helped me, pretended to stumble so I could swoon against him? I could’ve batted my eyelashes at him like I’d seen other women do with guys they liked. Puckered my lips in hopes of a steamy kiss.

Nah, crap like that just wasn’t me.

I’d have to find another way to make him love me again. Back at the fortress, he’d enjoyed me snapping at him, so maybe I should take that tactic.

If the controller is irritating you, I’d be happy to scorch him, Madrood said in a bland tone.

Don’t touch him.

“You’re talking to him in your mind,” Vexxion said with a mix of horror and amazement.

“We bonded.” I strode over to Madrood’s side and patted his leg. “He’s mine now.”

More or less, Madrood said.

Isn’t that what bonding means?

He huffed. I’m not a chall who’ll curl up on your lap and purr.

Now isn’t that one of the saddest things I’ve ever heard? My low laugh rang out, and Vexxion flinched, his pupils widening. His gaze darkened as he swept it down my frame. Silly me tingled. I’d never tingled in my life outside of this man. Don’t hurt Vexxion.

I won’t as long as he doesn’t hurt you, Madrood said.

He’ll never harm me.

That’s not what I mean. He swung his head around to nudge me playfully, and I stroked his snout while the others gaped at us. They’d seen me ride him the day before. Why were they shocked by his sweet behavior?

I have a well-deserved reputation, Madrood said. I promise not to cause any harm to your mate.

Because he’s my mate?

Because I respect him. He’s the only person who never feared me.

What about Ivenrail? I asked as the others swung their bags up onto the dragons, securing them to the spikes between the beasts’ shoulders.

I did as Ivenrail asked, which made him feel he was above me. But he quaked when I came near. Grim satisfaction came through in his words. He thought he hid it well, but I felt it. I swore Madrood smirked, though he could just be curling his lips away from his forearm-length fangs.

He had good reason to be afraid. I saw you burn a fae lord the day I arrived at the castle. I’m sure you saw me quaking.

Dragons sense intention, and the emissary was evil. I enjoyed making him crispy.

The memory of the smell coated my sinuses, and I shuddered.

It must be hard to beat Ivenrail when it comes to evil, I said.

You’re right.

The emissary wasn’t the first or probably the hundredth you’ve killed.

He paused for so long, I began to believe he wouldn’t answer. Hefting my bag, I clambered up his leg and secured it on his neck spike before sliding back to the ground.

No, he wasn’t, Madrood finally said.

Why did you do that for Ivenrail? Hesitation came through in my voice.

If I didn’t, someone else would’ve, he said simply.

Dead is dead.

There are many ways to die, and I made it quick. Remember that.

Unlike Ivenrail, who savored dragging out someone’s pain until it consumed them.

“You’ll ride with me on Glim.” Vexxion strode over to us, not sparing a glance at Madrood who towered above him a quarter the size of Weldsbane Manor.

“I’m riding Madrood,” I said.

A growl ripped up Vexxion’s throat.

Brodine joined us, his arm going around my waist, his hand landing on my lower spine. “I’ll ride with you, Tempest, if you want.”

“She’s with me,” Vexxion snarled.

Brodine’s arm dropped away, and he eased forward to put himself between us, his sharp gaze meeting Vexxion’s. “I respect you, though I wish I didn’t. But Tempest means everything to me. If she doesn’t want to ride with you, I won’t allow you to force her.”

“I’m flying with Madrood,” I said again, easing around them to the dragon’s front leg.

Truly, I could scorch him, Madrood said dryly. Just a bit. I promise I won’t cause him great harm.

Don’t touch him.

As you wish. He remained still while I settled on his spine.

Vexxion flitted, seating himself behind me.

“I thought you were riding your own dragon,” I said.

His arm went around my waist, and he tugged me back until I could feel every part of this man I would crave forever. “You, tiny one, will always ride with me.”
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We flew all day, only stopping to stretch our legs, visit the woods, and eat and drink something. If anyone followed us, I didn’t see or feel them, and I regularly sent out my threads to trace through the air behind us.

Tempest barely spoke to me, and I tried to tell myself I was grateful. The more I knew about her and the more I interacted with her, the more I wanted her. And oh, how I wanted her already.

My brand blazed on the nape of her neck, telling me she was not only my fated mate but that I’d bonded myself to her with bites. That must be why I craved her, why my damn cock kept rising whenever she came near.

I was convinced I had loved her, though the feeling remained as elusive as it was the moment she placed the new collar around my neck.

I sensed her sadness, though she didn’t give way to sighs or tears like many women would. There was a core of strength within this woman that made me ache to hold her forever, to shelter in my arms and with my magic. To give up my very life if it would keep her happy and safe. How had I gone from loving her to staring at her with a bare, empty cavern stretching between us?

As the sun began to set, we reached the outskirts of the village. Fae looked up as we passed before going back to whatever they were doing. A few made a sign to protect themselves from evil fates.

“I don’t see any dragons,” Tempest said, finally, finally breaking the bitter silence that had been slowly erecting a wall between us. I should have let it remain, but I couldn’t stop myself from picking away at it, from trying to scale it.

“Dragons aren’t common in the countryside.” I tightened my arm around her. I didn’t need to support her at all. It was clear from her seat that this woman had been a rider from the time she could walk. “Why bother keeping dragons if you can get where you need to go by wagon and horse?”

“Dragons are expensive to take care of. And I suppose those in the village can flit if they need to travel very far.”

“Almost no one can flit. It’s a rare skill. One you can do, I’ll point out.”

“You taught me.” Her voice had hollowed out again, and the feeling echoed within me. All my emotions, other than an unexpected, bitter jealousy toward Brodine, felt trapped behind a mist in my mind, one stronger and taller than the wall Tempest had spent the day erecting. Should I be picking at the mist instead?

“You said I collared you, that you believed you were Nullen,” I said.

“And you said you knew all along who I was, that I was fae.”

I held out my arm, displaying the mark I’d kept masked from the moment it appeared. For some reason, I’d allowed that magic to fail. “I must’ve felt you near.”

“You came over to where I was working with a dragon named Seevar. He . . .” Her long sigh deflated her thin frame. “Delaine killed him.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I killed Delaine.”

A nasty woman. I couldn’t mourn her loss.

“Then you truly are powerful,” I said. For some reason, I didn’t doubt Tempest could do it.

“That’s why you claimed me,” Tempest said. “It’s why you manipulated and, to some extent, used me. You planned all along for me to kill the king and, at the same time, murder you.”

“You should’ve done it.”

“I already told you I couldn’t.”

I grumbled.

“We need to land our dragons there.” I pointed to an open meadow on the opposite side of the village. “It’ll be dark soon. We should get to the inn.”

She gave Madrood the direction, and I marveled again that she’d bonded with—and stolen—Ivenrail’s dragon. I savored the fury that must be churning through him.

He’d be brutal in his rage and seek revenge for that alone.

Our dragons coasted lower, circling over the meadow to find the best spot to land. “There’s an aerie nearby, though it’s been a long time since it housed dragons.” I’d stopped here once and stabled Glim there. “There should still be feed and enough sand for the dragons to lay on inside the stalls.”

“I’ll tell Madrood.”

I paused before speaking again. “Why did I let myself love you?”

“You should ask yourself that. I fell hard and fast, though I’m sure that was part of your plan.” Scorn and pain dripped from her voice.

“And yet you didn’t follow through with that plan. The king still lives.”

“I wasn’t going to murder you, Vexxion,” she snarled. “Never.”

“Killing him—and me—would’ve ended this. You’d be on your way to claim your birthright without having to worry he’d swoop in from behind to steal it from you.” Like he had most of the magical core of my court.

“You didn’t tell me he’d collared you.”

“How did you learn that information? I told no one, not even Zayde.”

“He couldn’t see it?”

“The king took pleasure in masking it with magic, making everyone believe I freely did as he asked.”

As Madrood dove down toward the ground, I leaned against her back as if the movement was natural. In reality, I couldn’t stay away. I closed my eyes and sucked in her light, sweet scent and the heat of her body. When I was near her, I felt as if I could slice through the mist holding back my feelings.

“Don’t.” She scooted forward, leaving cold air between us. “You can’t shove me away and then cling like this.”

“I wasn’t clinging,” I said sharply.

Yet I was.

“Why can’t most fae flit?” she asked.

A glance at her face showed she’d compressed her lips, telling me the personal part of our conversation was over.

“The most powerful magic is concentrated in the high courts, with only a few of those outside the courts born with any more power than Nullens.”

“People you suppressed.”

I’d shared a lot with her, now hadn’t I? “They asked to be suppressed.”

Madrood drew up, his claws extending toward the ground. Around us, the others descended as well.

Tempest shot a look of surprise over her shoulder. “Why would we ask for anything like that?”

“They, not you, are lesser fae.”

“I always assumed they were a completely different species, not fae.”

“Is that what you were told?”

“It’s all I’ve ever believed.”

“When those now called Nullens fled faerie, they didn’t want to bring magic with them. They despised it for good reason. They were like those living outside the courts, tasting a bit of power here and there but never able to grasp enough to control their own fate.”

“Why aren’t we told this?”

“Perhaps to keep you from asking questions. Part of the treaty required the king during that time to cast a spell to suppress their magic.”

“And that’s when the Claiming began.”

“The king refused to allow all his servants to leave. He insisted on this in exchange. Thus, Nullens came into existence, though they are not the true Nullens.”

“You refer to the powerless.”

“Now where did you hear about them?”

Madrood landed lightly on the ground, as did the other dragons.

Tempest flicked her fingers out. “I read about them somewhere.”

“Where?”

“In a book that disappeared.”

So many odd things had happened, as if the very fates themselves kept placing a finger on the scale to tip it in various directions.

“The new Nullen king at that time agreed to send a certain number of people to the Claiming each year,” I said.

“Why do the fae need to drain Nullens?”

“You don’t know?”

“I wouldn’t be asking if I did, now would I?” she grumbled.

“It’s the easiest way to add to their own power.”
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“Of course,” I said with a huff. “The fae deserve to be called wicked.”

“I can’t disagree.”

My friends dismounted from their dragons and started pacing around, stretching their legs.

Drask, who’d flown beside us for the last stretch, landed on my shoulder and slumped against my neck. My poor little guy was tired. He’d sleep tonight. We all would.

I’ll take the others to the aerie, Madrood said. Call for us in the morning.

What do you know about what Vexxion and I were talking about?

Do you think I can understand everything you fae say around me?

I assumed you did, I said.

If that was the case, there would be no need for hand or foot gestures, now would there? Trainers could verbally instruct us and if we chose, we’d do as they asked.

I snorted. If you chose.

We do as you command because we want to, not because we’re forced to.

Other than with Ivenrail, though I didn’t point that out.

I quickly shared Vexxion’s confirmation about Nullens being lesser fae and the Claiming.

I knew all that, he said. The dragons split as well, the lessers going with the Nullens—as they named themselves.

That must be why Seevar and those bred in Nullen territory were smaller.

My friends took their bags off the dragon’s spikes, and I used magic to place mine in the grass near theirs.

Everything’s tied together, isn’t it? I asked.

You’re clever. One day soon, you’ll sort it out, and then you’ll know what you must do.

What’s that?

He didn’t say anything.

What is it with dragons and riddles? I asked.

Which dragons have shared their obscure thoughts with you? He almost sounded shocked, though I doubted much surprised this ferocious dragon.

Iasar. Amronth.

He stilled, and I sensed a wall rising around his thoughts before he finally spoke. What do you know of the only remaining Eratis dragons?

A lot and very little. I could play this game as well as anyone else.

Tell me.

I freed them from the front doors of Bledmire Castle.

Of course you did. Now, he sounded proud.

You’re not angry that I did it?

Who was angry that you freed dragons that never should’ve been bound? he asked.

I’m sure the king will be when he discovers what I’ve done. I understand he wanted something from them, but they refused to share it.

A spell of sorts.

What do you know about the riddle they told me?

Only that you’re the one who most needed to hear it. He shifted his claws on the ground. I need to take the others to the aerie. Dismount, please. Make your mate go with you.

I flitted off his back, and Vexxion did as well.

You didn’t tell me who was angry you freed the Eratis dragons, he said with an edge to his voice.

Vexxion.

Of course. With good reason.

And what might that be? I asked.

Iasar will kill him if he can.

What? I barked. I won’t allow him to do something like that.

Leave this between them. Do not get involved.

Despite his rejection, I love Vexxion. I won’t let anyone, and I mean anyone, hurt him.

As it should be between fated mates. Now go to the inn. Eat. Sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.

I’d rather stay here with you and talk.

And I’d rather go to an aerie and rest my weary wings. He ruffled them, stretching them out far enough to touch the woods on either side of the meadow. I’m hungry enough to eat impertinent fae ladies like you.

I stroked his cheek and kissed his snout. You’d never eat me.

Are you sure about that?

My snort rang out, but I stepped away from him, watching his eyes like I used to do whenever I worked with a dragon. I found no sparks of irritation there, but you never knew how a beast might behave if you irked them.

Would you have told me any of this if I hadn’t asked? I asked.

Perhaps, he drawled. Perhaps not.

Could you tell me everything else I need to know?

No. Madrood’s gaze lifted toward the village nestled beyond the trees.

Seek a man named Prager, and he might be persuaded to tell you.

In the distance, people moved about, speaking in low voices. Madrood huffed, shooting sparks down my front I absently brushed away.

I’ll see you tomorrow, he said.

I’m sorry I keep pestering you.

He nudged me with his snout. You’re a good person. You’ll do the right thing when the time comes. Trust in that.

See you in the morning. My left thigh on fire, no longer conditioned to riding, I limped over to my waiting friends with a half-asleep Drask bobbing on my shoulder. If I thought he’d let me carry him like a baby, I would, but he’d squawked the last time I tried. He’d only let me hold him like that the day I found him injured.

The dragons took flight, leaving us staring after them.

I should’ve picked Madrood’s mind the entire time we flew here, not spent every second sulking at Vexxion, which had only fed my frustration.

Being with him was torture, but it would be worse if I wasn’t with him.

What if I couldn’t make him fall in love with me again? A vast wasteland without him stretched ahead of me. I’d taken our love for granted. I’d trusted it would always be there for as long as we lived. And now it had been plucked from his heart like a cancer that needed to be destroyed.

Reyla’s gaze flickered from me to Vexxion. The sympathy in her eyes gouged through me, making my chest spasm.

She put her arms around me and tugged me close, pressing her forehead against mine. “It’s going to be alright,” she whispered for my ears alone. “I know it. Trust and keep trying. You didn’t give up on me, and I know you’ll never give up on him. He’s waiting there, hoping to come back to you, like Brodine and I were when we were trapped in the ether.”

Pain swarmed through me, an angry nest of bees stinging every exposed surface. “Thanks for being here for me. For believing in me when I’m full of doubts.”

She backed up a step, giving me a smile. “There’s time yet. We’ve only started this journey.”

“Yup.”

“You’re good?”

As good as I could be. Forcing a smile that would never match hers, I nodded.

She scanned the meadow.

The weight of Vexxion’s gaze remained on me.

Could I tease out the man I loved and bring him to the surface? He no longer wandered the ether—or part of him didn’t. Had some of his soul been lost there? If so, I’d search forever to find it.

My skills lay in dragon training, and I supposed, my newly awakened magic. I said what I thought, often to the dismay of those around me, and I more often than not acted before giving anything much thought. Could a woman like that woo the man she loved?

Despite being abandoned and left to raise myself, my heart lay wide open most of the time for everyone to see. Manipulation was more Vexxion’s thing than mine.

I was woefully unprepared for this battle.

“It’s not far to the inn,” Vexxion said, hefting our bags onto his shoulder. He pointed to the sparse woods on our left and started in that direction. “The path is this way.”

Reyla’s bag had come undone, and the top had split open to reveal what she’d packed inside. Ignoring my protesting leg, I stooped down and gathered the sides. I’d started to bind them back together when something in the gloomy interior snagged my attention.

A book?

Late-day sunlight pierced through the clouds, hitting my face and blinding me to what I thought I’d seen.

“Oh, thanks,” Reyla said in a breezy voice. She scooped up her bag and hugged it against her chest, her gaze seeking mine before it darted away.

As I straightened, she hurried to catch up with Vexxion.

Stumbling, I followed, trying to fathom what I’d seen.

Ember’s Shadow was inside Reyla’s bag.
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As the sun slipped below the horizon, trapped bugs swirled inside glass globes mounted on posts, generating feeble light. We followed Vexxion through a sparse copse of thin silver trees with pale green leaves that tittered in the wind.

“Reyla.” I caught up with her on the path, but it was narrow going with my right leg snagging on pricker bushes and roots tripping up my left. Pain kept shooting through my thigh, slowing me down.

“Hey.” She shot me a frown that deepened when I stumbled over a branch and barely caught myself from falling to my knees. “There’s not enough room to walk together.”

“Do you have Ember’s Shadow?” I asked in a low voice, shooting a glance around to make sure no one was listening.

Brodine walked not far behind us, his expression concerned, his sharp eyes studying the woods on our right. I kept my hand on the hilt of the blade strapped to my thigh.

Airia chatted in an animated way with Zayde and Brenna, none of them sparing a glance our way.

As for Vexxion, he walked ten paces in front of us, his attention focused on the rough stone buildings of the village ahead.

“I thought the book disappeared.” Reyla’s open gaze met mine, and while I found no subterfuge there, time had passed. We’d changed.

Everyone around me seemed to be harboring secrets.

“I thought the book disappeared too.” I wasn’t ready to say I saw it in her bag.

I should confront her, ask her if she stole it. Although, if she took it, I couldn’t call it outright theft. She’d originally taken it from the fae library before the Claiming, and if anything, I’d stolen it from her while she wandered the ether.

Borrowed it, I told myself. There had been nothing disloyal about my actions. I’d only taken it from her bag to show it to her, to see if making her read it aloud might bring her back to me.

“I think it’s lost forever,” she said. After feeding me a smile I tried not to take as deceitful, though her nostrils flared with her ragged breathing, she eased back to walk with Brodine.

I kept going, though I snuck glances at her.

Brodine continued to stare toward our right.

Her hand tightening on the strap of her pack digging into her shoulder, she leaned into Brodine’s side, speaking in a low voice. Whatever she said to him made him laugh, and for some reason, that made my dismay ease.

I’d ask her about it later or I’d find a way to peek inside her bag again. If the book was there, I wanted to read it. Even my friend couldn’t keep me away.

We left the path and stepped out onto a road so narrow, only one cart would fit between the stone buildings. It wove toward the center of the village and as we walked, I cricked my neck to take in the two-story homes made of brick and wood. Clotheslines stretched between the upper parts of the buildings, and shirts, pants, and dresses dangled, rustling in the light wind. Leaving the narrow road, we continued across a large open square where vendors had set up carts to sell their wares along the sides.

Squash and potatoes, one man called out.

Fine boots for a man or a lady, shouted another.

People bustled here and there, most paying no attention to us. Only a few sent surprised looks our way and shuffled to the side as if we were royalty and them unworthy peasants.

Vexxion was royalty, the son of the king and the heir to Weldsbane Court, though you wouldn’t know it from his simple leathers. Only the regal tilt of his head and the sharp way he scanned the crowd pointed to his possible parentage.

Even my sister didn’t give her royal status away. She’d dressed in leathers like us this morning, and other than whispering to me that we needed to talk soon, she’d remained with Zayde. They flew on the blue dragon with Airia, and Brodine had ridden again with Reyla on Glim.

As for me, I still hadn’t gotten over the fact that I was the heir to Lydel Court, let alone that I had a younger sister.

We reached an inn with a swaying sign painted with the Spotted Dragon in scrolling letters and went inside.

The proprietor swept over to us and gave us a curtsy. “Welcome. Welcome!” she said, smoothing her dark auburn hair across her shoulder. “I’m Marla. Are you here to dine, my fine fae lords and ladies? Are you staying the night?” When her gaze glided down Vexxion’s frame, her smile deepened.

“Four rooms. We’ll eat dinner here,” he said in a clipped voice, barely looking her way. His attention traveled around the room, taking in the long wooden tables nearly full of guests. Fae, I assumed. I couldn’t tell if there were Nullens among them.

“Of course,” Marla said, all business now, though her eyes lingered on Vexxion. “I have four rooms available. Will you be sharing with anyone?”

“Reyla?” He didn’t look Marla’s way. “You’re with Airia. Brodine’s alone . . .” His gaze shot to his brother. “I assume you’re with the lady.” He wouldn’t call out a name that might be recognized. “I’ll share with . . .” His smoldering gaze landed on me. “You.”

“I’ll bunk with Airia and Reyla.” I’d sleep on the floor if I had to. I was quite capable of magicking my own bed.

“You’re with me,” he growled. “Always with me.”

For someone who stated he didn’t want me, he was awfully determined to keep me in sight.

“Very well,” I huffed.

Marla’s smile held, but a sharp edge had slipped into her smoky gray eyes. “I’ll show you to your rooms, then, my lord? You can leave your things there and come back down to dine. I’ll clear a table.” She glared at some men sitting at one closest to the window. “Move.”

They got up and took their mugs of ale to a smaller table near the door, saying nothing, though their lips universally twisted with irritation.

“I made a fine stew,” she told us brightly. “Biscuits. There’s a berry cobbler for dessert.”

“That will be fine.” Vexxion handed her some coins. “Do you have tubs? We’d like to bathe while we’re here.”

She grunted. “I’ll have the help bring them up, plus water.”

“Just a tub for my room. I can take care of the water.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure you can.” Her lips thinned. “Do you need any clothing cleaned, my lord?”

“I can take care of that as well.”

Brodine held up his finger. “I’ll leave my current outfit outside my room. Could you arrange to have it cleaned and returned by morning?”

“Of course,” she gushed his way, though with less enthusiasm than she’d used to sidle up to Vexxion. “Ladies?” Her attention traveled to Airia and Reyla.

“We’ll leave our clothing outside our rooms as well,” Reyla said, Airia nodding.

“I’ll handle our things.” Zayde looped his arm around my sister’s lower back.

“Yes, my lords. Ladies. If you’ll all come with me.” Marla spun and started toward the stairs at the back of the room, and we followed her up to the second level. She opened the first door on the right. “For the two ladies.”

Reyla and Airia stepped inside, their attention on the big bed.

Marla continued down the hall, opening the next door, nodding Zayde’s way. “For the lord and his lady.”

Another solitary bed.

“And for the single lord.” Marla’s gaze lingered on Brodine’s wide shoulders, traveling to his narrow waist before shooting to the gleam in his brown eyes. Her smile rising once more, she opened the next door on the right. “Why isn’t a nice-looking man like you with one of the ladies?”

“Because they keep turning me down,” Bro said with a snort.

My friend was back, and I adored his humor, like always.

“Fools.” Marla’s smile grew slick, and she studied his ass as he walked into the room and dropped his bag on the bed.

Bro might not be alone for long.

Marla leaned against the doorframe, watching as Brodine removed a few items from his bag.

“Our room?” Vexxion barked.

“Oh, yes, of course, my lord.” Marla startled, her cheeks brightening. She strode to the end of the hall, opening the last door. “Here you are.”

I walked into the room and glared at the solitary bed.
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“I’ll create a bed on the floor again.” As Marla walked back down the hall, I waved to the small open space between the foot of the bed and the only window.

Lifting Drask off my shoulder, I settled him on the bottom bed rail. Barely waking, he tucked his head beneath his wing.

As Vexxion shut the door, I crossed the small room, the rough wooden floorboards creaking beneath my feet, and looked out, studying the dark alley between this building and the next, devoid of insect lights. A chall played near the head of the alley with a scrap of paper, but other than dusky barrels for trash and puddles of grimy water barely catching a wink of moonlight, I didn’t note anything of interest.

I was about to turn away when a shadowy figure dressed in a cloak stepped into the alley from the main street. They stopped halfway down and leaned against the wall beneath me.

Despite pressing my face against the glass, I couldn’t make out a face, but it didn’t matter. It must be a villager taking a break from work or meeting up with someone.

The latter was confirmed when another person dressed in dark clothing flitted into the alley. The powerful fae strode over to join the first. Were they both fae or was one Nullen? I wished I could tell.

They spoke only for a short time before the second flitted from the alley. The first pivoted and strode back onto the main road and turned right.

Vexxion came over to stand behind me, peering through the glass. “Anything out there I need to know about?”

“No. Nothing.” Stepping away from him, I dismissed the two outside from my mind. Their interaction played no role in my life.

“I’ll take the floor this time,” Vexxion said.

I leaned the back of my shoulder against the wall, facing him. “I don’t mind.”

“Or we could share the bed,” he offered.

With a snort, I lifted my eyebrows. “Shall we roll up a blanket to place between us? I wouldn’t want to accidentally touch you during the night and offend you.”

I truly wasn’t good with flirtation. I was finding it hard not to snarl at him all the time. But my heart hurt. My chest was one big hollow gap that I worried would never be filled. And my eyes kept stinging with tears.

I was tired, I told myself. Hungry. My sorrow had nothing to do with his rejection.

“We won’t need a rolled-up blanket,” he bit out. “I’ll go out of my way to make sure I don’t touch you.”

Stab me in the chest while you’re at it, why don’t you?

Someone knocked on the door, and I opened to let a tall, lean guy about fifteen-years-old carry a big tub inside. He dipped his head toward us both before placing it at the foot of the bed. Leaving, he shut the door behind him.

A flick of Vexxion’s hand, and steam coiled off the water he’d magicked inside.

“Would you like to bathe first?” he said.

“I don’t mind being stinky.” I sounded like a petulant child, but I couldn’t help it.

“Remove your clothing and get into the tub.” This was the voice he’d used when he took someone for a walk.

He’d come back. They wouldn’t.

“I told you I don’t mind if I smell.” I turned to peer out the window again, seeing nothing because the moon had decided to hide behind clouds and my eyes shimmered with tears.

“Tempest,” he warned.

“Vexxion,” I said in the same tone of voice. “Use the tub. I promise I won’t gape at your ass when you step inside.”

I gulped when my clothing disappeared. Slapping my hands over my breasts, I reeled around to face him. “What in all the fates are you doing?”

“Get in the tub.” His lips took on a sardonic twist as his eyes glided down my frame in a heavy caress. “Or stand there if you’d like. I find I enjoy the view.”

“You don’t fuckin’ want me,” I snarled.

I could flit from the room, but something told me to stay where I was. With a lift of my chin, I let my hands drop to my sides. His lingering gaze was a dare I was more than ready to challenge.

Heat only this man could generate spiraled inside me, sinking through my skin, finding my bones and molding them to suit whatever need he might have. My core melted as well, and desire burst inside me like dry tinder teased by flames.

Fuck this.

I flitted into the tub, sinking down until the water sloshed around my shoulders.

“I never said I didn’t want you.” He came around behind me and grabbed the small cloth from a low table nearby. Soap had appeared there in a pretty dish as well, plus a slender vase holding a black rose tipped with silver. How could he know I loved them when nothing else of the man I craved had come back through the ether? “For whatever reason,” he added, “I find I do.”

“Do you remember me yet?”

“No.”

“Then you can’t have me.” Not until he knew who I was, until he loved me once more.

“Are you sure?” He dipped the cloth into the water and lathered it with the soap. “Lean forward.”

“Don’t do this,” I ground out, though I did as he asked.

He ran the cloth slowly down my back. Up again. Then downward, each stroke gliding across my skin in a languid way that made heat burst inside me.

“You like this,” he rasped. “I do too.”

“You’re just helping me with my bath.” My voice came out thready. It was all I could do not to turn around, to shove my breast into his hand, to put my fingers on his nape and drag his mouth down to my own.

“If you say so.” He guided the cloth around my right shoulder and dipped it down between my breasts. Across the right one, where he paused to rub the nipple.

Tipping my head back, I released a moan I could no easier hold back than I could a storm raging across the sea.

“You’re very responsive,” he whispered by my ear. “I wish I could remember.”

Would he ever, or would we have to build anew from here? I was a fool to snap and snarl at him. He was here with me now. He was still the Vexxion I’d fallen in love with, the one who’d fallen for me.

“This breast needs to be washed.” I gestured to the left, taking us down a path we’d followed before, back at the castle. If I showed him what we’d done then, would that help him remember now?

“So it does.” He lathered the cloth again and stroked it across my breast, guiding it around the nipple until it puckered. “Where else, Tempest?”

“My belly’s rather dirty. One might even say it’s stinky.” He wasn’t washing the parts that might smell, but I couldn’t find the will to care. All I wanted was this man’s touch, his breath hot in my ear, and his hands on my skin.

He ran the cloth along my belly in delicious circles.

I tipped my head back to rest it on his shoulder. Did he notice I was panting? He’d barely touched me, and I was on fire for him already.

How far would he take this? I couldn’t wait to find out.

“Lower,” I murmured.

I felt his smile rise before he smoothed his mouth. “Somehow, I thought you might mention that area.”

I said nothing. Right now, I only wanted to feel. I wanted to sink into this moment that felt so right, so much like those I adored from the past. Then I could grab onto it and drag it and the feelings it generated in both of us into the future.

He dipped the cloth lower, spreading my thighs wider as he did it. He rubbed, and I bucked up to meet his hand. My breathing stuttered, and moans kept erupting from deep inside me.

Was it wrong of me to take what he offered? I couldn’t find the will to care. I was aflame from his touch, and I would do nothing to stop it.

He tossed the cloth aside and slid his fingers into me, curling them around as if even without the memory of all the times he’d made me come, his soul still knew how to please me.

He drew his fingers out and plunged them inside again, his thumb rubbing my clit.

“Vexxion . . .” I moaned.

“Come,” he commanded. “Give it to me, Tempest.” His other hand pinched my nipple.

My body gave way all of the sudden, and I shattered, fragments of me shooting out in all directions only to return to some semblance of the me I was before.

I sagged in the water.

He tugged his fingers out of me and lifted them. Water coursed down to his arm as he licked them.

“Delicious,” he murmured, rising to his feet.

He walked over to stare out the window.
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I somehow found the wits to finish bathing.

Vexxion didn’t watch. He didn’t comment. He just stared outside while I dried and dressed in the only gown I’d tugged from the closet back at Weldsbane and stuffed into my bag.

“I’ll see you downstairs.” I made my still-trembling legs take me across the floor to the door, and I left before he could speak, though I wasn’t sure he would. He was lost in his thoughts, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what he might have to say.

Did he regret what we’d done?

I didn’t. I was going to cling to it, hold it close, and use this new memory to strengthen my resolve to keep trying to reach the man I loved.

The others sat at the table Marla had cleared, and I joined them, settling on the long bench beside my sister with Zayde on her other side. Brodine sat opposite us. Reyla and Airia had not yet come down.

“Ale?” Zayde asked, lifting his hand into the air before I could do more than nod. “I’m famished.”

“Me too.” Brenna turned and gave me a shy smile. “I wanted to thank you for all you did for me back . . . you know where.”

“As your lady’s maid?” My smile took away any suggestion that my comment might be snide.

She shook her head. “It’s so much more than that. You were a friend when I needed one most, and now . . .” She sucked in a breath and released it, her eyes widening. “You’re my sister. My Brenna. I feel like I’ve been seeking you all my life.”

I felt the same, as if a part of me had been missing and I’d finally found it.

“That’s your name,” I said. “You’re welcome to keep it.”

“I’m Layla. Your Layla. I’d rather you called me that.”

“Then I will.”

Zayde’s arm went around her shoulders, and he gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. The mating symbol on his wrist matched my sister’s. Who would’ve thought that two half-brothers could fall in love with two sisters?

“I appreciate how you tried to defend me from him back at the castle,” she said.

She’d married him, yet now she was with Zayde. How did they reconcile that in their minds? It wasn’t any of my business, I supposed. If I succeeded in my mission, then she could be done with the father and marry the son.

“I wish I could’ve done more,” I said.

A server brought over mugs of ale and added a pitcher for refills. “Stew all around?” he asked.

“Yes, please,” Layla said demurely. “There will be three more of us. Thank you very much.”

“Of course.” He spun and strode toward the door in the back leading to the kitchen.

“My love told me about the plan.” She squeezed Zayde’s hand still lying across her shoulder. “I’ll support you in any way I can. We both will.”

“What do you know about forming an army?”

“You probably think I’m full of fluff,” she said, “but I didn’t spend all my time trying on dresses or entertaining my ladies with tea. My father . . .” She swallowed hard and a frown filled her face. “Actually, we don’t truly know who our father was, now do we?”

“I assume we’ll one day find out. I hope we’ll discover everything that was kept from us once we reach our destination.” I was taking my cue from her and Vexxion and not naming anything that might connect us to Bledmire or Lydel.

“My point is that the man I called father made sure my lessons included battle strategy,” she said.

“Then you can advise me. I focused on the skills needed to be one of the soldiers, not how to lead more than a flight into combat.”

“I’ll help as well,” Zayde said. “We’re going to do this together.”

I liked how confident he sounded. From what Vexxion told me, it had taken Zayde a long time to see the man his father truly was. Brenna—no, Layla—might’ve turned the final key.

“Thank you.” It meant a lot that he was on my side.

Before we could say anything else, Vexxion and Reyla came down the stairs. They joined us, Vexxion sitting opposite me, beside Brodine, and Reyla on Bro’s other side.

“Airia ordered a tray to eat in our room,” Reyla told us softly. “She’s tired and wanted to stay upstairs. She said this place is too noisy.”

A bunch of guys sang loudly at a table nearby, swaying while hoisting their mugs. The family at a table a few down from ours kept shouting at each other, only adding to the din. They ignored their youngest, who’d tipped his head back and was wailing. Servers bustled around the big room carrying trays of food, while others poured more ale.

Airia was brave to leave the castle and join our ragged group of insurgents. Did she realize that there was a good chance her reward would be death?

Vexxion’s gaze remained on me, and each time I met it, it smoldered. My skin caught flame again, and I fidgeted on the bench.

Maybe he was remembering me. My heart tripped over itself and slammed onto the floor. I could only stare back with what had to be my soul in my eyes.

Before I could get up and round the table to sit at his side, our server hurried over with a tray perched on his shoulder. He swung it around to place it in the middle of our table. After giving each of us a big bowl of stew from the tray, he added cloth napkins and silver beside them.

“One of us is eating in her room,” I said.

“Very well. I’ll be right back with biscuits.” His smile took all of us in as he returned the bowl to his platter. “I’ll bring butter and jam as well, and if I do say so myself, the jam is excellent because I made it.” He turned and headed back toward the kitchen.

We started eating.

Vexxion kept sending me subtle smiles, and it warmed me straight through. I couldn’t wait to be alone with him in our room. He was remembering or he was falling for me again. I knew it and the notion shot my heart all the way to the stars.

Things would get better for us from now on.

I ate quickly, washing down the excellent stew with the ale, and munching on the biscuits with jam that were as tasty as the server told us.

Vexxion’s ditched his shoe and trailed his toes up my shin.

My breath caught, and my gaze met his. I could sink inside him all the way to his core and then just keep going. I didn’t care if I lost myself in the process as long as I could be closer to him.

As the server took our dishes away and brought out small plates heaped with cobbler doused with thick, sweet cream, Vexxion’s foot kept roaming.

It was all I could do not to moan. I was so on fire; my skin must be bright red. Fortunately, the others were invested in their conversation. They kept their voices low as they spoke of traveling the next few days, of what we might find when we finally reached our destination. None of us knew other than Vexxion—maybe—and he wasn’t contributing to the conversation. No, he was too busy seducing me, and I loved it.

Hope was a fragile thing. If you clung too tightly, it could slip away, gouging you before it left you completely.

But I held onto it, cupping it gently because I needed to believe he’d be mine again. I wouldn’t accept that I’d lost him completely. One day, he’d love me again as fiercely as I did him.

Only Brodine seemed to suspect something odd was going on between me and Vexxion, though all he did was look back and forth between us a few times with an indulgent smile on his face. He leaned close to Vexxion and said something in a voice too low for me to hear. Vexxion nodded and started eating his cobbler.

Honestly, I ate my sweet so fast I didn’t taste it. After, I stood abruptly, my gaze seeking Vexxion’s.

Reyla looked between us and smiled, giving me a subtle nod. She’d lost her love, and she could understand the sadness that had been plaguing me. I loved her even more because she could be happy for me now.

“I’m going to bed,” I announced to the group.

“Goodnight.” Zayde’s word was echoed by the others.

After giving Vexxion a lingering glance he must see as a promise, I bolted across the room and took the stairs two at a time.

Inside the room, I magicked my dress away and donned a simple, short nightgown I couldn’t wait for Vexxion to peel off with his teeth. Or his magic. I didn’t care how as long as he ripped it away from my body.

I cleansed my teeth and freshly braided my hair before snuffing out the light and climbing beneath the covers, lying on the far side of the bed.

If I knew my love, and I did very well, he wouldn’t be long. He’d be as eager as me to be together.

My heart sung, and my breathing echoed around me. My eyes kept stinging with happy tears.

I suspected I had a lot of hardship left to get through in my future, but for tonight, I would let that go and wallow in the love Vexxion shared with me.

The door cracked open, and he slipped inside, locking the panel behind him.

He must’ve magically removed his clothing and cleaned his teeth, because he walked over to the bed and lifted the covers, slipping beneath them.

I lay beside him with anticipation coiling through my veins. My body throbbed with desire only this man would ever satisfy.

He said nothing.

I waited some more. Should I reach out to him first? Funny how I’d never thought of it that way. We wanted each other all the time and it was never about who touched who or who did what first. We gave completely to the other, and that was all we needed.

My swallow got stuck in my throat.

Finally, I tentatively reached out to touch his arm, finding him lying on his back. Before I could glide my palm across his arm to his chest, before I could touch his nipple in the way he adored, he shrugged me off.

He rolled onto his side, facing away from me.

Deep inside, I shattered.

I sniffed and tried to hold on, to keep myself from giving into the overwhelming need to cry.

“Vexxion?” I whispered.

He didn’t reply.

His soft breathing told me he’d already fallen asleep.
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Iwoke sometime later and flitted to the town’s aerie, looking into each stall until I found the pen where Madrood lay.

Stepping inside, I secured the gate behind me and leaned against it, crossing my arms on my chest.

He rose to his feet, a towering mass of muscles, claws, and silver scales gleaming in the moonlight through the open entrance on the opposite side. The glint on the sand strewn across the base of the pen created a halo around this beast who would either be persuaded to be an ally or who would remain my enemy.

I thought you’d come, he said. Eventually.

If I didn’t already know that Tempest was my fated mate, our ability to speak in our minds would confirm it. I only could because I was bonded with her.

This is the first chance I’ve had since I woke, I said.

You could’ve come to me immediately after she released you from his collar.

I rubbed the place on my neck, still unable to believe I was finally free of Ivenrail after so many years. I could feel the lack of it, as if a torn limb I’d finally gotten used to had been severed and replaced with the pristine original. I owed Tempest for that if nothing else.

If you wanted to speak with me, you only needed to ask, I said. What is it now?

We need to discuss the past, the present, and the future.

The past cannot be changed.

Nor can the present. But the future . . .

It’s true, I said. I’ve spent most of my life trying to avoid my inevitable fate. Even when I found her, I’m sure I knew I had to be careful. He was seeking her too, and the tendrils of his magic could travel farther than mine. I traced my fingers across the back of my neck, something I’d done so often that there must be a groove back there. Now I only felt the clasp of the new collar. The spiking pain of the other was gone.

You still don’t remember her.

I remember traveling to the fortress with only one mission, to rein in the commander.

Madrood snorted. I bet you killed him.

I shrugged and settled against the wall, leaning on my right shoulder. If I did, I’m sure I had a valid reason. He was supposed to stop draining Nullens. Had something more sinister happened? I sensed it was vital I remember, but I couldn’t find a way through the thick mist blocking off that part of my mind.

Why couldn’t I remember what happened after I arrived? Those drained wandered the ether, and other than Reyla and Brodine, I didn’t know of any who’d been brought back. There was no history anywhere for me to explore, no one to quiz about their experience.

She’s remarkable, Madrood said with pride. You shouldn’t underestimate her.

I don’t believe I ever have. Despite the blurring of time since arriving at the fortress, that knowledge had been seared across my soul.

Madrood backed down onto his haunches, his show of force complete. Our combined need drove this interaction, and neither of us needed to bluster. The time for confrontation, for the push and pull to determine who had the most power, was in the past, and as I said, it could not be changed.

I’ve seen a bit, he said. I’m willing to share.

What will you demand in exchange? I might find a way to form a truce with this beast, but we’d never be friends.

Nothing for this.

Images flashed through my mind. She worked with a golden dragon and kept peering carefully over her shoulder at a fae male standing on the other side of the fence—me. She didn’t like that she couldn’t look away, that she was attracted to me.

Next, we battled dregs from the backs of our dragons, driving the creatures away from a village and saving those we could. We snarled at each other, but even in this, I could feel the heat of her glance, the longing for something she couldn’t quite name. An unexpected craving coiled through me.

Then she gazed at me with complete trust as I placed a Claiming collar around her throat, as I bound her to me forever.

A flash, and we stood in front of the king. Feeling betrayed, she was dismayed at my coldness, at my unwillingness to speak to her or protect her. I could feel her rage, her horror, and I wanted to reach out to the Tempest of that time and stroke her face, tell her everything would work out as it should.

Finally, she gaped down at where I lay on the throne room floor, so depleted of power that I could barely draw up enough to tell her . . .

I was jerked back to the present. Swallowing hard, I struggled to bind myself to those memories, because I was worried they could be stolen again.

I was a broken thing that should be tossed away.

No, I would not give into sadness. She loved me. She needed me. And as long as she didn’t tell me to leave, I’d remain by her side.

Why did you share this with me? It was all I could do to keep the pain from my voice. It shocked through me in heavy waves, threatening to drag me under. Drown me. You could’ve demanded almost anything from me for this, and I would’ve given it. It was a precious gift, something he hadn’t needed to share, something I would’ve burned through the world to obtain.

She needs to be protected.

I. Am. Her. Shield. The words burst through the fog and erupted from me before I could give them thought.

We both stand by her side. Never forget this.

She bonded with you. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but then, my emotions related to Tempest kept jerking in one direction and then the other. At times, I could almost feel warmth when I looked at her. And after being in her mind if only for a few short snippets, I felt closer to her than ever.

She was beautiful, vibrant, and full of passion, but it was so much more than that. Something about her compelled me. I could no more look away from her than stop breathing. And I suspected when her heart stopped beating, mine would at the exact same time.

Fated mates. I should trust in this if in nothing else.

I bonded with her, yes, he said.

Did she realize she was casting the spell? I wasn’t sure why I suspected she didn’t. But that was the way of magic. We might feel we controlled it, but always, it controlled us.

I don’t believe she did, he said. But it took, nonetheless. It surprised us both. I didn’t think such a thing was possible any longer.

Times have changed.

She has brought about this change. You, son of Ellyn, are destined for greatness.

I’m destined for death. No matter what was coming, I sensed my end still loomed.

There are times when you must walk alone and times when you must lean on those around you. Find a way to lean.

I huffed. I haven’t leaned on anyone since before I was five.

You’re not alone any longer.

I had her. Somewhere deep inside me, I knew this. No matter how hard something tried to scrape the imprint off my soul, that knowledge would remain.

You can speak with her like we do now, I said.

Such is the bond.

Not between us. Never between us. If that kind of magic floated near, I’d lash it away with my threads.

There will never be a bond between us. A hint of a sneer came through in his voice.

My lips twisted. You’re the last dragon I’d ever choose to bond with.

Because of what happened.

That and for so many other reasons, I said. It would take a lifetime to count them.

His head dropped but only for an instant. Nothing and no one would ever drag this fierce, arrogant dragon down for long. Will you tell her what I did?

What exactly do you refer to? I was playing with him, something I’d savored in the past.

You know.

Everyone knows.

I ask again, he growled. Will you tell her?

I should.

He drew himself up stiffly, his muscles bristling as if he would strike. I’m asking you not to.

Would he actually beg? For a moment, sympathy for this beast slipped past my guards. I shoved it away and shored up the forest in my mind. What he’d done could never be forgiven. He knew that.

But . . .

What will you give me if I let you tell her before me? I asked, meeting the flames swirling through his eyes.

He leaned close to my ear, though there was no need to do this since he still spoke in my mind. What he offered stunned me.

Impossible, I said.

His low growl rumbled through his chest. Do not doubt me.

There was no harm in accepting his offer. If he could do this . . . Well, I’d survived this long without his intervention.

You have a deal, I said. I’ll give you a week.

Thank you.

With a nod, I left him, flitting back to our room in the inn where I climbed beneath the covers and gently drew Tempest into my arms.

I held her, my chin pinning the top of her head, her soft, slumbering breaths warming my skin.

Gathering my threads, I slashed them against the mist separating my mind from our past.
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Tempest was gone when I woke, and I sent out my threads, finding her in the dining room with her friends.

With the light of dawn stretching its wings across the world, all I could think of was being with her.

I’d slept better than I could remember, and that gave me hope—for what, I wasn’t quite sure. As I rose and dressed, I kept thinking about how I’d touched her while she bathed. How I’d given her pleasure. My cock had been on fire while I teased her into an orgasm that rocked through me as completely as it did her. I couldn’t remember the last time I came in my pants, and I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to do it again.

After bathing and dressing in clean clothing, I’d gone downstairs and was pulled into her charms once more, teasing my foot along her leg and between her thighs, barely holding in my grin when she responded so beautifully to my touch.

She’d nestled in my arms last night. She’d whispered my name in her sleep. And her touch . . . It had awakened a slumbering beast inside me who roared.

If only I could understand what he said.

Would I ever feel the perfect love dangling just beyond my grasp?

With a shake of my head, I packed my things, noting she’d already done so, leaving nothing behind. Fear jolting through me, I left the room, taking the stairs quickly to the ground floor. There, I came to a halt, my tension lifting when I drank in her beauty and the animation on her face. With Drask bobbing on her shoulder, she sat at a table with Layla, my half-brother’s fated mate. Her sister. Did anyone else know that Lydel Court had two heirs? I hadn’t heard anything about another child.

From what Tempest shared about the confrontation at Bledmire, the king knew. He also knew she was my fated mate. From the time the mark appeared on my wrist, I kept it hidden. I didn’t want to hand the king a weapon.

“Are you going to stand there, or are you going to join everyone else and eat some breakfast?” Brodine asked, though in a pleasant enough manner. He tapped my back. “You’re blocking the way.”

“Sorry.” I shifted to the side, and he gave me a smile as he passed. When he sat beside Tempest, I could barely hold back my growl. While I was unsure where my emotions would take me next with this woman, it was clear I wouldn’t allow anyone else to claim her instead.

A slim fae man who’d had too much ale for this time of the morning stumbled out of the bathing area beneath the stairs and lurched into me. He peered up at me through rheumy eyes. “Sorry. My mistake,” he slurred, staggering over to sit at one of the tables. He beat his fist on the pocked wooden surface. “Ale. I need ale!”

“Be right there,” a server called out.

Striding over to the table, I sat opposite Tempest, seeking her gaze. She studiously avoided looking my way, taking a slice of bread from the platter in the center of the table and slathering it with breekberry jam. She broke off a piece and fed it to the crow.

I also took bread and added breekberry jam. “This is one of my favorite flavors,” I told her.

“I remember.” She bit down hard on her slice of bread and chewed, turning Brodine’s way, cutting me out. No, she wasn’t blocking me; she merely wanted to speak with her friend.

“Madrood said they’re ready to leave when we are,” Tempest said. “He also said the aerie here is decent, the food is stale, but the sand is clean.”

Brodine nodded, also chewing through a big slice of bread. “I think it’s amazing that you’ve bonded with a dragon, that you can communicate with him in your mind.” Thankfully, he kept his voice low, though there were few others inside the dining area. “Does the bond give you anything else other than mind-to-mind communication?”

“Like what?” she asked around another bite.

He shrugged. “There must be something. I’m not surprised you did it. You always did have a special affinity for beasts. With just a simple stroke of your hand, you make them eager to do whatever you ask. It’s amazing. I used to love watching you work with the wildest dragons. They’d be kissing you and showering you with sparks within half a day.” The admiration in his voice irked me.

My pulse quickened, and my free hand clenched on my thigh. Watching her interact with him, smile at him, though I could see it was only in a friendly manner, stabbed raw rage through me. Irritation boiled within my veins, and it was all I could do not to snarl.

When had I turned into a jealous fool? She’d made it clear she was mine for the taking, that she loved me. She wouldn’t look twice at her friend.

Or would she—if I shoved her away?

We had too much to do. I couldn’t let this bother me.

The longer I studied her sitting across from me, the more I knew that I would not leave her. I’d remain by her side and give myself time to know her once more. As for love? It would come if it must, or it wouldn’t. Right now, it felt farther from my grasp than ever.

My irritation slipped away. Something like this didn’t matter.

When Tempest sought my gaze, I studiously avoided meeting it, though I did note that her cheeks had reddened.

“Brodine will ride with me today,” she said, foolish woman that she was.

Despite the erratic feelings for her clawing their way across my skin, she was my fated mate. She belonged with me.

“No,” I clipped out.

“I didn’t enjoy riding with you yesterday.” Pain scraped through her voice.

Why couldn’t I find a shred of emotion for her? Last night, I’d held her, though it appeared she hadn’t noticed. Then, I’d felt longing. I’d enjoyed being with her. I could almost remember craving . . . something with her.

I was tempted to suggest she’d enjoyed my touch well enough last night, and if this was anyone but her, I would’ve. I’d savored manipulating people as much as anyone else at Bledmire Court. But some shred of decency inside me told me not to name it while everyone watched us, listening raptly.

“Don’t do this.” Tempest’s fingers sought the hilt of a blade strapped to her side. “Don’t push me or you’ll regret it.”

“Will you pull my family dagger and gouge me, sweet little storm that you are?”

Her lips quivered, and the hurt in her eyes could not be denied. What in particular had I done to cause that?

I didn’t like that I’d caused her pain. I wouldn’t blame her if she pulled the blade and slashed it toward my neck. Regret sent a sharp pang through my chest. I’d driven another wedge between the fragile bond we were forming.

“I would never hurt you,” she said stiffly. “If you can’t see that, then you’re a fool.”

“I’m sorry.” For being unable to give her the love she craved. For pulling her close only to push her away. For taunting her.

A shudder went through her and resolve filled her pretty green eyes. “Alright, I’ll ride with you.”

“What are you doing?” Zayde hissed from beside me.

The glare Layla sent me could’ve impaled me to the wall. Leaning around him, she sneered, keeping her voice low. “If you don’t stop acting like an ass, you won’t have to worry about my sister pulling her blade. I’ll gut you myself.”

“I probably deserve it,” I said.

That stole the energy from her anger. Her gaze sought Zayde’s.

“She loves you,” Zayde said softly. “I understand that you don’t remember her, that you don’t yet feel the same, but if you can find even a shred of kindness in your heart for her, I’d appreciate it.”

“I’m not being mean to her.” My hands splayed wide, and I met his gaze with my own steel. “I’m doing all I can. It hasn’t been long.”

“Don’t call her storm.”

“Why?”

“Because . . .” He scowled. “Just don’t.”

“Alright.”

Airia studied me with flinty eyes from across the table. I could swear she muttered something, though I couldn’t hear the words. Then her attention shot to Tempest before flickering away.

Marla came over to our table as we were finishing. “Will you be staying another night, my lords and ladies?” she asked, her gaze caressing Brodine.

“No, we’re leaving today,” I said.

“Very well.” She moved to the next table where the man well into his ale slouched across the surface. Her knee nudged his thigh. “Get a move on, Prager. If I know you, you don’t have the coins to pay for what you drank.”

Prager, huh? A common enough name, but . . .

Tempest’s gaze shot their way.

The man rose and grunted, staring around with bleary eyes before stumbling across the room and out the door.

“I’ll meet you all at the meadow.” Tempest rose quickly. “I need to . . .”

Go to the bathing area?

She bolted up the stairs with the crow fluttering his wings on her shoulder.
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Ididn’t have much time, but Madrood had told me to speak with Prager, and I would do so. At the top of the stairs, I rushed into our room and lifted the window. I eased my leg out, perching the toe of my boot on the narrow ledge. A metal staircase spiraled down on my right. All I had to do was cross the sparse ledge a few feet to reach it.

Easy.

I reevaluated that assumption as I clung to the window frame with one hand while stretching out the other to grasp the metal staircase handrail.

Disgusted with my antics, Drask flapped his wings, smacking my face.

“Not helping, little guy,” I huffed, stretching my arm out. Stretching . . . “Yes.” I latched onto the metal and hurtled my body in that direction. The tips of my boots landed on the outside edge of the tread, and I hauled myself up over the railing. Panting, I knelt on a metal surface, giving my poor leg a chance to recover.

Drask settled his wings as I wound my way down to the ground. I hurried to the head of the alley and shoved hair out of my eyes while peering around.

There. Prager reeled down the road, heading in the opposite direction, and because his drunken lurch barely covered any ground, it wasn’t hard to catch up to him. I followed, grimacing at the stains coating the back of his pants and ragged tunic, pinching my nose against the odor drifting off his body.

At the intersection, he turned right and headed down a narrow path winding between two-story, stone buildings. When he reached the end, he dug through a trash bin, and with a gasp of joy, hefted a wine bottle. Surely there wasn’t much left.

He settled on the ground with his legs outstretched and his back braced against a wall.

As I approached him, he upended the bottle over his mouth. When only a small slosh came out, he snarled and chucked it toward his right. It shattered when it hit, spraying glass and the stink of sour wine through the air.

That gave me an idea.

Whirling around, I held onto Drask as I rushed to the end of the street, where I spied a shop across the way. It didn’t take long to buy a bottle of wine and return to the alley. Worry gnawed through my spine while I did it because I thought he’d be gone. Instead, he dozed with his head tipped back to rest against the wall, his mouth hanging open to release jagged snores.

I placed the bottle between his outstretched legs and nudged his thigh. “Wake up, Prager. I’ve got something for you.”

“What, what?” he muttered, staring up at me with a frown. “Who are you?”

“The person who brought you wine.”

His gaze lit on the bottle, and he lifted it, cackling. “A friend, that’s who you are.” After twisting off the cork and chucking it aside, he patted the ground beside him. “Sit. I’ll share.”

“No wine for me.”

His inexplicably sharp gaze met mine. “That’s right. You have questions, don’t you?”

“Why would you think that?”

His hand snapped out, his fingers coiling around my ankle. When his skin touched mine, a chill flashed through me. Releasing me, he flopped back against the wall of the building again. “The blade is that of Alessa,” he said in a sing-song voice. “Tear away the blight, and you might just set things right.”

I leaned closer. “Can you tell me what that means?”

“There’s silence among the trees, but not.” His head tilted, and he squinted up at me. “They whisper many things to those who will listen.”

He fumbled with the front of his tunic, shoving it this way and that.

Drask flapped his wings in a furious rhythm, and his urgency crept through me, making my skin quiver.

Shrugging the feeling off, I stooped down beside Prager. I wanted to shake him, make him give me answers, though I wasn’t sure I knew the right questions to ask. “Tell me where to find the blade.”

“What blade?” he snarled.

“The Blade of Alessa.”

“Why would you want that, precious one?” With a guttural snarl, he leaped, his ruse of drunkenness gone.

Drask flew up as Prager flung me back onto the damp alley stones. My back smacked hard, driving the breath from my lungs.

Prager loomed over me with a long, thin, and very sharp appearing blade pressed against my throat. “What pattern shall I carve on your skin, precious one?” Tipping his head back, his shrill laugh rang out.

While I struggled to suck in a breath, his face changed, morphing into that of an elderly woman with scars on her cheeks. Her dingy gray eyes locked on mine.

She would swallow everything inside me and leave only an empty shell behind.

Her face snapped forward to hover over mine, and her sly grin revealed jagged fangs. “She was dethroned, but her strength still towers within her. Did you know that you, precious one, can bend nature?”

While I remained frozen, splayed out beneath her on the cold stone slabs, Drask fluttered down and attacked, raking his claws across the back of her head. He landed on her skull and beat a furious dance on her skull with his claws and his wings.

“Wretched thing,” she cried, tumbling sideways.

Sucking in a breath, I shrugged off the magic she’d used to freeze me. I leaped to my feet, my dagger finding its home in my hand.

She tumbled across the ground, rolling to dislodge Drask, who reeled away and came back to land on my shoulder.

With a feral snarl, Prager plunged toward me.

A knife flew past me, impaling her in the chest. Her widening eyes met mine. Gurgling, she collapsed on the ground.

Drask hugged his body against my neck while squawking out his fury in my ear. Soothing him with a pat, I rushed over to look down at her.

A pop, and she disappeared.

I spun to see who’d saved me but caught only the wispy trails of a ragged cape as the person rushed around the corner and out onto the main street. Racing to the end of the pass, I peered out but found only a few vendors pushing their carts through the street and a whiff of brimstone in the air.

With a sigh, I collapsed against the side of a building to catch my breath.

“Thanks, Drask,” I whispered, patting him and giving the side of his face a kiss. “You didn’t happen to see who helped me, did you?”

He cawed and ruffled his feathers before pecking my cheek.

“Yeah. I get it. Time to find the others.”

I met up with them as they were leaving the inn, and while Vexxion gave me an odd look, the rest barely glanced my way. After all, I’d merely taken care of a sudden errand upstairs. I took my bag from him, and we hurried through the village and back to the meadow to meet up with the dragons who already circled overhead, preparing to land.

Madrood hadn’t even reached the ground before I held onto Drask and flitted to the dragon’s back. I patted his neck and hung my bag from the spike jutting up from between his shoulders, staring forward as he settled on the grass for Vexxion to mount.

“Look at me.” Layla’s shrill laugh rang out as she scrambled up Glim’s leg and settled on his spine. “Only days ago, I was saying that I should visit the dragons, see if I could find a way to interact with them without fear. Was that only a few days ago? It feels like a lifetime. Now I can mount easily and ride on a dragon’s back all day without feeling like I’m going to throw up. My ass hurts, but I’m too ladylike to mention something like that.” As Zayde flitted to the spot behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, she winked my way.

I grinned, though I doubted it held much humor. I kept thinking about what happened, the fresh memory only barely shoving aside Vexxion’s latest rejection.

Reyla, Brodine, and Airia climbed onto the blue dragon’s back and arranged their bags on her spike.

Who saved me from Prager?

We took flight, soaring south over a vast forest and above wide, lush valleys. When we passed villages, few fae looked up, either occupied with tilling crops or used to seeing dragons overhead.

“Where did you go?” Vexxion asked by my ear. “I went upstairs, and you weren’t there. The window was open.”

“I ran an errand.”

“I searched the streets but didn’t find you.”

“I ran an errand.”

“Tempest,” he growled.

“Did you find me?” Had he saved my life?

“You bolted upstairs after the innkeeper pushed Prager out the door. I recognized the name. Don’t go near Prager.”

“Tell me about Prager.”

His arm tightened around my waist. “What did you do?” he bit out, his voice churning with anger.

“Nothing.” It was all I could do not to lean back in his embrace. “Pay attention to your own business.”

His snarl ripped out. “I’m making this my business.”

“You don’t have that right.”

“Did you endanger yourself?”

If only I heard concern instead of irritation in his voice. But whatever progress we might’ve made last night had flown out the window before the moon finished rising.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Nothing happened.”

“The only Prager I know is a wizard.”

“No,” I breathed, unable to hold back my sarcasm. “Changing before my eyes kind of proves they aren’t Nullen.”

“I can’t believe you went after her.”

“Not your business,” I snapped.

“You should’ve taken me with you.”

“You would’ve held me back.”

A tick of a pause followed. “I might have.”

He definitely would’ve held me back.

“What did Prager tell you before she tried to kill you?” The surprised curiosity in his voice almost made me smile, but I was too upset about last night and how he behaved this morning to let down my emotional guard.

“What makes you think she tried to kill me?”

“You spoke with her.”

I dipped my head forward.

“What did you learn?” he asked.

“Everything and nothing.”

“Not an answer, Tempest,” he growled.

“It’s the only one you’ll get.”

“I’m glad you made it through unscathed.” The rasp in his voice curled down my spine like the trace of a feather.

“Don’t act like this,” I snapped.

“Like what?”

“As if you care. A short time ago, you could’ve frozen me with your glacial eyes.” Do not mention how you behaved when you came to bed last night after working me up in the dining area, I huffed to myself.

“Perhaps my feelings have changed.”

Hearing wonder in his voice was the only reason I didn’t rip into him with my words. Instead, his tone made me deflate. I was a wreck. This man could tug me in all sorts of directions, and I’d willingly let him do it. No, I welcomed it. Didn’t I have any pride?

Not when it came to Vexxion.

“Why do you keep doing this?” I groaned, scrubbing my palm across my face.

Again, he waited so long to reply, I almost turned to look back at him. “I don’t know.”

I pinched my eyes closed, and it was all I could do not to wail. When we talked in our minds, I could feel his love, his humor. Even his sweet irritation. I knew that man.

This one? I couldn’t read him at all.

“When you figure it out,” I said lightly. “Let me know.”

After that, we didn’t say much and that hurt as much as him being short with me.

Someone threw a knife into your friend Prager’s chest, I told Madrood.

What makes you think Prager is my friend?

I think she might be dead.

Did she turn to ash? he carefully asked.

No.

Disappeared, then. It’ll take more than a blade to kill Prager.

I’m not sure I learned much from her. A few curious things I needed to think about. They related to the riddle, of course. Thanks for sending me her way. Next time, a little warning would be nice.

I would never send you Prager’s way.

Wait. Horror filled my voice. You told me yesterday to find her, so I did. She muttered some odd phrases before trying to kill me.

Everything Prager shares has meaning, and Prager never shares anything without claiming a stiff price.

Then why . . . It suddenly hit me, and gooseflesh peppered my skin. Yesterday, in the meadow, you didn’t suggest I look for her.

I told you I didn’t.

Then who did? I barked in his mind.

A question that needs a prompt answer. And that was all he’d say.

We flew all day, only stopping briefly to eat the provisions we’d purchased at the inn, share the flasks of water, and visit the woods to take care of our needs. Because questions kept bubbling up in my mind, I placed the issue of Prager aside and quizzed Madrood about other topics.

Tell me why Iasar and Amronth want to kill Vexxion, I said.

Ask your mate.

He doesn’t seem to want to be my mate. And it hurt.

You need him, Madrood said. Find a way through this.

He rejected me, I whined.

You’re acting like a child.

The pain in my chest felt anything but childish.

The first time you two face a challenge and this is how you behave? he grumbled, his wings flapping faster. If you can’t face this, how will you face what’s coming?

I’ll try.

Good.

I shifted on his back. My butt ached. My spine ached. Only my skin hummed with delight from pressing against Vexxion’s chest. When we first started out, I’d sat stiffly, doing all I could not to touch him. But as the day wore on, I couldn’t hold the pose without my body spasming, and I’d relaxed into his embrace. He’d rewarded me by tightening his arm around my waist and pressing his chin against the top of my head. The position reminded me of all the times I’d sought his comfort. At first, I thought he did it to make me remain with him even if my will told me to step away.

Later, I could see this was his way of cherishing me.

And it ripped me apart that even when he didn’t remember what we’d had, he still did it, as if some lost part of him was trying to reach out to enfold me.

If I didn’t find a way to bring him back. . .

I refused to believe he’d been stolen from me forever.
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As the sun started to set, we landed our dragons in a small meadow surrounded by forest and quickly built a camp. No inn for us tonight. After what happened with Prager, I could only feel relief. I’d fallen for someone’s trick, and I hoped we’d left that danger behind.

We made plans to sleep on the ground near the fire.

“I smell woodsmoke.” Brodine’s gaze dragged across the woods to our right.

“There’s a small village down that trail.” Vexxion nudged his head that way, and only then did I see the gap in the woods leading away from the meadow.

“How many people live there?” Brodine asked.

Vexxion frowned. “Twenty. Thirty. I’m not sure. Why?”

“I could go barter for provisions,” Brodine said. “I know you bought supplies at the inn, but if I can collect a few things here, the rest will last longer.”

We hadn’t seen any hint we were followed, but we’d be foolish to think Ivenrail hadn’t sent others to hunt us, especially after what happened with Prager. Was Prager one of the king’s many minions?

“Alright,” Vexxion said.

Brodine left with a small bag of coins, returning a short time later hefting a decent-sized sack. “Meat pies. Fruit tarts. And a few bottles of ale. We’ll eat heartily tonight,” he said with a grin.

I took it from him and released the tie at the top. “Thank you.”

“I told them I was traveling with a lord and his lady.” Brodine slid his fingertip across his throat. “Believe me, they took note. I assured them I was a dutiful, collared Nullen.” His wry smile rose. “They were happy to sell me enough food for dinner and breakfast.”

“Good going, Bro,” Reyla said, slapping his shoulder. “I wasn’t looking forward to dried meat stew for dinner, followed by fried dried meat for breakfast.”

We settled around the fire, Brodine and Reyla at my sides and the rest of the group clustered opposite us. I tugged each item out, handing large portions around to each. We poured watered-down ale in cups and dug in; our bellies ravenous after flying all day.

As the night sky swept away the sun and stars burst through the inky darkness left behind, we sat by the fire, speaking in low voices about pretty much nothing. We didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, let alone the day after that, and we were all tired of speculation.

Zayde and Layla went to bed not long after we finished eating, taking a blanket and settling in the deep grass partway across the meadow. Reyla did the same, leaving Vexxion and Airia sitting across from me and Brodine.

I fed the fire more wood, and it licked greedily at the dry bark, snapping and cackling with glee.

Vexxion silently watched me, and I’d give almost anything to be able to read his expression, to know what he was feeling in his heart. He didn’t hate me, but the love I needed no longer stretched out its wings to touch me.

Her eyes sparkling in the firelight, Airia watched Bro. If she liked him, I wished her well. He was a good guy, and he deserved to find someone who’d care for him above all others. Could that person be Airia?

It might be foolish to think of any of us winding up with someone to love. A war was coming, and we’d lead the charge. The odds of us surviving were slim.

Still, with my heart a lump of pain bruising itself against my ribs, and no hope in sight for me and Vexxion, it was nice to think that someone might come through this with a happy ending.

Brodine emptied the last of the ale into our cups, though Vexxion and I passed on having more.

Airia started to lift her mug to sip, but a crack rang out in the woods behind her. Her hand jostled as she twisted to face that direction, and her mug went flying, spilling the last of her drink.

Vexxion flitted from view, returning a short time later, dropping down to face us across the fire again. “It was nothing but a few deer passing nearby. I’ve laid wards.”

Only then did my posture loosen.

Airia retrieved her cup and after rinsing it with a slosh of water from the big jug we’d filled in a nearby stream, she placed it inside her pack for tomorrow. “I’m going to bed.” She grabbed a blanket and dropped down into the grass a short distance away.

The dragons resting on the edge of the meadow shifted and sighed before returning to slumber.

I braced my palms on the ground behind me, staring into the flames. I should go to bed myself.

“I can set up a place for you to sleep tonight,” Brodine offered softly. “Lay a blanket for you on a soft part of the ground, I mean,” he hastily added. “Nothing else. I . . .” His shoulders curled forward, and his voice dropped to a vulnerable whisper. “I was out of my head before we came here. Not thinking right.” His spine stiffened with resolve. “But I’m thinking better now, and, well, I miss us. What you and I had . . . before. You and Reyla are the only family I have, and I don’t want to lose that.”

I leaned against his strong arm. “Thanks for telling me, Bro. I miss us too.”

Vexxion blinked hard, his brow stabbing inward. “I’ll prepare a bed for Tempest.”

Funny how he couldn’t find his way back to loving me, but he could latch onto his possessive streak quite easily.

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Bro said quickly, easing away from me. Standing, he sent me a look of sympathy, one that only showed friendliness. “I’ll head to bed, then. See you two in the morning.” After jerking out a nod toward Vexxion, he tugged the blanket from his pack and strode across the meadow, settling near the dragons.

Vexxion walked around the fire to loom over me.

“I’m going to bed.” I rose and put a step between us. “I know where my blanket is.”

“Yes, you do. I’ll lay nearby so you can rest.”

If only his voice didn’t come out clipped.

If only it held a hint of the softness I craved.

If only . . .
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We flew for two more days, camping at night. Brodine continued to barter with whoever lived nearby for food, plus wine or ale.

Late afternoon, our dragons flew toward the shore. We’d continue across the channel to Lydel Island soon.

I continued to pester Madrood for information, though he was reluctant to share much.

Tell me how I’m supposed to kill the king, I said. Something I can’t wait to do, now that the wretched collar has been ripped from Vexxion’s throat. There was nothing holding me back. All I needed was to sneak up behind him and drive a dagger into his chest. Rip it across his heart and end this.

I cannot tell you, Madrood said.

Won’t.

Telling you won’t make it easier. It’s best if you discover this one clue at a time.

I leaped on that. What’s the first thing I need to discover?

Find the Blade of Alessa and you’ll know.

Tell me more about the blade, then. Prager mentioned it.

I’m sure she did.

She didn’t tell me where it is.

His pause went on for a long time, only the swoosh of his wings breaking through the silence. You’ll find it when you need it most.

Yeah. If only I’d read more of that chapter in Ember’s Shadow. I released a sigh. All I know is that it’s something from the fae past that’s been missing for a long time.

When the time is right, you’ll wield it, Madrood said proudly. I’ll watch and cheer you on while you do it.

The blade must hold special power that would slice through any wards the king encased around his body.

This is our only hope of restoring balance. He dipped his head forward and soared lower, twitching his wings in various directions to maintain a steady pace with the buffeting of the wind. The sea stretched away to our south, and I only caught a wink of what must be Lydel off in the distance.

Balance, I said. The powerless Nullens—the dregs, that is—are supposed to maintain the balance.

Where did you learn that the dregs are powerless Nullens?

The Lieges too, I bet.

Where? he growled.

A friend overheard Ivenrail and the high advisor talking about it.

They’re fools to speak of such a thing where someone might overhear. His gaze sought the other dragons. Which friend?

Reyla.

She has a kind heart.

She’s amazing. She’s the reason I’m in faerie. I explained about Kinart.

You also have a kind heart, though it’s equally strong. And the will to do what you must.

I’m not sure about my will. And if I were a stronger person, I would’ve killed Ivenrail even if that meant Vexxion died.

You’re stronger because you didn’t kill him. Leaving the shore behind, he flew out over the channel, the other dragons soaring alongside us.

“You need to leave him alone while he’s flying over the sea,” Vexxion said. “You shouldn’t distract him.”

Is that true? I asked Madrood.

He scoffed. I’m not afraid of sea beasts.

Beasts?

Pesky things, he snarled.

A glance down showed nothing but deep blue water dressed in white caps from the wind. What’s waiting for me at Lydel?

I believe it’s best if you see it rather than have me tell you.

Bone coins, I said, as one last parting shot. I want to know more about them too.

It’s not my place to discuss them.

Alright. I’ll stop quizzing you.

He gave a long sigh. Finally. But I could tell by the way he huffed out sparks, that he wasn’t irritated with me for asking questions.

A shimmering blue creature longer than my body and with a mouth full of jagged teeth as long as my fingers shot up from the ocean below. If Glim hadn’t darted to the side, the creature’s teeth would’ve raked across the dragon’s belly. It snapped out, snarling as it fell back toward the sea, landing with a big splash.

My friends bellowed and scrambled for weapons as their dragons shifted and darted to avoid the swarm of creatures attacking from below.

Higher, I called to Madrood, and he led the charge, shooting up toward the clouds with the other two dragons flapping their wings in a furious pace to keep up.

A whirring sound sent me spinning to the right barely in time to deflect a cluster of big blue and gold birds with my arm. Drask squawked and smacked my head with his wings while I swiped out with the side of my blade, knocking the vicious creatures in all directions.

Darting and twisting, the dragons flew as fast as they could toward the island, shooting flames at the sea creatures spearing up from below, though their fire deflected off the scaly hides.

We hung on, defending ourselves as well as we could. If we fell, a sure death awaited us in the churning ocean below.

Horror surged through me as a bird’s claws raked across the exposed skin on my arm, sending shards of agony through me. While Vexxion’s threads swarmed around us, snatching sea beasts from the air and flinging them back toward the water and smacking away birds, I snapped out with my magic, lifting walls between us and both beasts alike. The snarling creatures smacked into the clear structures and plunged toward the ground.

Some of the birds slipped through our barriers, and they pecked at our hair and clothing, dive bombing the dragons’ faces. Our guttural cries filled the air, and I worried we wouldn’t last much longer.

The island still appeared quite a distance ahead.

Madrood and the other dragons’ roars mixed with my friends’ sharp cries of pain. My heart hammered as it tried to beat through my ribs, each pulse shaking me from the inside out. Nausea churned in my belly while cold sweat slicked my skin, sending shivers racing down my back.

The dragons spiraled, twisting and flinging themselves through the air, their wings whipping as they flew furiously toward the island.

It seemed to take forever to reach it, and when we got closer, I tried not to let dismay take hold. The entire landmass was covered with a thick mesh of thorns. No place to land. No sanctuary in sight. Where could we escape the attacking birds?

If we couldn’t get away from them, they’d peck us to death. It was a wonder the dragons could keep going with the brutal creatures flinging themselves at the dragon’s faces.

“I can flit us to the manor,” I yelled. The vision of me playing with toys in our living area was as clear in my mind as when I watched it through Aunt Vera’s eyes. “I’ll take Vexxion and come back for the rest of you.”

Don’t, Madrood boomed in my mind. The curse could kill them if you try.

What can we do? I released a guttural cry and swiped out as another flock of birds dove in, smacking against me, Vexxion, and Madrood’s right side. They raked us, and our blood flew.

Drask huddled against my neck, rhythmically squawking in my ear.

Every breath came out in a desperate gasp that barely deflated my lungs.

I’ll fly into the thorns, Madrood said. Slam through them.

They’re cursed. The impact could kill you.

I’m out of other ideas. He dodged to the left, barely evading another enormous flock swarming toward him with their claws extended and rage blazing in their eyes. His burst of flames hit them, but they were sly and flung themselves to the side before darting in again to peck and claw.

Alright, let’s try. I flung more power at an incoming flock.

Vexxion’s threads snapped and snaked around all of us, and I could tell he was trying to slice them between us and the attackers, but there were too many. They’d overrun us soon.

Suffocating fear coiled around me. I wasn’t worried about myself, but I couldn’t stand to see my friends hurt. The taste of bile lingered on my tongue, mixed with an acrid tang of the adrenaline roaring through my veins.

“Get ready,” I shouted to the others. “We’re going to drive our dragons into the thorns.” Pray to the fates we broke through.

Zayde stared at me with wild eyes but nodded.

Brodine, his face grim, sent me a feral grin and hefted his knives. “Just like fighting dregs, right?”

Almost.

As our dragons dove toward the thick thorny mesh encasing the island, birds continued to smack into us. Blue creatures erupted from the water near the island’s shore, soaring toward us to slice at whatever they could reach before flipping around to plunge back toward the sea. With each approach, they raked their teeth across the dragons’ hides, others snapping at our feet, determined to bite through.

One latched onto my left calf, and I squawked, shaking my leg to dislodge it while plunging my dagger into its scaly hide. Vexxion snaked his threads around its torso. It swiped out with its tail, impaling the spiked tip into my left thigh.

My hoarse bellow of pain jerked up my throat.

Vexxion kicked it off me, and it tumbled toward the thick thorny mesh below.

In a mad whirl, his threads flung out in all directions, knocking away birds and blue creatures alike, clearing a path for us to charge through. With a hiss, he tightened his arm around me, his threads impaling anything that came near. Another blue creature flung itself at us, and he roared. The heat of his magic seared across my skin and when it hit the creature, the beast burst into flames and dropped toward the thorns, trailing smoke.

He laid his palm on my leg, and the pain receded. When he lifted his hand, I could see he’d closed the wound with his magic.

As the dragons smacked their wings, taking us farther above the island, we left the sea creatures behind. The birds still dove at us, but their numbers grew smaller, and it was easier to fight off one threat than two.

Drask left my shoulder and soared ahead of us, striking through a flock, sending them scattering.

As Madrood’s silver flames turned a swarm of birds to ashes, Drask shot down toward the thick mesh below.

“It looks thinner there,” Zayde cried out from the lead, pointing to where Drask flew toward a section off to the right, closer to that shore.

“Go,” I shouted, leaning forward as if that would give Madrood more speed. His wings swarmed through the air, and he kept blasting fire at whatever flock came near. The birds kept swooping up or to the side before diving back down, aiming for his eyes.

We barreled toward the area that looked thinner.

“Close your eyes,” Vexxion snarled in my ear. He leaned over me, shielding me with his body and threads, and it was all I could do not to shout that I loved him, that I would forever. I wasn’t going to die. I didn’t dare.

No, I wouldn’t allow it to happen until I was old. But none of us knew what might come next.

Madrood took the lead, spiraling toward the thorny canopy enmeshing the entire island. An instant before he made impact, he lifted up to take the brunt of the blow with his chest. If anyone could batter their way through, it was this amazing dragon.

The other dragons flew feverishly behind us.

Madrood hit the thick mesh hard, and I groaned along with him.

With a yelp, I tumbled forward, slipping from Vexxion’s arms and threads.

As I shot over Madrood’s head and slammed into the network of thorns, Vexxion bellowed my name.
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Itumbled through the mesh as if it wasn’t there. Not a single thorn gouged me, and I felt no impact when I reached it. As I kept falling, the thorny shroud sealed closed behind me, locking me away from my friends and cutting off their shrill cries.

Silence echoed in the stillness that followed.

My jaw unhinged as I took in a vast stone city below made up of buildings that gleamed silver in the sunlight. Numerous statues stood in the paths weaving through town, and a pall of disarray hung over the place. The echo of people moving with joy in their hearts and on their faces thrummed through me, but I sensed that this time had long since passed.

The sight of the brilliant blue sea glistening beyond the city jerked my mind back to the present.

After quickly drawing power, I flitted, landing inside the living area I’d seen in Vera’s vision. A mirror still hung on the wall to my right, the one my aunt had peered into. She’d done it to make sure I saw and remembered her face.

A large open living area as big as two residences back at the fortress combined surrounded me, and it felt as vibrant as it had the time I’d stepped into this room’s past in my mind. The ceiling rose three stories and stencil work in golden vines glinted around the upper parts of the walls. The same homey feeling I’d experienced back then persisted, perhaps borrowed from my and Layla’s toys that lay scattered across the gleaming floor. They waited for someone to pick them back up and play.

I stepped over to the fireplace and studied the carved wooden dragons caught in mid-flight, mounted on thin supports. They soared across the thick slab-of-wood mantle dominating the area above the fireplace. I wanted to touch the dragons, but I didn’t quite dare.

The cold hearth hadn’t held a fire in such a long time that the ashes had aged. There’d been no fire here for twenty years, to be exact.

Sunlight streamed through a long row of tall, narrow windows to the left of the fireplace, sunbeams skittering across the marble floor lovingly draped with ornate and still pristine 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.

Roses . . .

I rushed to the window and stared out, gasping at the garden full of them. Black with silver tips. Were these the same roses Vexxion had plucked for me? How could he reach them if they were hidden beneath the thorns?

“Your mother adored them,” someone said behind me. “She planted them everywhere, much to the bemusement of your father. Their perfume made him sneeze.”

I whirled around to find Aunt Vera walking across the room, her long, pale peach gown swirling across her matching shoes. She’d tied her waist-length, gray-flecked hair at the nape of her neck, and if not for a few tiny wrinkles around her eyes, I wouldn’t know she was much older than me.

“They’re my mother’s roses?” I asked.

“She loved them, and now they’re yours. Welcome, High Lady of Lydel Court.” She dipped forward in a low curtsy, spreading her skirt wide and bowing her head.

“I’m still trying to get used to the idea.” I was no high lady. “I’m an orphan who grew up in a border fortress. A dragon rider and trainer. A soldier.” And the fated mate of the High Lord of Weldsbane Court who was betrothed to me when I was a small child. “Shouldn’t you be the high lady since you’re the eldest?”

Straightening, she gave me a brief smile. “My older brother, your father, inherited the court, and as his eldest child, it’s now yours.” Her low laugh rang out. “And I’m no elder.”

“You’re older than me,” I said as delicately as I could.

Her sharp gaze met mine. “The true elders are dead, murdered by that monster on the Bledmire throne. When the time comes, I’ll give you what advice I can, but I’m afraid you’ll be alone and without guidance.”

“Without guidance in what?”

“Claiming your court’s core.”

“That time is coming.” The need for it slashed through me. “I don’t remember my father. Or my mother, for that matter.”

“Your father was murdered when you were three.”

“Ivenrail?”

She tapped her lips and shook her head. “There are names we shouldn’t speak unless we wish to call them to us.”

“I’m sure he knows I intended to come here.”

“But he doesn’t know you’ve arrived.”

I couldn’t see how that made a difference. When he was ready to attack again, he’d do so. Had he gorged himself on enough power yet to bash his way through the thorny mesh protecting Lydel’s last holdout?

“What should I call him then?” I asked. “The king?”

“A fiend. A murderer. A man who will soon pay for the horror he’s inflicted on others.”

“I like your term, monster,” I said with a laugh that came out a touch too shrill. Sweat trickled down my spine, and each of my breaths stabbed through my lungs. I was on edge yet thrilled by the intensity of this moment. Finally, I was here. What would happen next? Exhilaration spiked through my fear, leaving me trembling but feeling more alive than I’d been in a very long time.

She crossed over to a sideboard and poured two small glasses of wine from a crystal decanter. The liquid swirled and glowed as if it contained fire. Returning to me, she handed me one of the glasses, raising hers.

“To the rebirth of Lydel Court, and to our new high lady,” she said. “May your rule revive magic, vanquish evil, and free the souls ensnared by shadows of the past.”

“We’ll do it together,” I said.

We tapped our glasses, releasing a musical ping, then drained them. I tasted berries, magic, and starlight. An odd way to describe it, but it fit.

Heat from the wine swirled through me, and for an instant, I could swear the city hummed, but the sound fell off to nothing, leaving only the chirp of birds and the rustle of leaves in the garden.

“I knew you’d arrive soon.” Aunt Vera took our empty glasses back to the sideboard. “I have the gift of sight.” Her smile revealed a dimple in her right cheek I’d inherited. “I’m the first in my family to be born with the foretelling skill, though I hope there will one day be others.”

“You can see the future?”

“Some things.” Her brow knit with concern. “I wish I could see everything, but that would leach most of the joy from life, don’t you think?”

“Not if the knowledge can help others.”

“Sometimes it can, and sometimes, that knowledge tastes much too bitter. Sadly, my magic doesn’t allow me to choose.” She looked me up and down before enfolding me in her frail arms. “Welcome home, my little love. I’ve missed you terribly.”

I blinked past a veil of tears, though I spilled them for the child I’d been, not the woman I was now. “Why didn’t you tell me everything when I freed you from the portrait?”

“What you learned after I left had to unfold at the proper time.” Releasing me, she stepped backward. “I couldn’t tell you much, but I can share some things now.”

“I want you to tell me everything, but first, we need to bring my friends here.”

“Yes, you’ll see them soon.” Her cheeks sparkled with tears, and she swiped them away. “Your sister is well? I cannot wait to see her again. I imagine she’s as grown up as you.”

“I like her. We’re trying to find each other again, and there’s no forcing something like that.”

“I haven’t seen her since I left her in the queen’s garden.”

“Since you dumped her there, you mean.”

Her face pinched and her sad sigh rang out. She tapped her temple. “I knew she’d be safe. I knew she’d be loved.”

“You left her as bait for Ivenrail.”

“And it worked out as it should, now didn’t it?” she said sharply.

“That remains to be seen. She and Zayde are fated mates.”

Vera gaped at me.

“You didn’t see it?”

She huffed. “I told you I don’t see everything.” Her head tilted, and she appeared to gaze inward. “Now that could be interesting. Zayde and Layla? Delightful.”

“Not quite. The monster is still alive, and he and Layla are married. He’s still coming for us. He’ll kill me and take the core from her since she’s next in line. I’m sure he’ll slip through the thorns like I did and stalk through the city until he tracks down the court’s core.”

“He won’t be able to reach it. It’ll be yours by the time he could find a way through your mother’s magic.”

“What’s keeping him from taking it from me once I’ve obtained it?”

“Your strength of will.”

Did I have much left? The battle hadn’t even gotten started, and my muscles ached, and my confidence flagged. “If he can steal Lydel’s core, Riftflame will give into his demands, and it’ll be over.”

“Which is why we need to make plans.”

I liked that I had family eager to guide me, but I’d learned I could only rely on myself.

“What about me?” I asked, unable to keep the sarcasm from my voice. “Did you know I would be safe and well-loved when you tossed me toward the fortress?”

“You were safe, and you are well loved, are you not?”

My shoulders curled. I was well loved by my friends, but no longer by Vexxion. My throat closed up as if I still wore the torturous vine collar. An ache gnawed at my heart, and I bit back the rising fear that I’d never feel his love again.

“Things have a way of changing quickly.” She gave me a pert nod. “Trust in this. You lost your Lydel family, but you formed a new one who will be true to you until your dying day.”

“Reyla’s like a sister. Brodine’s the best.”

Her head cocked. “Ah, they’re coming through now. I didn’t think it would take them long. Your mate is persistent.”

“He’s been here before.” Assuming this was where he picked the roses.

“Perhaps,” she said.

“Why did the thorns let me through but block my friends?”

“Because the Lydel High Lady needed to arrive here first. Do you feel it?” She closed her eyes, and her face seemed to shimmer. Only then did I hear a subtle, almost whimsical sound spinning through the air.

“What is that?” I whispered, peering around.

“The core magic of your court. I’ll guide you as best I can in claiming it. As for the thorns covering the island, only those who love Lydel can break through and only at the spell’s whim.”

“Break through the curse?”

“There is no curse, just thorns and wards that have protected our court for twenty years. We’ve all been waiting for you.”

“There’s no one here but us.”

“Oh, but there is. You’ll see.” She patted my arm and gave me a sad smile. “Your mother gave her life to cast the spell that covered the island. Did you know that? She protected yours and your sister’s inheritance because you were too young to do so yourself.”

I didn’t remember my mother. I’d seen her during the vision, but I hadn’t known how important she was to me back then. If only I could see her one more time.

“Tempest,” Vexxion bellowed outside.

My heart flipped over. “It’s him.”

Her smile widened. “And the others.”

Are you safe? Madrood snarled in my mind. You seem upset. If someone’s harming you, I’ll blast them with fire.

My laugh choked out. I’m fine. Vera’s here. No one else.

Vera.

Yes, my aunt.

I see. A long pause followed.

Is there a problem? Maybe he knew something about her I didn’t, which reminded me that I needed to be careful with everyone.

Not at all, he said in too jovial a voice. We landed in a big open courtyard in the center of Lydel Manor. I do hope there’s an aerie here and staff to care for my scales. The sea creatures marred them.

I’ll take care of your scales myself, I said.

As you should. You do the best job.

My laugh was still much too shrill. I’ve had plenty of practice.

Why haven’t you joined us in the courtyard? Your mate is looking for you, and I fear he’s going to rip apart this lovely, though overgrown garden to find you. Your friends are frightened. We’ve all been worried.

I’m sorry. I should’ve reached out right away. I’m fine.

“How do I get out of here?” I asked Aunt Vera. I’d climb through a window if I had to. “The others are waiting in the courtyard.”

“Good. You need your friends around you.” She took my hands and linked our fingers, squeezing mine to the point I almost winced. “I still can’t believe you’re here. The time I’ve waited for is finally at hand.”

“What exactly have you been waiting for?”

“For you to claim your inheritance,” she said, releasing me. “For you to free Lydel and restore the balance.”

“You speak of powerless Nullens.”

“Yes, exactly.”

“I want to see my friends, but you and I need to talk soon. There’s so much I have to know.”

“I’ll share what I can,” she said brightly.

“I assume you’ll also hold things back.”

She nodded, biting down on her lower lip hard enough to drive out the pink.

“Soon,” her smile grew, “you’ll set the world on the right path.”

“Another path?”

Her brow narrowing, and with her eyes locking with mine, she tapped her chin. “Who else has used that term?”

“Iasar.”

Her smile fell, and her eyes spiraled wildly. “You’ve spoken with Iasar?”

“I freed him and Amronth from the front doors. Vexxion created fake images to fool anyone who looks that way.”

“I’m not sure that was a wise thing to do, but, as you say, it’s done. I’m sure he’ll get over his anger.” She clapped her hands and pressed for a smile again, though this one didn’t reach her eyes.

“Why is he angry?”

“For this and that. You stand at the start of the path you were destined for the moment you were born,” she said. “I saw this.”

“I’m not a tool. I’m no one’s savior.”

She tapped my shoulder. “Oh, but you are.”

“No.” I would happily kill the king if given another chance, but if anyone thought they were going to manipulate me into fulfilling their own goals for this world, they’d soon learn they were wrong. I wouldn’t be pushed into doing something I didn’t feel was right, not even for this woman who was family.

“Give this time.” She pivoted and strode toward the double arched entrance on one side of the room. “Follow me.”

She led me down a hall with a door that exited into an enormous courtyard with a big open, tiled area in the center. Planters overflowing with roses and lush beds with various other flowers peppered the outer areas, along with benches where someone could sit and enjoy the view. Tall trees swayed in the breeze, their canopies stretching above the four walls of the manor that had been built in a square with the courtyard in the center.

The dragons had landed in the open area, and my friends remained mounted.

Drask flew over and landed on my shoulder, leaning against my neck to peck my cheek.

“Sorry I worried you, little guy,” I said, stroking his feathers.

He squawked and pecked me some more.

Vera gasped and slipped behind me.

“Are you alright?” I turned to study her face. She was old. Frail. And she’d been locked inside a painting for a very long time. I’d only recently found her, and I didn’t want to lose her.

“I’m fine. Why is that thing here?”

I looked back at my friends who’d dismounted and were shouldering their bags.

“What thing in particular?” I asked, seeking threats but finding none roaring our way.

“Madrood.” The name came out in a snarl.

“He and I bonded.”

“What?” she barked, reeling away from me. “You bonded with the monster’s dragon?”

“Madrood’s with me now.” A steel blade sliced through my voice. “Do you have a problem with that?”

She stared at him for a long while before her head jerked side to side. “Keep him away from me.”

“Alright.”

You and Aunt Vera have history, I said to Madrood.

Some might say so.

What do you say?

That I’ll speak of this with you soon.

Hmm.

Vexxion flitted to my side. “Are you alright?” he croaked. He reached toward me, but before he could touch me, he frowned and tucked his hand back down by his side.

My heart floundered, and it was all I could do to breathe through the ache in my chest. When he’d cried out my name, I’d hoped it meant he’d remembered what we’d shared, that this chapter of our life could end, and we could move onto the next. That things would finally be wonderful between us.

While he was no longer trapped in the ether, I’d still lost him.

“What happened?” he asked, and I was grateful to at least hear concern in his voice. A towering, thorny wall had risen between us now, one I might never break through. “You fell and the thorns let you pass before sealing closed. Even I couldn’t get to you after that.”

“There’s no curse,” I said as the others joined us. “Lydel recognized me and the spell my mother placed on the island let me through.” I reached toward my aunt, taking her hand and tugging her over to stand with us. “This is my Aunt Vera. You know Vexxion.”

She smiled his way. “Nice to see you again.”

“I remember you,” he said in a neutral tone. His gaze returned to me, and I looked for warmth there, but all I had was foolish hope.

Not yet. Not yet. He would remember me. I had to trust it would happen.

“You showed me an image of Tempest, and my mark . . .” Vexxion lifted his hand and tilted it to reveal the underside of his wrist. Late-day sunlight flashed across the mate mark that matched my own.

I didn’t share mine. Reminding him that I had the same mark would make no difference if he didn’t care.

My chest compressed, my ribs curling inward, gouging at my heart.

What we’d had was perfect. Sublime. I wouldn’t allow anyone to steal it away, not even him.

“Layla,” Vera said softly as my sister and Zayde joined us. Reyla, Brodine, and Airia hung back, and I’d bring them forward and introduce them soon, but this moment was for a reunion. If only I could remember more of our mother than a wisp of a vision. If I touched the bone, would I be sucked back to that time again? Then I could stare at her and savor the moment.

The two women hugged, though Layla looked more startled than excited.

Vera leaned back, bracing Layla’s forearms, and tears fell freely down her face. “I’m so happy you’re here. Welcome.” Her smile encompassed the entire group, and her voice lifted. “Welcome to you all. We have much to talk about, but it can wait until tomorrow.”

I introduced her to my friends.

“You’ll be quite happy here,” she said. “Let’s go inside.” As pink and orange rays gouged across the sky, her bright smile took on a worrisome slant. “It’ll be dark soon. I’ve prepared a small celebration. It’ll be just us for now, but soon, the city will echo with joy.”

I noted the dragons shifting on their haunches. “Where’s the aerie?”

“The cliffs are due north,” Vera said. “There are plenty of open stalls. The dragons left ages ago. It’ll be nice to have some here again.”

“They left with the people?” Airia asked.

“More or less,” Vera said brightly.

Airia glanced toward me. “Would you like me to take care of them? I can make sure they have food, water, and clean sand.”

“I’ll help.”

She shook her head. “Visit with your family. I don’t mind. It’ll keep me busy.” Her muted laughter slipped out. “I want to feel needed, and I imagine I will fairly soon. But for now, I’m happy to fall back to what’s familiar. Dragons. You know what I mean.”

She must feel as lost as me, still trying to find her footing on a new, uneven surface.

“Thank you,” I said.

“We’ll hold dinner for you, my dear,” Vera offered.

“Please don’t.” Airia’s eyes swept across our group, landing on Vexxion. A frown curled across her brow before it smoothed. “I’ll grab something from the kitchen later. I need to spend time alone if that’s alright.”

“Of course,” Vera said graciously. “The cold box is full. Eat whatever you’d like.”

“Thanks.” With a nod, Airia walked over to the dragons. She climbed onto the blue one, and they took flight.

I’ll come to the aerie and take care of your scales, I told Madrood.

Airia will do it for you.

You’re sure?

Yes. Please visit me first thing in the morning, he said. We have much to discuss.

I thought you couldn’t tell me anything further.

Things have changed. His head snapped to his right, and he peered toward the opposite side of the courtyard. After releasing a low growl, he took flight, soaring behind the blue dragon, followed by Glim.

Vera started toward the back entrance, and we climbed the stairs with her.

A soft fluttering sound made me turn.

I swore someone stood among a cluster of spindly trees on the opposite side of the courtyard, hiding among the shadows.

When I blinked and squinted, I found no one there.
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We ate in the formal dining room, and I sat beside Vexxion. He’d given me an odd look when I settled on his right, but I couldn’t stay away.

Drask perched on the back of my chair, and I fed him bits of meat.

Vexxion paid me no attention during dinner, instead speaking with Reyla on his left or Brodine, who’d taken a place directly across from us.

“We can sit in the parlor if you’d like,” Vera said brightly after we’d finished eating. A flick of her finger, and the dishes disappeared, cleaned and returned to the cupboards. “Though I assume you’re all tired and would like to go to your suites.”

We murmured agreement.

“Very well. As for your rooms,” she said as we stood, “I’ve prepared suites for each of you. Zayde, you and . . .” Her eyebrows lifted as she glanced at Layla.

“We’re together.” Layla’s worried gaze sought mine.

“She and Zayde will be more comfortable sharing,” I said, and my sister’s soft smile rose.

“Would the young ladies prefer to share as well?” Vera looked Reyla’s way.

“Oh, I’m not with Airia,” my friend said. “Separate suites if it’s not too much of a bother.”

“Don’t worry your mind about it at all,” Vera said.

Vexxion grunted. “Tempest is with me.”

It was all I could do not to ask him why he bothered. I resigned myself to another night facing his back while he slept deeply and I remained awake, mourning.

“Do you have any preference for room location?” my aunt asked Brodine.

“Nope. Whatever you have available will be fine.”

“Very well. Why don’t I show you where you’ll sleep, and then we can meet in the parlor?”

We left the dining room and walked down a long hall that met up with another taking us into a different wing of the manor.

“There are forty suites here, all of them on the third floor, each with its own bathing area,” she said. “I’ll put the ladies in the north wing, the couples in the east, and you, Brodine, in the west. That’ll give you all privacy. This level holds the dining rooms, multiple living areas, and an equal number of parlors, and a large library, offices, and a grand ballroom take up much of the second floor. You should go look at the ballroom sometime. The balcony looks out at the forest, and the gardens are amazing. They used to be, that is. They haven’t been kept up.”

We needed to find staff. Could some of this be done with magic?

“One day soon,” Vera said, “I hope we’ll host a grand party in the ballroom, and everyone will come. You’ll see, things will get better.”

They would. I had to believe it.

From the size of the building, it would take time to walk through all the wings.

In the foyer, we took the big broad staircase to the third floor housing the east wing, and we left Zayde and Layla in the first suite and me and Vexxion in the second.

“Your closets are spelled,” Vera told all of us with a smile. “I took care of that this morning when I realized you’d soon arrive. You’ll find a variety of clothing magicked to your exact size. They’re yours to wear as you wish; please feel welcome. If something’s missing, tell the closet, and it’ll appear.”

After giving us a nod, she, Reyla, and Brodine continued on toward the north wing, leaving the four of us behind.

Layla gave me a quick hug, speaking by my ear. “I’ll see you tomorrow? Zayde and I are going to bed early. We’re tired.”

And they were eager to be together. They never stopped touching, and their gazes were only for each other. Pure envy raked across my soul whenever I looked their way.

If only . . .

I wasn’t going to give up on Vexxion. My emotions were a wreck, and they kept flipping me in every direction, but my love for him shone through. I’d find the man I loved inside him somewhere, and one day soon, we’d finally be together again.

“Are you sure you don’t want your own suite?” I asked him once we were inside and had shut the door. “It’s safe enough here beneath the thorns. I doubt you have to watch over me now.”

“We’re sharing a suite,” was all he said. He strode to the broad bank of windows on the right side of the room and peered around a gauzy curtain.

Because I wanted to be with him even if he rejected me, I stopped arguing about it.

Drask swept off my shoulder and landed on a perch beside a window, cocking his head to look outside.

I glanced inside the big bathing area, taking in the usual fixtures. I’d use the tub later. Then I walked across the sitting area to look inside the adjacent room that held an enormous bed with dark blue drapes, plus a few bureaus. A door on the far side led to the closet. One side of that had been filled with everything I adored wearing, from ball gowns in a variety of colors, to my favorite black leathers. The other side held formal tunics as well as casual clothing in Vexxion’s size, plus a few sets of leathers he might choose to wear as well.

I returned to the living area to find him sitting in a chair, his feet stretched out to almost touch the cold hearth. He rose when he heard me and turned, holding onto the back of the chair.

The cavern he’d once described, the one with a wire stretching across, filled the room now. Except he stood on one side, and I remained on the other. I’d outstretched my arm, and though I couldn’t see his, I suspected it reached toward me as well.

But our fingers couldn’t reach far enough to touch.

Did I dare try to flit to where he waited?

I strode over and took one of his hands, squeezing it. “I hope you’ll feel welcome here.”

He led me around to the front of the sofa and sunk down, urging me to join him. It felt good to sit with him even if a wall remained between us. It felt normal, if such a thing was possible after all we’d been through.

“I . . .” He sighed. “It’s strange not being at Bledmire, not to have his collar around my throat.” His fingertip traced across the area.

Did it also feel strange to be with me? It must. How lost he must feel about everything.

“We’ll end whatever this is,” I said fiercely. “And we’ll do it together.”

“I remember everything right up to the moment I arrived at the fortress. Everything after that is dark and cloudy.”

I shared a bit of how we’d met. “You were a pain in the ass,” I said with a laugh. The memory was so vivid even now. If only I could send the image to his mind.

Wait.

“Would you let me try something?” My voice was one big croak as I explained. “You can say no. I won’t enter your mind. I won’t push a spell or my power on you. I promise.”

“Do it,” A smile flickered across his full lips before they smoothed. “I want to remember. I feel as if it’s right there, like a word on the tip of your tongue you can’t force past your lips.”

“Tell me if I’m overwhelming you, and I’ll stop.”

He stared into my eyes, and after he nodded, I sent him everything I had, all the love and joy trapped inside me. All of us.

“I manipulated you,” he finally said with a frown. “And I wasn’t honest.”

My laugh snorted out. “No,” I breathed. “Do tell.”

“I’m sorry.” He cupped my face with his big warm hands. “I know better now. I can see why you’re in so much pain. I wish I could feel what I saw, but it’s like looking at images in a book. I can see them, but they’re on the surface, not sinking beneath my skin. I’m not sure if I’m describing this right.”

“I understand.” The tiny bit of hope that had risen when he held my face sunk back into the gloom inside me. We were stretching our arms out across the cavern again, and we still couldn’t touch.

He leaned toward me and closed his eyes, breathing me in. “I feel as if I know you, yet I don’t. As if we’ve been apart for so long, we don’t know how to find each other again.” His eyes opened. “But no matter what, I know that I want you. That you’re a part of my soul I’ve searched for all my life, that without you, I’m nothing. No matter where you travel, I will find you. In this world and every other beyond, Tempest.”

“In this world and every other beyond, Vexxion,” I vowed. “No matter where you go, I’ll follow. No, I’ll stand by your side as your shield. My weapons, my magic, and my heart are yours.”

“We’ll find each other again. I’m determined.” He gave me the sweetest smile before he kissed me, his touch uncertain at first, as if he thought I’d pull back and scorn him.

I never could. He was my breath, my heart, and my soul all wrapped up in one.

I would chase after him no matter where he went because I couldn’t bear the thought of a life without him. I’d rather stand beside him as a friend than have nothing.

As he continued to kiss me, my moan coiled up my throat. I clung to his shoulders. Fear of our uncertain future fled. I was going to live in this moment.

He urged me down to the cushions, bracing his palms on either side of my shoulders, pining me with the delicious weight of his body.

He tasted like the berries we’d had for dessert. I wanted him more than anything, and in this moment, I’d sacrifice everything as long as I could feel his loving touch one more time.

With a growl, he deepened his kiss, his tongue demanding entrance to my mouth. I gave way, clinging and whimpering beneath him, taking all he had to give and demanding more. He was everything I needed, the only person I’d ever crave.

His knee wedged between my legs, driving them apart, and his hands were everywhere, stroking down my sides before moving to my breast, squeezing my nipple through the thick fabric.

A blink and I wore nothing.

He lifted his head, and his gaze sought mine. Was he asking for permission to do more?

I held his face. “I need you.” So much. Always.

“I’m yours.”

His kiss was bittersweet, but I brushed aside everything but the feel of him touching me with infinite care. I ran my fingers through his hair while he kissed down the column of my neck to my breast. When he sucked on my nipple, it felt new and the same. He was my Vexxion, but he wasn’t, but all that didn’t matter. As long as he didn’t pull away and turn cold on me, I’d deal with the aftermath of what we were doing later.

We were stepping off the edge of an abyss, but I couldn’t pull myself back. I wanted it all even if in the morning, I’d wake with regrets. I’d coast along in this moment where I could pretend he was mine again. Let the fates deal with me later.

His fingers trailed across my belly and slid between my thighs. I was wet for him already. I was always wet for Vexxion. One look or one kiss was all it would ever take. There had been a time when I would’ve cursed myself for allowing anyone to mean this much to me, but I’d fallen hard and fast for this man, and there was no turning back. I was his, and he was mine, even if he didn’t know it. I never wanted to drag myself back to the person I was before I met him.

Climbing up over me, he kissed me hard, as if he’d die if he didn’t have one last taste of me. Our tongues swirled together, and I wove my fingers into his hair, tugging gently. I would bind him to me physically because I was having a hard time holding onto the hope that he’d ever love me again.

I’d never get enough of this man, of his taste and the thrill of his body, heavy on mine. His growl rumbled through his chest, and he lifted his head, watching me with eyes as dark a blue as a turbulent sea. He pumped his fingers deep inside me before swirling them, tugging them back out to drag them across my clit.

He gave me a smile much like the man he used to be, the one who saw my flaws and still loved me. It broke my heart. He kissed down across my chest and belly. Pushing my thighs wider, he crawled between them. His smile of pure joy shattered my heart all over again.

Then his mouth was on me, his tongue driving inside me while his fingers rolled my clit. It felt good, nearly painful, and my cry jerked out, echoing in the room.

“From the moment I woke and saw you this morning, this has been all I could think about,” he snarled against my overheated flesh. He flicked his tongue across my clit. “Seeing you spread out for me like this. Knowing I’m driving you out of your mind with pleasure.” He looked up, his gaze locking on mine. “No matter what, you belong to me. You know it, and the feeling’s locked inside my soul. No one else is going to touch you.”

So far gone . . . So close. I could only nod.

“Good girl.” He dragged his tongue from my clit to my entrance and stabbed it inside.

Lightning burst within me. I was going to come so hard I’d scream. The entire world would hear.

His mouth stole every thought from my mind except of him. The push of his tongue and his fingers inside me. The way he stroked my clit. The way his threads teased my nipples to hard buds. I’d gone feral, bucking up to him, whimpering, and yanking on his hair.

Come for me, Tempest, he growled in my mind.

Did he realize he was speaking to me this way or was he as far gone as me?

It’s mine, and I want to feel it, he said. Taste it. Give it to me now.

Just like that, I was swept away. My orgasm crashed over me, and my hoarse cry rang out, echoing in the room, echoing in my mind and within his.

At that moment, he looked up at me with pure satisfaction.

And I could swear I had my Vexxion back with me once more.
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We slept, and I woke before Tempest with the sun barely poking its head above the horizon.

A warmth I didn’t recognize filled me. Was this the beginning of the love I’d felt for this glorious woman?

After she’d come so beautifully for me, I’d laid down beside her and held her because I couldn’t imagine doing anything else but being with her. I didn’t make full love with her, though I wasn’t sure why. I craved it. My damn cock sure wanted it. But it didn’t feel right.

Not yet.

When she woke, I kissed her, and I could swear I knew this woman even better than I did myself, that I could feel the strong band connecting us, one that would never be severed.

“Would you like to bathe?” I asked, ready to get into the tub with her. The thought of not being with her even there jerked through me like sharp wire. Had it always been this way between us? I suspected it had, and I welcomed the feeling with wide open arms. She was my fated mate, but it was so much more than that.

I needed her more than the air churning through my lungs.

“I’d like to,” she said. “But I need to go to the aerie first.” She slid from the bed and stood beside it, her gaze gliding down my body in a caress. “I promised Madrood I’d visit. I owe him a good rubdown and a solid oiling of his scales. He flew hard to get here. Other than me, no one’s taken good care of him for a very long time.” Her smile rose. “Would you like to come with me?”

It had been days since I spoke with the dragon.

This morning, I suspected he’d tell her. He’d rather I wasn’t there when he did.

“I’ll stay here if you don’t mind,” I said.

She nodded before leaning over to give me a kiss. “I won’t be long.”

“I’ll see you at breakfast, then.” A promise clung to my words.

Her sweet smile rose, binding her promise to mine. “See you at breakfast.”

She dressed in leathers and left the room, and since she didn’t flit, she must plan to travel to the aerie on foot.

What would she think of the city? She’d have to cross part of it to reach the dragons.

I got out of bed and bathed quickly, dressing in pants and a soft tunic. After, I flitted to the garden outside the living area and began to prune the roses.

It was early, and dew clung to the grass, soaking my bare feet as I walked beside the overgrown bushes. Morning light stretched across the lawn, making the water droplets clinging to the flowers and leaves glow like jewels. The tranquility I’d found here the first time I visited ten years ago sunk into my bones the closer I got to Mayline’s favorite section of the garden. Her roses, with their haunting beauty, stood proudly, their soft, black-with-silver-tipped petals fluttering in the warm morning air.

The shears fit comfortably in my hand, a familiar weight now part of my routine. I hadn’t been able to come here as often as I’d liked, but each time gave me an escape that allowed me to hold onto the core of what Ivenrail was determined to rip away.

I inspected each bush for pests, though I didn’t find any. There was something methodical about pruning that calmed me. Scanning for wayward stems or spent blossoms, I found what needed trimming, cutting away the stray branches disrupting the garden’s perfect shape.

With each decisive cut, more than shaping took place, and I felt like the garden and I communicated on a visceral level. Only the soft calls from birds soaring through the courtyard tugged me away from the whispering flowers. Careful not to harm any buds poised to bloom but eager to get rid of anything that didn’t fit with the beauty of this place, I made one clean cut after another. I tossed the refuse aside to be disposed of after I was done.

A gentle breeze rustled the leaves as I moved down the row.

“Ah, so it was you.” Vera came up behind me, stopping not far away, keeping a stone bench between us. “I’ve wondered who was working with Mayline’s roses.”

My soft laugh rang out. “You noticed.”

“It was hard to miss. They should’ve been woefully overgrown or dead after all this time.”

“I couldn’t allow them to die.”

“And now you’ve returned to prune them once more, though not by flitting past the curse of her thorns. This time, you boldly flew in on that wretched dragon, bringing my nieces back to me as if you’re a benevolent friend and not the son of the fiend entrenched on the Bledmire throne.”

“You knew I wouldn’t allow myself to be anything like him.”

“I hoped you’d never be like him.”

When my hand jerked, I pricked my finger on a thorn. I sucked away the blood before returning to my work. “I did look for you, you know.”

“Not hard enough or you would’ve found me.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to help you even if I did.” I shrugged. “Did you want me to find you?”

“Not really. My niece did.”

“She’s amazing.”

“And that’s why he’ll kill her,” she said sharply.

“I won’t allow that to happen.”

“I don’t believe you or any of your tattered group of friends will be able to do much to stop him.”

I’d watched as Ivenrail pinned Vera inside the frame after she refused to tell him where she’d hidden her. “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you. When he realized he couldn’t make you tell him, he had no reason to keep you alive.”

Her intent gaze scanned my face before she finally nodded. “I assume he wasn’t ready to end the torture, or perhaps he thought he could release me every now and then and poke me hard enough I’d tell him where to find her.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For standing there and doing nothing while he locked me and all the others away?” she snarled.

“For that and many other things.” When I glanced at her, she flinched. “I won’t hurt you.”

“It’s true. If you’d wanted to, you would’ve done it back then.”

“Yet you look ready to bolt,” I said, forcing a chuckle.

With a grumble, she rounded the bench and sat. But though she leaned back against the stone, she kept her hands fisted on her lap. She’d freeze me—or try to freeze me—if I made one wrong move against her.

“Our alliance has always been the same,” I said. “I’m still the boy you betrothed to your niece.”

“Are you?”

“Please don’t suggest you did anything to help me remain the sweet little boy I once was.” Sarcasm clung to my words. “You showed me her picture, teasing me with a life I had almost no chance of building.”

“I always held hope. I saw that you’d find her, that you’d love her. I was fortunate he didn’t catch me that night. I was able to evade him for three more years, and during that time, I put everything into place.”

“And now your plan will come to fruition?”

“Like you with Tempest, all I can do is pray to the fates that it does.” She sucked in a breath and released it. “How far has he thinned your guards?”

“You ask if I’m still loyal? I have been since before my mother died.” I traced a fingertip across my neck, mimicking the slice of a blade. “Even his wretched collar didn’t break me. My guards remain true.” I shot her a sneer. “Are yours?”

She drew herself up stiffly. “Of course they are.”

“I’ll take your word for now.”

“We’re lucky to have her with us. Finally, the way is clear. She’ll fix this.”

“At what cost to her?”

“Whatever it takes.”

I released a low growl that made her suck in a breath. “I won’t allow you or anyone else to harm her.”

“I love my niece. Both of them. I gave up everything, even Mayline, to protect them.”

“Yet you’re alive and she isn’t.”

“You know what he did to her.”

It was hard to miss when I stood there beside him. “You spent your life manipulating your nieces to force them onto the path you chose for them.”

“Saw for them!”

“You forced them. Have you seen Tempest’s scars?”

“I muted her pain while it was done.”

As if that was enough? My growl rumbled low, deadly. “I should kill you for not protecting her.”

“She couldn’t wear the mark any longer or he would’ve found her long before she’d grown up enough to protect herself. It had to be done.”

“You’re as bad as he is. Twisting everyone for some plan you’ve dreamed up that may or may not save the world.”

“Not dreamed of. Seen, Vexxion. Seen.” Her chin lifted. “Do you think I’ve found this any easier than you?”

“You’ve spent years sitting inside a portrait, contemplating all the lovely things you’d do with your nieces once you were free. I don’t see your scars. Your screams don’t echo in the air around us.” If I listened closely, I could still hear my own, still hear my mother’s.

“Some scars don’t show on the surface.”

“You’re correct about that.” I turned back to the flowers and continued working, a snip here, a snip there, slowly taking their beauty to another level and restoring the thread of calm I only found here.

“I was shocked to arrive here a short time ago to find someone had dared to touch Mayline’s favorite roses,” she finally said. “You left no clue about your identity behind.”

“They called to me when I was fifteen, and I knew I had to find them. It took me three years of flitting to get past the thorns.”

She sighed. “Mayline’s power was amazing. Her sacrifice has protected this island and the court’s core for a very long time.”

“Tempest will awaken them and then what will you do?”

“Help her mold them into an army.”

“Do you truly think they’re capable of defeating what’s coming?”

“They have to be, don’t you think? If they aren’t, every horrifying sacrifice will have been for nothing.”

Leaning forward, I closed my eyes and drew in the light floral scent of a nearly perfect blossom. Then I continued clipping.

“I’m surprised you remember the roses,” she said.

“The only memories I’ve lost relate to my time with Tempest.” Another snip was followed by a toss of the thick, brittle cane onto the pile.

“Why do you think that is?”

I stilled and squeezed a cane so hard I pricked my finger again. “Why do you think that is?”

“Her friends were drained by the very same fiend, yet they appear to remember everything except for some of the time they wandered the ether.”

Memories of the wasteland flashed through me. The oppressive heat. My determination to get past a very high wall.

Vera rose. “I should go prepare breakfast. I thought I’d make muffins. Maybe cook ham to go with them. Eggs. It’s nice having so many here to take care of. It’s been a long time since the manor—or the city, for that matter—rang with laughter.”

“Why don’t I remember?” I bit out, not turning to look her way.

“That is a very good question.”
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Madrood sent me an image of the aerie’s location from overhead. I could’ve flitted, but instead, I chose to walk along the edge of the city.

I came across many of Lydel’s people standing in the open market, hawking their wares, others sitting at tables outside cafes. Still others worked in the fields near the edge of the city or bent over to pull weeds or plant something in a backyard garden.

All were frozen in place, some even with smiles curling their lips or mid-blink.

I touched them, and warmth hummed beneath their skin. Their eyes gleamed with moisture, and I swore I heard rumbling inside stomachs when I paused beside a few of them.

My mother had cast an amazing spell. Why freeze them if they were covered with thorns to keep everyone away? She’d locked them in time while the world continued to move on around them.

Spooked after seeing so many like this, I flitted to the open area outside the cliffside aerie. Inside, I found the tack room and collected supplies. I’d only traveled from the fortress a few times, mostly to visit other fortresses to deliver a message for the commander or to collect a dragon for training. Sometimes, one fortress had too many, and they shared them.

This aerie had been built like all the others.

Where are you? I asked Madrood as I strode down the hall.

Here. He bumped a gate to my right with his snout, sending it flying on its hinges to impact with the far wall. I hope you brought claw oil too because mine are a mess.

Stepping into his stall, I lifted the basket loaded with supplies. I have everything you need.

Start with my claws, please.

Since you asked so nicely, I will. It’ll be fun working with you now that we can communicate. No need to worry about you burning me alive.

He huffed, shooting sparks down the front of my leathers. I’ll never do that.

Others would disagree, though I wasn’t going to point that out.

Taking the claw oil, I started on his back left foot, filing the sides of the claws to remove burrs and rubbing in oil after. As usual, I left the tips alone. Some people insisted we should blunt them to keep them from slashing out at us when they were irritated, but too often, they’d used them to come to our defense against dregs.

That feels fantastic, he said with a throaty groan. You need to do this for me daily.

What did dragons do before we groomed you?

We bathed in warm pools topped with oil that coated our hides and claws when we emerged. We filed them ourselves on rocks. You do a better job.

Pride brought out my grin. I’ve never heard of pools topped with oil, let alone hot ones.

There are none on this continent, he said. You’ll only find them on the land stretching south of this one, the place where all dragons come from. I suppose there might be other pools elsewhere, though I haven’t traveled far to find out.

I paused while filing his front foot I’d chosen to work on next. There are other continents besides ours?

Why wouldn’t there be?

I’d never thought about it. How do you get there?

We fly, of course. We’re not fish splashing about in the sea.

Dragons can swim, I said. One dove into a lake during one of my flights. Knocked the air right out of me and nearly drowned me before she flew up out of the water and into the sky—with a fish in her mouth.

We rarely have the chance to do anything like that, he said wistfully.

We’ve done dragons a disservice. We’d taken them from their nests and worked with them until they were ready to carry a rider into battle. Many died and were seriously wounded.

Most of us don’t mind.

What about you?

I wouldn’t have bonded with you, little one, if I wanted to be free.

You remained with the king without a bond, I pointed out.

His long pause followed, and for a moment, I wondered if I’d insulted him.

In that and in so many other ways, he finally said. I had no choice.

I finished with his last foot and went over to drop my tools and the bottle of oil in the basket, returning to his side with a brush and scale oil. After coating the brush with the thick, spiced liquid, I urged him to stoop down and began to work on his chest scales. I’m sorry.

When you’re finished, I have two things to tell you.

Speak now. I’m listening. I rubbed hard, working the oil in.

He groaned out his pleasure. When you’re finished.

I sighed, my skin coiling tight. What you have to tell me is bad, isn’t it?

I’ll speak once you’ve finished.

It’s so bad, you’re afraid I’ll run before I’ve finished.

That makes me sound self-centered.

Tell me, I growled.

He blasted the far wall with fire, not speaking until it winked out. When you’re finished.

That made me want to hurry, but though I could tell Airia had done a good job last night, his scales were still in poor shape. Since it wouldn’t be fair to rush this, I took my time finishing.

After I’d returned everything to the tack room, I walked back down the hall and entered his stall.

Ride with me, he said.

Is this to keep me from running away? I was mostly joking. Claws of worry raked down my spine.

He stooped down, and I clambered up onto his back, settling on his spine. He scrambled to the edge of the cliff and plunged through the opening. My heart tumbled down along with him until his wings snapped out to slow our fall.

A lush forest covered the broad valley to the right, and he swooped in that direction, flying low enough he could brush the canopy with his claws. The wind whipped my braid out behind me like Madrood’s tail as I pressed my thighs into his sides. Each powerful beat of his wings sent us above this unknown part of our world that held the key to my past and the hope of my future.

Below us, the emerald forest stretched all the way to the sea, a vivid green quilt dotted with bursts of colorful flowers. Their pungent scent tickled my nose even from this height. The air also carried hints of pine and fresh earth—a sharp contrast to the briny tang when we swooped out over the sea.

Where are the thorns? I asked him.

Gone. They disappeared not long after we passed through them.

Does my aunt know?

I assume so.

Lydel’s protection is gone. My mother gave her life to form that barrier. It was time to place some wards, then. I’d speak to Vexxion about it the first chance I had.

I don’t believe she expected her spell to last this long. She hoped it would keep your court safe until you could claim it and you soon will. Once you have, it’ll take considerable power to breach your barriers.

Would Ivenrail soon steal that power?

I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to claim the core. I had more power than I knew what to do with now. Could I manage more? I could share power with my sister.

I don’t believe that’s possible. What you can do is sit with your friends and ask their thoughts before you begin making decisions. A strong high lady seeks other opinions before forming her own.

I don’t feel like a high lady.

Which is why you’ll make a good one, he said with pride I wasn’t sure I deserved.

Time would tell. If I’d grown up here, this might feel natural. Instead, I’d stepped into a role that, with one unknowing misstep, could result in the death of everyone I loved. Maybe I should tell them to leave. They don’t need to die along with me.

If they’re true friends, they’ll refuse. You’ve never been facing this alone.

You’re right. They’re my family. If our positions were reversed, I wouldn’t consider leaving them to face the king. I’d want to stand by their sides.

Claim your core, he said. Learn how to wield it. Your mate will teach you how to build wards strong enough to hold the king back.

My mate. I’d barely had time to think about that, but in my heart, I knew it was true. I didn’t need a mark on my wrist to prove he and I were destined for each other.

Build your army and prepare for what’s coming. Your friends are eager to help. He continued flying out over the sea.

Aren’t you worried about the blue sea creatures attacking us?

They only swim in the channel between Lydel and the mainland.

Why?

Out here, they’d face bigger predators.

My heart quivered, but if Madrood thought it was safe to be here, I’d trust him.

And for now, there wasn’t a flock of birds in sight. Maybe they didn’t like facing the open ocean either, which made me wonder what sort of terror lurked in the water.

Sunlight danced off the ocean’s blue-green surface, a canvas speckled with tiny jewels. Madrood’s rhythmic wingbeats created gentle updrafts that lifted us higher into the clear azure sky. My skin tingled from the sun's warmth while cool drafts snuck under my tunic to keep me from overheating.

Ivenrail’s going to overrun my small island, I said. I should’ve paid more attention during classes. I focused on hand-to-hand combat and new tricks I could use to train dragons. I’m not the right person to lead an army.

A high lady doesn’t need to lead the charge, he said. In fact, she shouldn’t. Her death could mean utter defeat. A clever high lady delegates tasks like this to those who have the skills to do what she can’t.

Brodine could be my general. If he could control his urge to slam through everything without thinking first.

Perhaps. I sense Reyla has incredible power. You need to help her hone it.

Another thing I needed to make time for. I wanted to spend every moment with Vexxion. The world around us was determined to tear us apart in more ways than one.

Did Reyla still have Ember’s Shadow, and if so, why keep it hidden? I wouldn’t take it from her, though I was eager to borrow it.

Do you know more about her past than us? I asked. She was found sitting on a tree branch, crying.

No, I don’t.

Neither of us had talked much about our past. Remembering made it hard to keep fighting.

What do you know about bone coins? I asked.

That, you’d have to ask a Liege, an impossible feat now.

A few still live.

I thought Kerune killed them all, he said. To seize control of the flying dreg army.

What’s their plan? I should’ve thought of asking him this sooner.

I can only make assumptions, of course. I believe they’ll be here within weeks, and I’m sure he thinks his new army will easily overrun this island. If it were me, I’d seize Lydel’s core. Then Riftflame will give way to save themselves from the dregs. After that, the king could rule this continent and begin plans to conquer the next.

He’ll never be satisfied.

Madrood flew higher and angled around, aiming for the shore far in the distance. The achievement of one goal only serves as a stepping stone to the next.

Will he start draining fae?

An interesting idea. I’m sure he will if he can’t get enough from Nullens.

We should send an emissary to form a treaty with whoever rules the continent south of here.

It’s a land of fierce battles and conniving rulers, he said.

A few may be eager to work with me if they hear a flying dreg army is on its way to conquer them.

Madrood grunted. Lydel’s high lady is wise.

A flying fish shot up from the water below, and he blasted it with fire. He flew faster to get us over land before others decided to take on his challenge.

I’m throwing out ideas here, I said. Ideas I’d discuss with my friends.

It’s a good one. Who could you send?

Zayde. I assume he’ll rule Bledmire if we can rid ourselves of the king.

Not your mate? He’s the king’s eldest.

I don’t believe Vexxion wants it. And if—no, I wasn’t going to play with ifs. When we marry, that will unite Weldsbane and Lydel, which is enough power to place in one couple’s hands. Everything in this world needs balance.

Which the powerless used to provide.

Can they be changed back?

I don’t know, but that’s something you should explore, beast master, he said.

I’m no beast master. I have no idea how to control anything, not even myself.

Yet you found a way to bond with a dragon, something no one has done for many generations.

I’m blundering around when I need to find focus. I can’t keep randomly flinging out power, hoping it’ll respond to my command.

A high lady must be willing to take risks.

Risk appears to flow through my veins, I said with a husky laugh as he flew back over the forest. I’m much too impulsive.

And that’s why you have a chance of succeeding.

Thank you.

As we soared above the forest, an overwhelming sense of freedom washed over me as if I were a songbird released from her cage. I closed my eyes and heard only peace: no chatter or shrieks of attacking dregs. Just wind whistling past my ears and the soft calls of birds in the woods below.

Contentment wrapped around me like a warm blanket on a winter night.

I have to leave soon, he said, interrupting my attempt to grab onto a bit of happiness and hold it close. We need more dragons to fight the dregs. I know where they’re hiding, and I’ll bring them to Lydel. They’ll welcome this challenge.

We don’t have many riders, but more dragons will be welcome.

You command a city full of riders. Did you think the small aerie where I sleep is the only one? That’s the manor’s aerie. Lydel was once known for their dragon riders and trainers. Your parents met during their schooling.

Do you know much about them? I asked with a wistfulness I should beat into submission. Caring meant pain.

But caring also meant power. The love I felt for Vexxion and my friends only made me stronger. It had taken me a long time to see this, but it was as clear now as the sky we flew below.

Some. Your beauty and your sharp mind came from your mother.

Are you saying my father was ugly and simple? I asked with a snort.

Not at all. I’ve only heard of him; I didn’t meet him. He . . .

The king killed him. I heard that already.

Yes. I’m sorry.

I wasn’t going to ask for details. Too much pain lay in that direction. You said they met at school?

I heard they hated each other at first, but when they were assigned to work on a project together, they drew closer. Then their mate bond symbols appeared, and they knew. They married not long after they finished their schooling, and they ruled Lydel together.

Until the king murdered them both.

How long will you be gone? I asked him.

A week at most. I don’t dare stay away longer than that.

While the horizon remained clear and the sky without a cloud, if I squinted, I could almost see an army of dregs flying this way.

By the time I bring them back, you’ll have plenty of riders, he said. All you need to do is wake them.

How? I asked. Should I use the same spell that freed the creatures and my friends?

When the time is right, you’ll know. Lydel will once again be the thriving dragon city it was years ago, and you’ll be ready to lead the charge.

You see a lot more in me than I do. But that wasn’t quite right. As my power grew over the past few months, so did my resolve. I’d grown and changed since I left the fortress.

You said you have two things to tell me, I said. I doubt telling me you’re leaving is one of them.

The flap of his wings slowed, and he angled to the right, aiming for the city gleaming in the distance.

One, I need to share. The other, I’d hold back if I could, he said.

Tell me the one you need to share first. I suspected the other would gut me.

Someone betrayed you.
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Who betrayed me? I asked, tightening my fingers on his shoulder spike to the point they ached. I wanted to pull a blade and slash out at someone, but I didn’t know who to gut.

I don’t know.

Then how do you know someone betrayed me?

I didn’t tell you to look for Prager, but someone did. Think back. Who was with you when I suggested you look for her?

We’d just landed in the meadow outside the village. All my friends were there, getting ready to walk to the inn. You and I were still chatting and . . . I frowned. I could swear you told me to look for Prager.

Few who seek Prager live to tell about their interaction, he said. They sent you to an almost certain death.

Maybe it was someone in the forest nearby. We could’ve been followed.

Perhaps.

It couldn’t be one of my friends. But a worm of distrust started squirming through me, seeking something vital. My aunt told me only those who love Lydel could get through the thorns to reach me. The spell let all of them pass.

The person could still be on the mainland, then.

Then they can’t hurt me here.

Remember, loving Lydel doesn’t necessarily mean they love you, he said.

I’m Lydel, I snapped, frustration grinding through me. I can’t believe it’s one of my friends.

I’d be wrong not to mention the possibility.

Threats were coming at me from all sides, but I’d thought I would be safe here until I was ready to attack the king. If it’s one of my friends, and I can’t believe it is, it can’t be Vexxion. Even if he doesn’t love me, he wouldn’t betray me.

It’s not him. This I know for a fact.

How do you know that?

He flew for a few moments before he sighed. I’ve been in his mind.

What? I barked. I didn’t think our bond allowed you to speak with anyone but me.

I can communicate with your fated mate. We three are connected in a way no others have been for many generations.

When did you speak with him? I asked.

Not long ago. He’ll find his way back to you. This, I know in my heart.

I wanted it more than anything.

Zayde adores his father despite the evil the king has shown to the world, I said. But he must see that his father needs to be controlled if not outright killed. Zayde could be clinging to a misguided notion that he could convince his father to give up his plan to rule the world, but that didn’t mean he’d try to kill me. Alright. I can’t completely discount Vexxion’s brother. Who else? Layla will never go back to Ivenrail. She’s mated to Zayde. She’s my sister.

If Zayde has decided to work with his father, would she go with him to Bledmire?

She and Ivenrail are married. He has more claim to her than Zayde as far as fae law is concerned. The only way she could safely go with him was if she found a way to hide. I couldn’t see her taking that chance despite her love for Zayde. Layla’s Lydel, but we’ve only recently connected.

We can’t discount the feelings she has for you already.

I could feel the pull between us. A sister! I’d never dreamed I might have surviving family. Would she betray me to gain her Nullen father’s help? Vexxion told me the Nullen king’s new bride was pregnant, that this meant he might replace Layla as his heir. She must realize he sent her to an almost certain death. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t run to him if he made her an offer she couldn’t refuse, especially if that meant she could remain with Zayde.

Would I betray her if it meant I could finally be with Vexxion again?

No. We were still growing close, but I could never do that to her even if it meant I’d lose the only man I’d ever love.

If you’re dead, he said, Layla will be the heir to your court. That prize alone would be worth ending your life.

I didn’t want to think my sister would betray me.

Madrood swooped low and coasted above the city. Even from here, I could see people standing mid-task. Some kneeling. Even one person sitting, leaning against a wall with his head tipped back. He’d fallen asleep and had remained that way for twenty years.

Back at the fortress, I said, Brodine had started to develop feelings for me. To me, he always was and always will be like a brother to me, but he refused to listen. He kept pushing and pushing until I broke and shot power at him, scorching his nose.

Is he someone who could be motivated by revenge? Madrood asked.

He apologized and said he won’t push me for anything like that again. I’ve known him since I was little. I can’t imagine why he’d want to betray me.

Only if he had something to gain.

What could that be?

We both thought for a moment.

We won’t discount him, Madrood said.

No, we won’t. I’d have to watch everyone. I don’t know much about Airia. Do you know who collared her? As far as I know, she’s still wearing one, which means her fae lord can track her.

Ask her. No, make her tell you. Use force if you have to.

Really? I reeled backward, nearly unseating myself off his spine, something that hadn’t happened with a dragon in so long, I couldn’t remember when. I can’t do something like that.

One day soon, you may have to. What will you do when you discover who it is? A sneer came through in his voice. Ask them to stop trying to kill you?

Fuck. You’re right. I could send everyone away from Lydel.

What’s stopping them from coming back when you’re not looking?

Other than a few friends and allies, everyone wants to kill or betray me. What’s one more in that mix?

He grunted. Don’t you think it’s strange that Airia suddenly decided to flee Bledmire with you?

She said she hated it there. She’s a decent person.

So was Delaine, on occasion.

Good point. I’ll make her tell me who collared her. I’ll watch her.

It wouldn’t be easy to kill any of my friends, but I had the least relationship with her. If need be, I’d gut her before she could betray me again.

How could I so easily contemplate killing someone? I felt the same as before I met Vexxion, but I’d drastically changed. Had I changed enough to drive a knife into the chest of someone I considered a friend?

Reyla, I said. Like Brodine, I’ve known her most of my life. I love her. She’s more a sister to me than Layla. I can’t believe she’d try to kill me.

Motives. Think of motives. What could be hers?

She knows I came here to kill the king. She hates him as much as I do, so I can’t imagine she’d want to stop me. She has nothing to gain by my death.

Unless she made a deal with Ivenrail.

She wouldn’t.

Or would she? I told him about the book and how I thought I’d seen it in her bag.

Why would she hide it from you? he asked.

After I saw it, I asked her, and she denied having it. She packed her bag that morning. She’d know if it was there. I can’t imagine why she’d lie.

Question her, and you may learn not only why but the reason she’d betray you.

The only other person here is Aunt Vera, I said. She wasn’t with us earlier.

She can flit wherever she wants, even to the dense woods along the edge of that meadow.

I know nothing about her, but I was inside her mind, and I didn’t sense any malice toward me. I told him about the pixies and the bones.

His wings faltered. You have some of the king’s treasure with you? Interesting.

What does that mean?

Nothing—yet. I’ll let you know after I’ve given it thought.

They’re grisly. I’ll be happy if I never have to look at them again.

Keep them close. You may still need them.

I patted my pocket where they rested—if bleached white things stuffed inside a small leather sack could be considered finding rest. Should I touch them again?

They may not tell you anything else or they might reveal a clue you’ll need to end this.

Then I’ll do it.

Did Vera know who you were when you were inside her mind? he asked.

I believe so. Her finger bone brought me to that moment for a reason. A twisted one since it made me believe Brenna and Vexxion were betrothed. It made me doubt him for a short time.

Unless I was meant to see it in a different way. She may have assumed I’d know I was Brenna. She hadn’t asked my name, and I hadn’t offered it. If I’d known I was Brenna, the dream would’ve given me reassurance.

Pixies were known for being twisty. The bone was their gift, not my aunt’s.

There are no other suspects, I said.

You need to watch everyone.

I will.

He soared up over a series of hills peppered with small homes and people frozen outside them. On the other side, he coasted over more of the city.

You said you needed to tell me two things, I said.

Turning away from the city, he aimed for the aerie. Your mate was there. He knows what I did.

An ominous feeling growled through me, and I sensed what he had to say would change things. Tell me.

He swooped into the aerie opening and landed lightly in his stall, curling his wings down at his sides.

I burned your mother, he said.

Voicing a guttural cry of pain, I flitted off him, landing near the gate. Nausea washed over me, and my guts clenched. You . . . Why? Tears trickled down my face. You killed her?

Grief and rage collided violently inside me. I couldn't catch my breath, couldn't think. All I felt was raw anguish consuming the trust and affection I’d felt for this dragon.

I told you I’ve done things for the king that I regret, he said in a cracked voice. This is one of them.

He commanded you to do it. The words jerked out of me in a desperate rush. You didn’t want to murder her.

There was a time when I didn’t care. Fae and Nullens meant nothing to me then. Now, they do.

Shock and dismay stabbed me over and over again.

Like when I first arrived at Bledmire and Madrood burned the emissary, I could picture her kneeling before the king and him crooking a finger. Terror suffusing her face as her heart slammed against her ribs.

Even if anger coursed through her veins, she’d still be afraid. She was alone and she knew no one could save her.

Madrood oozing forward. His neck coiling and flames licking through his eyes.

One blast and she was gone, leaving nothing behind but a pile of ashes that were snatched up by the wind and shoved across the big open room.

Ivenrail cackling while Madrood returned to his waiting position.

Did she feel it when it happened or was it so sudden she could barely absorb the shock and pain of that moment? What were her last thoughts, her final wishes?

I could picture the pretty mother in Vera’s vision, the love in her eyes when she gazed at her daughter—me. Her sadness about the loss of her fated mate, and her fear that Ivenrail would find her children, that he’d use them, drain them, and toss them away.

Would you happily burn me like you did her if we weren’t bonded? I croaked.

I won’t burn you, Madrood growled.

What if Ivenrail asks you to do it?

My bond is with you, never him.

For now.

Forever.

Is that how it goes? I don’t know anything about bonds. To think I was excited when it happened. It was a new way to interact with a dragon. And honestly, I’d felt cocky that I could not only bond with the king’s dragon but also steal him out from beneath the king’s thumb. Now I wasn’t sure I wanted this bond. Please don’t tell me I’ll die if you do.

That’s not how this works. Either of us could live on without the other.

Then what use is this bond? I snarled. I don’t need a tutor or someone to chat with. I have Vexxion and my friends for that.

I can give you something no one else can.

What’s that? A blast of fire at my command? If so, I don’t want it. When I feel someone needs to die, I’ll deliver the blow myself, not stand back and make someone else do it for me.

He didn’t say anything.

What is it? I asked again. You can tell me. After all, you shared that you fried my mother.

I can help you kill the king.

You should’ve done it before we left Bledmire.

And kill your mate? he asked.

You don’t care if Vexxion dies.

I care because you do, he snapped.

Thanks for that, I guess. Anger and dismay twisted inside me, so tight the coil would soon snap. Then what would happen?

I’d rage and the world would feel it.

Why did you do it? I whimpered. I dropped to my knees and held my face, not wanting to look at him ever again. My mind screamed in disbelief while my heart bled agony. A thousand knives twisted inside me, gouging through something vital. Why?

She refused to answer his questions.

So you said to yourself, okay, here’s some fire. That’ll teach you not to share where you hid your daughter.

I don’t believe she knew where you were, he said.

Vera hid my sister and me. Then my mother couldn’t be tortured for that information. While I’d only seen my mother in a vision, I sensed Vera was much stronger, more powerful. Better able to resist him. He’d put her in a portrait when she wouldn’t tell, perhaps to bring her out again and torture her some more for the information. Then he forgot she existed because he believed he had the Lydel heir in hand.

I was told my mother gave her life to protect this court, I said.

I saw the spell gathering in her eyes, he said softly. And I waited until she’d cast it.

How thoughtful of you.

I told you I didn’t want to do it.

Why, then? It wasn’t like the king could torture you like he has so many others. Did he place a collar around your throat like he did Vexxion?

No collar.

Why didn’t you refuse him? You could’ve flown through the door or blasted your way out of the throne room, but instead, you stepped forward and turned her to ashes.

Ashes I couldn’t bury. A body I couldn’t bathe and dress and prepare for a funeral pyre. I’d only recently found her, and I felt like I’d lost her all over again.

I had to remain there, or I wouldn’t bond with you.

Let me guess, you can foretell the future like Vera?

Iasar told me I must wait for you. That you were coming. That this world needed you. His body sagged to the floor, and he dropped his head onto his front legs. I’m sorry.

You murdered my mother. If he was a beast who acted on instinct or who slashed out without realizing he could cause harm, I’d find it easier to forgive him. But this? You killed her with intention.

I did.

Would you burn someone for me if I asked? My words came out as a taunt. I tilted my head, watching him. I knew dragons, or I thought I did. I could almost sense what they’d do before they acted. Would I sense if Madrood planned to turn me to ashes or would it be over before I noted the flicker of his inner eyelids closing to protect his eyes?

No. He turned his head away from me and eased his body over to lay looking out at the sea.

We’re bound for the rest of our lives, I said. I should walk away. Never return to the aerie. Block him from my mind.

You’re a beast master even if you don’t know it, but a bond goes both ways. I could’ve refused it, but I didn’t.

Did you think that would make it easier for me to accept you murdering my mother?

I bonded with you because I owed her for what I did, he said softly.

A thought occurred to me. Are you my betrayer, then?

Not any longer.
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Iflitted from the aerie to my room at the manor and collapsed on the bed, pressing my palms against my face. I wanted to block out the sorrow in Madrood’s voice, the sadness in his eyes. He clearly regretted what he’d done.

How could I forgive him for killing my mother?

Vexxion appeared beside me on the bed and gathered me into his arms. He kissed my forehead and pressed his chin to the top of my head like he’d done so many times when he loved me.

If—when—he loved me again, he’d tell me, so I didn’t ask.

I wouldn’t need to ask.

“Why are you sad?” he asked. “I took a long walk, but even from quite a distance, I felt you needed me.”

“I was with Madrood.”

“He told you, then.”

“Yes.” My eyes stung, and I let my tears flow. I had the feeling holding them back would break me, and I wouldn’t be able to put myself back together again.

“I’m sorry.”

“I grew up thinking my parents abandoned me or that they were killed by dregs. If I thought too hard about it, I’d tell myself they’d cared while they had me with them. Now to discover this.” I waved my hand to the world in general. “I saw her in a vision, and I wish I could watch it again so I could feel the warmth in her eyes when she looked at me.”

“What vision?”

I looked down to keep him from reading the thoughts in my eyes, but then I realized he didn’t need to steal this from me. I’d gladly give it to him. “I went to Ivenrail’s bedroom and freed pixies from a picture. They gave me gifts, three finger bones.”

His hand that had been rubbing my back in slow circles stilled. “How did you free them?”

“You taught me the spell. You suggested I could be a beast master.”

“Hmm.”

“When I touched each finger bone, it gave me a vision. I saw the king place the collar around your neck when you were a little boy.”

He held up his hand with the missing pinky tip. “Mine.”

“Another bone showed him revealing flying dregs to a Liege.”

“Whose bone was that?”

“I don’t know. The third bone is Vera’s, and I watched as she told my mother about our betrothal. They called the child Brenna, and I didn’t realize she was me.”

“Where are these bones?”

I shifted away from him, hating to put a gap between us, but only long enough to tug the tiny pouch out of my pocket.

“Your pinky finger bone is here,” I said. “I can give it back to you.”

“I don’t want it. The pixies gave it to you.”

“But the king stole it from you. It didn’t belong to the pixies or him.”

“Keep it. You might need it.”

“For what?”

He shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s instinct, I suppose. I don’t want to see it again.”

“Fair enough.” I was going to touch each of them soon. If they contained visions I needed to see, I’d face them head on. No avoiding whatever destiny chose to show me.

I snuggled back into his embrace, in a sense, stealing his affection. I’d have to pull away soon. His caring didn’t belong to me until he wanted to give it to me with all of his heart.

“You were there when Madrood killed my mother,” I said.

“The king always made sure I was with him when he carried out his form of justice in the throne room. Burning them or trapping them within a picture. Whichever he chose as his whim of the day. He enjoyed the small twitches of horror I couldn’t quite hide. Just as much, he savored torturing them. He knew it would serve as a warning not only for his entire court but for me.”

“You fought him even then.”

“From the time I saw who he was.”

“When he killed your mother.”

“Even before then.”

“He’s a sick fucker.”

His snort rang out. “He sure is, which is why we’ll kill him.”

“Soon.”

“When it’s time.”

“It never seems to be the right time. I could flit there now and do it. You no longer wear his collar.”

“He’ll expect it. He’ll be waiting.”

“He already is. As we left, I shouted that I’d be back and that I’d kill him. I’m sure he heard.”

“If he’s wise, he’s hiding,” he said.

“I doubt that man ever hides. He believes he’s untouchable.”

“We’ll prove him wrong.”

I leaned back and looked up at him. “We.”

“I’m with you in this, Tempest. Always.”

But not with me in his heart. I told myself I’d do all I could to win him again, that I could make him feel what he had before he was drained, but perhaps the best way to woo someone was without pushing.

“You know everything now, don’t you?” he said.

“If I did, I’m sure I could end this. But I assume you’re speaking about your past and the secrets you kept from me. I hope I know everything.”

“I don’t know if I’m keeping things from you or not. I’ll tell you anything I can. I suspect I shouldn’t hold anything else back.”

“I need all the information before I can act.”

“I’ll help you. I want to do that.”

At least he still felt the same in this.

“Would you like to see something perfect?” he asked.

“Sure.” Maybe it could cheer me up.

He flitted us to a small garden.

My breath caught as I took in the beds surrounding us full of black roses with silver tips. I’d seen them in the courtyard but there were so many here.

“Your mother planted these, plus the ones in the courtyard,” he said. “I tended them for her after she . . .”

Burned.

“How did you get through the thorns covering the island?” I walked to the closest flower bed and stared. I didn’t dare to touch them—not yet.

“I think they never held me back because we’re betrothed.”

“Vera said the thorns allowed you and the others inside because you love Lydel.” I’d wanted to think that meant Vexxion loved me since I was the high lady of this court, but perhaps he loved the roses.

He came up behind me, standing close enough I could feel his warmth seeping into my back. He didn’t press himself against me, and he didn’t hold me like he would’ve in the past, which ripped apart my heart once more. I was holding on because I had to, but damn did it hurt. All the time.

“I know I love you,” he said softly. “It’s somewhere inside me. I wish I could touch it. Feel it, because I believe that feeling defines who I am and who I will always be.”

I closed my eyes, but while this cut the flowers from my sight, it did nothing to close off my emotional turmoil. Opening them, I stepped away from him. I couldn’t do this if he was close. It was a tease. Not on his part but by the fates. They held him out to me, but each time I tried to touch him with love, they yanked him away.

“When did you first come here?” I asked.

“When I was twelve. I knew we were betrothed, and I’d heard of the curse. I wanted to see it, I suppose. I’d been here once when I was very small. I could barely remember anything about that visit that must’ve come before the king took me and my mother. We went inside the manor, but I didn’t have the rooms solid in my mind. But these,” his hand swept out to the flower beds, “I remembered them and this garden. The thorns allowed me to flit through without a challenge, and that’s when I realized there may be no curse, but a spell placed by your mother. Because I saw she loved them when we visited, and I was equally enthralled by their beauty, I flitted here whenever I could. At first, it was an escape from what I faced at Bledmire, but then it became my purpose. I told myself that as long as I kept these roses alive, you would also live. That I would find you and things would be better.”

“You saw my image when you were five.”

He lifted his arm, revealing the mark on his wrist. My own tingled as if him calling attention to his generated a connection with mine. “This appeared, and I knew. I was just a boy, so I didn’t feel anything romantic, of course, but back then, I told myself that no matter what was done to me, no matter how horrible my life was, there was someone out there who was waiting for me.” His gaze met mine. “You.”

“And now we’re here in Lydel and together.”

“We’re betrothed.”

I didn’t want to marry him if he didn’t love me. Him wanting to love me was a completely different thing, and it wasn’t enough. If I’d grown up here, we would’ve met. Would we have fallen in love? I suspected no matter who he was or where he lived, our souls would’ve connected.

Why wasn’t his soul connecting with mine now?

I was too impatient. It hadn’t been long.

My goal was to raise an army and lead the charge to kill Ivenrail. Doing it without Vexxion by my side would gut me.

Such a selfish thought. The king needed to die to restore balance, and if that was all that came from this, I had to accept it. Maybe once this was over, Vexxion and I could find our way to each other again.

I carefully plucked a flower and flitted to our bedroom, where I placed the bloom in a vase. Picking them for myself instead of Vexxion doing it for me almost felt like a betrayal.

Or the beginning of me walking down a lonely path without him.

Because tears kept springing up in my eyes, I left the flower, striding into the sitting area where I picked up one object after another, mindlessly making my way around the room. Thoughts spiraled through my mind, something that could either be a good thing or the start of my ruin.

Vexxion didn’t follow me, and I wasn’t sure what to think about that.

I loved him. Was that enough for both of us?

The journal that matched the one I’d left with Jessia glowed. I’d left it on a table in the sitting area, and if I hadn’t been looking that way, I would’ve missed it.

Hurrying over to it, I flipped it open to read her message.

It’s happening, she wrote. Three villages near the northern most fortress were attacked overnight by flying dregs. Dragon flights beat them back, but they lost half their riders and dragons.

Damn. How many villagers were taken?

None, oddly enough. What’s even worse, her words scribbled across the page before my eyes, Is that they only took out a quarter of our attacking force. There were so many flying dregs, they couldn’t count them, but they turned and fled.

Why do you think they left? I wrote. They could’ve pushed forward and taken villagers.

One of the other commanders thinks it was a test. That they’ll be back and the next time, they’ll take as many of us as they can.

We need to figure out how to fight them and fast.

You’re right. Suggestions?

I shared my idea about darts, though it wasn’t much. I’ll talk to my friends and get back to you soon. I’ll also speak with the dragons. They might have suggestions. Or secrets they hadn’t yet shared.

How do you plan to speak with dragons? You were an amazing trainer, but as far as I know, no one can talk to them.

Oh, yes, I hadn’t mentioned I’d bonded with Madrood and that we could communicate in our minds. I’ve found a way, was all I said.

I always suspected there was more to you than just an orphan raised in a border fortress. You’re one of those they were looking for.

Ivenrail had sought those with power because he hoped to find the heir to Lydel.

I’m going to fix this, I wrote.

I hope you can come up with a permanent solution. We’ll do all we can to hold them off, she said, but he seems to have found a way to make more.

We both worried this could be the beginning of the end for us all.

Anything else? I asked.

I found a small pouch on the ground near where we kept the flying dreg.

What was odd about that? People lost things all the time.

There were a few bone coins inside, she wrote. I burned them, of course. I’m glad I found them when I did because . . .

What?

The flying dreg escaped the pen.

I sucked in a breath and stared at the words.

How did it get out? I wrote, the pencil shaking in my hand.

That’s the odd thing. I checked the locks myself each night before returning to my quarters, and they were always secure. But one morning, the dreg was gone, and the locks hadn’t been touched.

What do you think happened?

No idea. We’ve looked around, she wrote, but it’s not like this one had distinguishing characteristics. The flight I sent out saw a pack of dregs flying in the distance, but not wanting to draw attention, they didn’t go near them. They’ll attack us soon enough as it is. I assume the one that escaped rejoined the others and that it dislodged the clips on its wings. I could almost feel her sigh. One more for us to kill. I should’ve gotten rid of it while I had the chance.

One more won’t make a difference, I wrote. Let me know if anything changes.

Same. Take care. We need you.

We need you just as much.

She must’ve laughed. I’m a lowly commander in a border fortress.

And to most, I’m a lowly orphan who grew up in that fortress. The might of one can make all the difference.

Yes. You’re right. Thank you. We’ll talk again soon.

After signing off, I closed the journal.
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VEXXION
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Inside the manor house, I found everyone heading for the small, informal dining room where Vera had magicked a late breakfast. We settled in chairs. Heaping platters were passed around, and we dished up and began eating.

I sat with Tempest on my left and Brodine on my right. Airia, Reyla, and Vera sat opposite us, with Zayde and Layla taking each end as if they ruled the court.

“Could everyone join me in the parlor after we’re through?” Tempest said. “I want some input on a few things.” She sucked in a breath and released it. “I need to start planning a war.” Her gaze sought Vera’s. “I placed a ward on the island, but I worry we need more than that to keep us safe.”

“I warded the island the moment we arrived,” I said.

“Mine is still in place,” Vera added.

“Thank you.” Tempest sighed. “The thorns are gone. Will three wards be enough?”

“It should be,” Vera said, biting down hard on her lower lip.

I grunted and took a sip of my tea, carefully placing the mug back on the table. “Three wards won’t stop the king.”

Reyla’s eyes widened. “You’re saying he can come here whenever he pleases?”

Vera patted her arm. “Mayline’s spell was more than just thorns. It also contains a powerful ward, adding to what we’ve done.”

“Will it keep out those who aren’t loyal to Lydel?” Tempest asked.

Vera gave her a pert nod. “Of course.”

“Does the spell do anything else?” I asked.

“Even if the Bledmire monster flew above on a dragon, seeking us with his magic, he wouldn’t be able to hear or see anything going on below.”

“Then we can talk anywhere.” Brodine relaxed back in his chair. “Good. I was worried about that.”

“As long as the rest of her spell holds,” Vera added.

I swallowed my bite and lowered my fork onto my plate. “I’ll see if I can strengthen that part of her ward.”

“I welcome anything.” Vera looked toward Tempest. “I need to take you to the sea soon.”

Where she’d claim her court’s core power.

“I’ll go with her,” I spontaneously said.

Vera frowned. “This is hers to claim.”

“Claim what?” Brodine asked.

Reyla, Airia, and Layla watched us as intently.

Zayde relaxed back in his chair and bit into a roll. “What was hers the moment she was born.”

Brodine looked from Zayde to Vera. “What’s that? I’m still stunned by the fact that she’s fae and the Lydel High Lady, but now you’re saying there could be more?” He leaned forward to speak past me to Tempest. “I’ll go too. You shouldn’t have to face anything alone.”

“I said that she won’t be alone,” I bit out, struggling not to smack him with my threads. “I’ll be with her.” My irritation was fed by jealousy; I knew this. But I couldn’t seem to make myself behave when he looked at her like he adored her more than me.

“She can’t take any of you with her,” Vera said sharply. With a sigh, she lowered her voice. “I’ll go partway with her to instruct her, but after that, her success or failure must lie solely with her.” Our eyes met. “Each court handles this differently. You’re Weldsbane, so mined stone plays a role in your core.”

Such as the pabrilleen pendant Tempest wore on a chain around her neck. I recognized it the moment I saw it. It had been in my family for many generations, though my mother rarely wore it. Much too delicate, she’d said. I like gaudier things, she’d added with a sweet laugh.

It fit Tempest’s personality perfectly.

I lifted my eyebrows Vera’s way. “And Lydel’s core is . . .”

“Aligned with the sea.” Tempest’s gaze caught mine. “I’m not sure how I know that. It just burst out.”

“You’re correct,” Vera said. “Our main court is bordered by water on all sides.”

“How is she going to use water to claim power?” Brodine asked.

Reyla’s face creased with concern. “You’re not a great swimmer, Tempest. I’m not criticizing you, of course. We were much too busy with lessons and training to play in the river.”

Tempest placed a bite in her mouth and spoke around it. “I’ll be fine.”

“I want to go with you too,” Airia said softly. She shot a glance Vera’s way before focusing on her half-finished meal. “I think we should all go. We’re here for you, and we want to protect you.”

“Only Vera will go with me,” Tempest said. “I doubt it’s dangerous or courts would lose their high lords and ladies all the time. We would’ve heard about that. You know how word travels.”

“Perhaps you should take your own journey during this time, Vexxion,” Vera suddenly said. “I could help you with your quest as well.”

Could I take back my court’s core? The king had stolen most of it before I turned six, and he’d hoarded what he’d taken, though I’d slowly pulled some of it back. Not all of it, though. It wasn’t a physical thing so much as something that could be collected and felt. If I went to the core’s source, I might be able to take all of it back from him.

“We have water,” Vera said carefully. “And we have stone.”

My family’s pabrilleen pendant, she meant.

“Thank you.” I had the tools to claim my court’s core, but did I possess the strength needed to do it? I could almost feel the core’s throb, but part of it was missing.

It waited, calling to me.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

Vera smiled. “Very well.”

We finished eating and Vera magicked the empty plates to the kitchen where her magic would clean them and put them away. Rising, we all walked to the parlor. Tempest settled on a sofa, and I moved around Brodine to drop down beside her before he could do so himself.

Jealousy. That was all it was. And while I had no right to it, I welcomed it, because it showed me I did have feelings for this woman who loved me.

He didn’t grumble, but he did scowl before smacking his ass down on the cushion on my other side.

“There are plenty of other seats in the room,” I said as Zayde settled on a large chair and tugged Layla down onto his lap. Vera stood in front of the fireplace, and Reyla dropped onto a thick cushion on the floor near Zayde’s chair. Airia perched on the edge of a low table, facing us but some distance away, as if she felt like she didn’t quite belong.

“I need an army.” Tempest’s gaze landed on each of us in turn. “And I’m hoping you’ll help me come up with the best way to form one. Flying dregs are attacking the border villages already.”

“How do you know this?” Brodine asked, his face serious. “And I’m here for you, Tempest. You know that. You don’t even need to ask.”

The others murmured agreement.

“I can communicate with Jessia, the new commander of the fortress.”

“Jessia is the new commander? Good for her,” Reyla said with grim satisfaction. “She’s perfect for the job.”

“They’ve fought off a few flying dreg attacks so far.” Tempest leaned forward, bracing her palms on her thighs. “But they’re losing riders and dragons. Too many already, and it’s just started. And they’re coming for us. So . . . ideas?”

“I’ll make the perfect commander,” Brodine said. “But where’s your army? We need power and lots of it, plus weapons. Dragons.”

“Madrood is arranging for dragons,” Tempest said. “He said there are many who’ll come back to help us. They’ve been waiting.”

“What about riders?” Reyla asked. “If the fortresses are busy and losing them to flying dregs, where will we find enough to help us on this front?”

Airia grunted. “Four of us is nowhere near enough.”

Tempest swallowed. “I was told we’re surrounded by riders.”

Airia’s eyebrows lifted, and she peered around. “Where?”

“In the city and in the countryside, of course,” Vera said. “All Tempest needs to do is awaken them.”

“The stone people?” Airia breathed. “I saw them when I went to the aerie to groom the three dragons.”

“How am I supposed to awaken them?” Tempest asked Vera.

“When the time comes, you’ll know.”

Tempest growled. “Please don’t be vague. If I’m going to act, I need to know how.”

“Once you’ve drawn in Lydel Court’s core of power, you’ll know how to free your people.”

“I’ll help,” Layla told Tempest. “I still can’t believe I’m here, that I’m part of this court and not an orphan Nullen. But I know you, Tempest. You’re determined, ruthless.” Her eyes widened. “Delaine can attest to how ruthless you are. You attack everything with your whole heart. If anyone can destroy the king’s army, it’s you.”

Zayde nodded. “If you’d like, I could travel to Riftflame and speak with them about an alliance. They’ve held out against my father. Together, we’re stronger. They might be willing to send some flights to Lydel to help. Actually, I know they will.” The grimness in his eyes would make even a dreg shake.

A thought occurred to me. “If you mention dragons . . .”

“In what way?” Zayde cocked his head toward me.

“A disease swept through their flock seven, eight or so years ago.” I met Tempest’s gaze. “They lost many of their dragons, but even worse, the sickness was passed on to their eggs and none hatched for a few years until the disease died out. I bet they’d be even more eager to ally themselves with us if we offered eggs.”

“Madrood said he’d bring me dragons,” she said. “He didn’t say anything about eggs.”

“Ask him if he could provide Riftflame with eggs,” Zayde said. “That would make an amazing bargaining chip.”

She closed her eyes and spoke with Madrood. I was still stunned that she was able to bond with the wretched beast. If he made one wrong move toward her . . .

I’d have no problem wiping him out.

“He said he’ll ask. He can’t do anything else,” she said. “He said they’re quite protective of their young and the thought of sending eggs to another court worries him. But they’re excited about rejoining our court, of riding into battle against the king, and he can also see where an alliance with Riftflame could make all the difference, especially if they could hit Ivenrail’s army from the north. He’ll let me know how many eggs they can offer.”

We needed this alliance, especially with flying dregs attacking on two fronts.

“Maybe I should go to Riftflame myself,” Tempest said.

Zayde’s sly smile rose. “I’m your best and probably only chance of convincing them to make a deal.”

She drilled him with her eyes. “Why you in particular?”

“Because my mother was the youngest sister of Riftflame’s high lord.”

“What?” she barked. “Why are you only now mentioning that important detail?”

“Very few know this,” Zayde said. “When my mother discovered she was pregnant, she fled Riftflame. I was born in a border fortress, and she died not long after. She told them who my father was, however, and he came for me. He took me back to Bledmire where he passed me off to one of the staff to raise, then promptly forgot about me until I was old enough to matter. I’m not the heir to Riftflame. My uncle has six sons, and my mother was one of his three sisters, each of whom have children of their own. I doubt my eighteen cousins and aunts will die before me to make me high lord of the court, and I don’t want it even if they did.”

Tempest sagged back in her chair. “This is . . . I don’t quite know what to think of it, but it could definitely make a difference. Yes, go to Riftflame and see what you can do. Will they listen to you?”

Zayde’s smile grew. “My mother was the high lord’s favorite sister. He was devastated by her death, and he’s told me on more than one occasion that I’m welcome to visit Riftflame at any time. Now is the time.”

Maybe my brother had finally learned how to be conniving. The lesson would’ve been beaten into him sooner if our father had remembered he existed before he turned fourteen.

Tempest’s gaze sought Layla’s. “Would you go with him as my official emissary for Lydel? We can talk about what I need, what the border fortresses need.”

“I feel as if I was born for that role,” Layla said. “Finally, I’ll get to put all my court teachings to use.”

“Perfect. We’ve got the start of a plan.” Her hand stretched toward mine, and I took it, linking our fingers together.

Warmth flooded me, and I felt close to scattering the mist that held me away from her. Could I blow it off and finally let my feelings consume me? I knew I’d loved her. That was as clear to me as my own soul. I just couldn’t seem to grab onto the feeling and hold it within my heart. Whenever I thought I was close, it slipped away.

“Alright then,” Tempest said. “Zayde and Layla will form an alliance with Riftflame. I’ll take in my court’s core power and find a way to awaken my slumbering army. Brodine, I’m going to take you up on your offer to run that army. You’re an amazing strategist.”

“Perfect choice,” Reyla said.

“I am a killer on the Wraithweave board.” His glance fell on me, and he nodded and grinned as if we were allies in this. “I heard you play. If we can locate a board, I’d love to challenge you.”

“I don’t play games,” I said. “Nothing I do is pretend.”

His smile fell. “Oh, yeah, I guess I understand.” His attention slid to Tempest. “I’m yours to command.” Rising, he bowed before taking his seat again.

“Aunt Vera?” Tempest said. “You have skills we haven’t explored yet, but being able to foretell the future—”

Airia gulped. “She can?”

“Not consistently enough to make much of a difference, I’m afraid,” Vera said.

“Would you and Vexxion be my advisors?” Tempest asked. “I wish I’d paid more attention during classes, though we didn’t get into anything like this often. They’d never believe one of us would one day become high lady of a fae court, let alone need to lead an army against the king. I need help with strategies and tactical support.”

“I’ll help all I can,” Vera said.

“I’ve always been yours,” I said. Despite the mist holding me away from her, that belief was solid in my heart.

She squeezed my hand. “Thank you. You have skills unlike anyone else in this room, and I’m going to use them.”

My smile grew. “Any time, Tempest. Any time.”

“What can I do?” Reyla asked.

Airia nodded. “Give me a job too.”

“I assume I’ll have staff who can run the real machine of an army?” I asked Vera. “I’m thinking of those needed to take care of the dragons and supervise weapon’s production.”

“Indeed,” Vera said. “Lydel has been self-sufficient for longer than anyone can remember. Once everyone is freed, they’ll come to you to offer their services. Our court is loyal and knowing that Mayline’s daughter has claimed her court will rally them around you.”

“Would you supervise the care of the dragons?” Tempest asked Airia.

“I’d be glad to.” Her eyes glowed with excitement. “A friend back in Bledmire mentioned the area of Lydel that’s part of the main continent, the section the king now controls. There are people there who might be eager to join us, and there are dragons. I’ll find a way to reach out to them.”

“Perfect,” Tempest said. “Reyla, this battle won’t be fought only with weapons and dragon fire. We need someone to find new and creative ways to use magic. I want you to lead that charge.”

She held up her glowing finger, a trick most fae children mastered before they turned three. “You know I can’t do much magic.”

“You mastered that spell almost from the moment you learned it. I think you have incredibly strong, untapped power.”

I sensed that as well. “Where do you come from?”

“I was found crying in a tree after a village was raided,” Reyla said. “I vaguely remember my parents. They were killed during a dreg raid. A rider took me to the fortress and here I am now.” She nodded to Tempest. “I’ll be happy to explore new ways to use magic.” She shot an arc of power at the sword hanging on the wall, making it rattle, before blowing on the tip of her finger. “Would you look at that?”

“I’ll work with you.” Tempest squeezed my hand again. “We’ll all work with you.”

“I’d be happy to lead some classes,” I said. “My skills might be unconventional but they’re effective.”

“I want to learn magic too,” Brodine said seriously. “I was locked up in my head for too long, and I’ve missed out on what everyone else has been learning.”

“I could offer some classes also,” Vera said. “I was an instructor long ago, and while my skills may need polishing, this is one area where I believe we can excel.”

“Can I attend these classes too?” Airia asked tentatively. “My lord didn’t teach me any magic. Everything I can do, and it’s not much, I had to pick up on my own from friends.”

“Of course.” Tempest cleared her throat. “Speaking of which,” she kept her voice neutral, but her sharp gaze pinned Airia in place, “I asked but you never told me who collared you.”

Airia fidgeted for a moment, and I got the impression she was going to leap up and flee the room, but she placed her hands on the table on either side of her legs, flattening the palms to connect with the surface. Her wild eyes swept around the room before she sucked in a deep breath and released it with her words. “I didn’t tell you because you wouldn’t let me come with you if you knew.” She stood and her body tensed, her face cratering. Did she think we’d kill her on the spot?

I snapped out my threads but kept them restrained—for now. “Tell us.”

Her chin lifted, and her gaze met Tempest’s. “Lord Kerune placed a collar around my throat.”

OceanofPDF.com


31


TEMPEST
[image: ]


Gasps rang out.

I recoiled on the sofa. “Hold her.” My strangled call echoed in the room.

Before anyone could act, Vexxion’s threads snapped around Airia, pinning her in place.

“Wait,” she cried. Her flinty gaze met mine. “Let me go. Please.”

Did I dare trust her? It couldn’t be a coincidence that everyone I’d worked with in Bledmire’s aerie was allied with someone high in Ivenrail’s court.

Someone betrayed you. Madrood’s words rang in my mind. Had Airia sent me to Prager?

“Are you reporting to him?” Brodine roared to his feet. “Have you been spying on us all this time and telling him everything?” He looked down at me. “We need to hold her, question her. Find out what she’s told him. He could be coming for us already.”

“I suspect he’s watching us in some way already with or without Airia spying,” I said. “Sit down, Brodine. You’re blocking my view. She’s not going anywhere. Vexxion’s holding her with his threads.”

Grumbling, he dropped down on the sofa again, glaring at Airia.

“Vera can foretell the future,” I said. “She’s not the only fae with this ability. I’m sure the king has fae working with him who report everything they see.” I turned to Vexxion. “Does the king have many spies?”

“Their numbers continue to dwindle, strangely enough.” His grim smile rose. “A few have taken walks and didn’t return.”

I loved how vicious he could be. And how kind. He’d sacrificed himself for years to protect others, but that was only one of his facets I loved. He was complex and insightful, and oh, so conniving. I’d need his sharp edge if I was going to survive.

“What does that mean?” Brodine asked.

“Nothing,” I said, my gaze sweeping across my friends before landing on Airia. Tears welled in her eyes and trickled down her face, and I could see she was not only awaiting our judgment, but that she expected we’d condemn her.

“Release her,” I said softly.

When his threads slipped away, she sagged, stumbling down into a chair and placing her face in her palms. Lifting her head, she swiped away the tears.

“I can prove I’m loyal,” she said.

“How?” Reyla got up and started pacing. “He’s either on his way here or he’s waiting nearby already with a huge, flying dreg army. The moment they find their way through our wards, he’ll attack. We’re not ready to take on a force like that. We need time to prepare.”

“He’s not out there,” Vera said in a sing-song voice. “Not yet. Though you’re correct that he’s gathering a huge force of flying dregs. The king is using power to craft as many as he can, some from the very wasteland as was rumored. There’s no stopping that. The Lieges, as nasty as they were, were the only barrier between us and them, and there aren’t many left. Kerune will attack, but we only have a short time to get ready.” Her eyes cleared, and she looked around at all of us while we stared at her. “It’s so rare for me to have a vision now. I’m old. Probably too old to be taking on something like this, but I’m here for you all. I’ll do whatever I can to make sure good triumphs over that evil fiend entrenched in the Bledmire throne.”

“What’s Kerune’s plan?” Brodine snarled at Airia. “Tell us.”

“He’s never confided in me.” Her pleading gaze met mine. “I know what you’re thinking. Will. Prenton. They were manipulated into trying to hurt you, but I’m not like them.” She rose to her feet and though her body wavered, her gaze remained strong. “I can prove it.” Reaching up to the nape of her neck, she twisted something.

A collar like the ones I’d placed around Brodine and Reyla’s neck slid away from her skin.

She lifted her chin, and her steely gaze traveled around the room, locking on each of us in turn before falling on Vexxion. “You’re not the only one who can make deals with Lieges.”

The room exploded, everyone shouting at the same time, most of them directing their fury at Airia.

She quietly slipped the collar back into place and sat, clearly awaiting our judgment.

Maybe she wasn’t my betrayer, though removing Kerune’s collar didn’t prove much other than that he couldn’t trace her here and she wasn’t subject to his whims.

“What Liege?” I asked when the uproar died off.

“I imagine the same one who dealt with him.” Airia nudged her shoulder Vexxion’s way. “The Liege only had one, or I would’ve bargained for more. There are so many of us out there, and we’re scared, though not so scared that we’re not willing to fight back. I’m not spying.” Her glare shot Brodine’s way. “Torture me if you want. I’m sure Vexxion’s threads can make me talk, but all you’ll learn is that I saw a chance to escape that nightmare, and I took it. Do you think my lord wouldn’t have used me to harm you, Tempest? I was waiting for him to demand I do it. When I saw the Liege, and I overheard . . .”

Vexxion’s threads snapped toward her again. “You overheard what?” Death lurked in his voice.

“I like to take walks. There are paths all around Bledmire, and I . . . Well, I guess that part doesn’t matter. Sometimes, on a free day, I used to take a nap in a meadow. I swear, I didn’t hear much.” Her panic-stricken gaze met Vexxion’s. His threads had not yet retreated. They snapped around her like lightning. “I heard you talking to the Liege. That was not long after you and Tempest arrived at Bledmire. I should’ve told you I was there, but I was afraid. I can see you’re not the horrifying person everyone thinks you are.”

“You don’t know me,” Vexxion said with that edge in his voice that told the world to beware. He only had to look at someone like he was staring at her now to make them tremble.

“I’ve seen how you look at Tempest. I could see you cared about her back at the castle.” She broke his stare to look at me. “I like you. I think we could be friends. I wanted to look out for you. You were with the controller, the man everyone in Bledmire feared with good reason. If he was hurting you, I was going to do something about it. I spied on him back then, for sure. But I haven’t been spying for Kerune. Never. I hate him. If you think the controller’s reputation is bad, give Kerune a chance.” She sighed. “I snooped at Bledmire, but only to protect you, Tempest. And what I saw . . .” She closed her eyes but only briefly. “I’m sorry you don’t remember, Vexxion, because the love you felt for her stunned me. I don’t think there’s much like it in this world, and you need to hold onto something like that. Find it again. It’s in you. I sense it. I’m no better than anyone else when it comes to magic, but I’ll do all I can to make sure you love her again.”

Vexxion’s threads dropped away, sliding back inside him. “I believe her.”

Vera rose and walked over to stand in front of Airia. “I’ve learned not to trust many. Would you allow me to touch you?”

Gazing up at her, Airia nodded.

Vera cupped the other woman’s face and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she backed away from Airia, retaking her seat. “She’s telling the truth. She eliminated her collar a week or more ago, and she’s had no communication with Kerune in a long time.”

I hadn’t needed the confirmation, but everyone else did.

If she hadn’t betrayed me, who did? Could it be someone else lurking in Lydel’s shadows?

A chill swept through the room, and I suddenly had the feeling that things were going to dramatically change and not for the better.

I needed to claim my court’s core quickly and use the power to awaken my army.

If I didn’t, I sensed it would soon be too late.
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“Let’s get to work,” Brodine said grimly.

When we all rose to leave, he went around hugging each of us, though he only tapped Vexxion on the arm after Vexxion released a low growl.

Vexxion walked over to Vera, and they spoke in low voices I couldn’t overhear.

With a shake of his head, Brodine strode from the room, calling out over his shoulder. “I’ll be in the library. I saw some interesting books there last night that might be helpful. I’m going to make some lists and plans. I’ll meet with you tomorrow afternoon once I’ve come up with a few strategies, Tempest?”

“I’m going to the aerie to assess the situation there, and I’ll take the blue dragon out to locate the rest of the aeries.” Airia sounded as confident and happy as Brodine. “I’ll check back with you, Tempest, once I have an idea of what we’re dealing with. And I’ll make lists too. I’ll let you know what we need to house a large flying army.”

I snagged her arm before she could pass me, bringing her to a halt, and gave her a hug. “Thank you. I’m sorry we didn’t believe you immediately, that you had to prove your loyalty to us by removing the collar.”

Leaning back in my embrace, she sighed. “I get it. I would’ve thought the same thing. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you who collared me right from the start, but I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. For what it’s worth, I wouldn’t have cooperated if he’d told me to kill you.”

She wouldn’t have had a choice. Will and Prenton hadn’t.

She left, striding with purpose from the room.

“Riftflame,” Zayde said with a curt nod, taking Layla’s hand. “We’ll be back as soon as we have their agreement.”

“Then I hope we see you soon.” I stepped over to my sister. “I feel like we’ve barely had time to talk.” Would I be dead before I could get that chance?

“Soon,” she said softly, her gaze meeting Zayde’s. With a soft laugh, she barreled into me, hugging me. “Stay safe. Don’t do anything impulsive. Kill who you want if you think there’s a need, but . . . Alright, don’t share too many details about it with me when I return.”

“What makes you think I’m going to kill someone?” I asked, chuckling through my dismay.

Stepping back to Zayde’s side, she frowned. “I’m not sure why I said that.” With a shrug, she looked up at him. “Flit us to Riftflame, love. I don’t know the location.” Her smile fell my way again. “I have power! Last night, I flitted from the bedroom to the bathing area. I’m going to try to flit from the bedroom to the courtyard next, but I know I’ll soon be able to go wherever I want. Zayde’s teaching me so much, and magic is only a part of it.”

“You’re Lydel,” I said. “Of course you have power.” Incredible power, I sensed. Now that my sister had been awakened, nothing would hold her back. If the king didn’t watch out, she’d be the one killing him, not me.

Zayde and Vexxion shared a look I couldn’t define before he and Layla flitted from the room.

“I have a few things I need to do.” Vexxion did not meet my gaze.

“Like what?”

“Nothing you need to be concerned about.” The gruffness in his voice scalded my skin. Something had changed between us again. Why?

Each day without his love was an emotional test. I kept alternating between hope and utter dejection. Watching him interact with everyone else sent jolts of jealousy through me, stabbing deeper than a blade. I analyzed every word he said, dissecting even the smallest detail for signs I was beginning to think I’d never find.

My mind had turned into a dungeon of unanswered questions. How much more of this could I take?

Everything, if I had to. I couldn’t give up.

I walked over to stand in front of him, wanting to ask him to hold me, to tell me everything was going to be alright, that we’d see this through and come out of it even stronger. In the past, he would’ve offered me that comfort without my asking.

Now, I didn’t dare beg, because I worried he’d reject me. Not just in this but forever. I’d saved him from his father, but that wasn’t enough. Now I found myself mourning the death of us.

Before my fumbling hands could latch onto his tunic, a misty barrier fell between us. It wasn’t a tangible thing, but it might as well be. A mask fell down over his face like a harsh wind had shot through the room, stealing all the warmth in this world and the others beyond.

Vera watched us with sympathy shadowing her eyes.

“Let me know if you come up with anything,” I finally said, my hands flopping against my sides. I was coming into my power and building strength all the time, but nothing I’d learned so far could fix this.

Despair kept ripping through me, leaving only a raw ache gnawing through my core.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Vera asked him, coming over to stand at our side. “I could at least escort you to the entrance before flitting back here.”

“You explained what I have to do, and that’s enough.” His warm hand brushed against the skin on my neck, and he lifted the pendant he’d given me, coiling his fingers around it. “I need to borrow this.”

“Of course.” Though it hurt to remove it, I stepped away from him and unfastened the clasp, handing it to him. I let my hand linger on his longer than I should, foolish, desperate me sucking what little warmth I could from him before I wrenched my hand away.

His neutral expression met mine, and I worried my agony and despair was reflected on my face. Shadows flickered in his eyes, and for an instant, I was back at the fortress, challenging him. Laughing with him. Falling in love with him.

I’d linked my heart and soul to this man who was unlike any other.

“I’ll return this to you as soon as I can.” With a nod, he flitted from the parlor.

I dragged in a breath and staggered. I would’ve fallen if Vera hadn’t drawn me into her arms.

“Things will work out as they should,” she said.

Such a useless platitude.

“Have you seen anything?” My voice croaked, and I scrambled to drag up a bit more hope to cling to.

“Some things can be changed while others can’t,” she said softly. “But trust that the fates will not tear you two apart.”

I wasn’t sure I had enough hope left to trust in anything. The fates appeared determined to shred whatever was left of my heart.

“He left for Weldsbane?” I asked.

She stepped away from me, though she held onto my forearms. “Now that his collar is gone, he can seize his court’s core. I told him how it must be done. I’m no elder, but I’ve learned a few things during my lifetime that suit me well now.”

“Ivenrail will know the moment he claims it.” My shrill voice echoed in the room. “He’ll go after him.” He’d kill Vexxion this time.

She placed a fingertip on my lips. “Don’t speak his name.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” I snarled, my eyes stinging with tears I refused to spill. “I need to go with him, to support him. I can help him.” Stand close to him even if he wouldn’t let me touch him.

“He needs to do this alone, if not for himself, but for his mother.” Her grip tightened on my arms. “He’ll be able to hold off the king long enough to do what he must. You, my niece, have your own court’s core to swallow, and I believe you must claim it soon.”

“When?” I’d do it now while he went after his own.

Her gaze shot to the windows, peering out where darkness ruled. “Once the sun has risen. This may take longer than you think.”

“A day?”

“Time is different there.”

“I can’t be gone for long.”

If Vexxion didn’t return quickly, I’d flit to him. I’d follow that man no matter where he went, even into the ether. I’d brought him back to me, and even if he never loved me again, I’d do everything within my power to ensure he was happy.

Even if he could only be happy without me.
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“As I said, his trial will be with stone.” Aunt Vera left the parlor and walked down the hall to the kitchen with me beside her. “And yours will be with water, the element of Lydel Court.”

“As Reyla pointed out, I can’t swim very well.”

“Then you’d better be good at holding your breath.”

I frowned. “The core would let me drown if I couldn’t claim it?”

“You’ll swallow it. To claim it you must prove yourself worthy.”

Of course. This would be no simpler than anything else I’d already faced.

“That’s why Vexxion took the pabrilleen pendant,” she said. “It belonged to Weldsbane. He’ll need it.”

“He can have anything.”

“All that man is and everything he will one day be belongs to you. Always trust that.” She opened the back door, and we stepped outside onto the broad landing overlooking the courtyard. Holding the rail, she sucked in a deep breath of night air perfumed with flowers. “I missed this place. There’s something incredibly peaceful about puttering in the garden and walking along the simple trails within this perfect part of our world.”

“Vexxion showed me my mother’s special rose garden. I wish I could remember her.”

She turned and leaned against the railing, sending me a sad smile. “Can you feel her among them? I do. After I told her you and your sister were safe, she gave every bit of herself to protect Lydel. I believe a touch of her remains in that part of the gardens.” Stepping closer to me, she fretted with a strand of my hair that had freed itself from my braid. “She loved you and Layla so much. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t have done to protect you.”

“You both arranged for my betrothal to Vexxion.”

“It was meant to unite our two courts and show a strong face to the monster sitting on Bledmire throne.”

“He didn’t know when you made the arrangement?”

“We didn’t confirm it. You were children. He would’ve killed Vexxion if he found out.”

“He used it against us. He killed Vexxion’s mother trying to find out where I was. He tortured Vexxion for most of his life. Why didn’t you help him? You left him in that horrible place among fae who happily scarred him inside and out.”

“I couldn’t help him, not without the fiend discovering what I knew. As it was, I had to cast a forget spell on myself to keep him from prying the words from my mouth. Spells like that are rarely used since they don’t last long. I’m not sure he even knows it exists. He did all he could to discover what I did, but I was able to resist him.” Determination stiffened her frame. “Or maybe he did know. He didn’t kill me. He placed me in that portrait. I initially assumed he’d drag me out periodically to prod me some more, but he didn’t. Of course, as he trapped me,” her sly smile rose, “I placed a forget spell on him.” Her smile fell, cratering her features. “Sometimes, it’s better not to know what an evil person is seeking. Then they can’t hurt you to obtain it.”

“Vexxion kept many secrets.” And I could see why, though at the time it hurt, because I thought it meant he didn’t trust me.

“He loves you. I can feel it just like I feel your mother’s love for you and Layla when I touch her roses. Try it sometime. Sit on the bench beside them and close your eyes. Let her love sink into your skin.”

If I could find time for something glorious like that. My future appeared to be full of death, not contemplation.

“I believe I’ll retire now,” she said. “I’m tired. My body tells me it’s not ready for what’s coming, but my mind says I am.” With kindness glowing on her face, she drew me into her arms for a hug. “Rest well. We’ll leave after breakfast.”

After she went inside, I walked to the rail and leaned against it, staring out at the garden, though seeing nothing.

Stay safe, Vexxion. I sent the words out into the world, though I didn’t direct them to him. He told me not to reach out to his mind, and I wouldn’t. When he was ready, he’d call to me.

I’d always be waiting.

Drask landed on my shoulder, and I stroked his gleaming feathers. “Where have you been, little buddy?” Time was slipping past at thrice its usual pace, and very little of it included those in my life who had the most value. I’d barely talked with Layla, and a longing to do so throbbed through my bones. Reyla was the sister of my heart, and I needed to make sure everything remained good between us. I wanted to get to know Airia, because I sensed she might play a pivotal role in my future. Brodine and I were friends again, and I needed to make sure that continued. And Aunt Vera was old, as she kept stating. How much longer before life stole her away?

“I’m going to my room,” I told Drask. “Want to flit with me?” I had a few things to do before everything started heating to a boil.

He cawed, which I took for agreement. A blink, and I stood in the suite I shared with Vexxion. Because it was chilly, I strode to the fireplace and used magic to light the logs placed on the grate many years ago by one of the staff now frozen in the city.

“How can I wake them?” I asked Drask.

He tilted his head, looking at me, before he pecked my cheek, though gently. Then he flew over to the perch near the window and peered out, watching as the horizon swallowed what was left of the blood-red sun.

Settling on a sofa, I tucked my feet beneath me.

I’d dreaded what I had to do.

Sleep would be a long time coming tonight.

I tugged the pouch holding the bones out of my pocket and opened the top, staring down at their bleached, desolate whiteness. Touching them had changed my life, but without the secrets they revealed, I wouldn’t have the knowledge I’d needed to save Vexxion.

After dumping the bones onto the cushion beside me, I stared at them, my own fingers clutched together against my throat. These things were both curses and saviors, instruments of despair yet also bridges to a future just beyond my reach.

Vexxion’s little boy bone cried out to me in a voice he’d bit back each time someone hurt him. Vera’s fingerbone whispered that it still held at least one more secret. I didn’t know who the third belonged to, but it was the longest and the most fragile. If I didn’t take care, one touch would snap it, and whatever memory it might be desperate to share could be gone forever.

I could ask Vera to tell me everything, but would she? The visions trapped within the bones could be too painful to give voice. Such grisly things. I hated to touch their pain, though I must.

Do it.

I stretched out my hand, but Drask squawked and flew across the room, sweeping past my shoulder close enough to brush his claws against it. He snagged the unknown finger bone and lifted off, soaring back to his perch.

“Give it back.” I leaped to my feet and rushed after him, but he darted out the open window.

“Hiding a memory, are you?” I called after him.

Stark terror shot through me.

What must I wait to see?

I stood with my hands gripping the window frame, peering through the glass, but all I received for my efforts was a steamed-up pane. My crow had flown away and taken the bone with him.

Something bigger than me or my friends was at play here, guiding us all as if we were insignificant pieces on the Wraithweave board.

The true master.

He or she would reveal themselves when the time was right or they’d cackle and slip into the shadows, never to be seen again.

I returned to the sofa and closed my eyes, reaching out to grab one of the two remaining bones. If fate was guiding me onto one path or another, then I’d let it decide if there were more visions I needed to see.

The world roared around me, and I was sucked away.

I found myself inside a large bedroom with polished wooden floorboards covered with pretty carpets, small, ornately carved wooden tables standing here and there, a fireplace with lush furniture carefully placed in front of it, and a big canopy bed draped with dark blue fabric.

Someone stirred there, a whispered rustle of blankets. I sensed what I needed to see lay in that direction.

“Ah,” Vera said in my mind. “I’m glad you’re here for this. Watch. See. Remember.”

“I understand.” I was along for this ride, and I’d let it take me where I needed to be.

“There you are,” a woman said with a jerk to her voice from behind the bedding. “I hoped I wouldn’t see you for many more years, Vera.”

“I’m sorry,” Vera said. “I prayed to the fates I wouldn’t need to come here so soon.” She remained near the door, her hands clenching and releasing by her sides. Finally, she gripped the smooth fabric of her dress tight enough I thought she’d rip it. “I promise this will make a difference.”

“You’re sure?” The woman’s voice wavered, choked off with guttural tears. She sniffed and bedding fluttered as she shifted on the soft surface. Would she part the drapes and rise?

“Am I sure about this vision?” Vera said. “Yes.”

What had she foreseen this time?

“Is this the past or the future?” I asked her.

“Watch,” she growled in my mind. “See.”

While she’d snapped, I could tell she wasn’t upset with me. No, she hated this situation and the reason she had to come here.

“Can’t I have more time?” the woman asked, her voice dropping to a desperate whisper. “I’m so tired.” The words seemed dragged from her soul.

“Of course you are. It’s expected.” Vera walked to the bed and tugged aside the drapes, revealing a pretty, pale woman lying beneath the blankets, propped up in a sitting position with pillows nestled behind her.

“Vexxion’s mother?” I asked.

“Yes.”

She held a baby. As Vera watched, she kissed the child’s forehead, her long red hair sliding over her shoulder to enfold the child much like her embrace.

“Is this Vexxion?” My greedy eyes ate his appearance, from his tiny hands clinging to her hair to his sweet little face. She’d swaddled him in a sapphire blanket that matched his eyes.

“Her name is Ellyn,” Vera said. “Watch.”

I feasted on her beauty, sad that Ivenrail had done all he could to destroy it. He’d claimed her life, but the loveliness inside her continued on. Her touch had taught Vexxion how to love, and he’d bathed me with his unending devotion.

Would he ever love me again? The ache in my chest was slowly shredding me. His indifference pierced deeper each day, turning my longing into endless torment.

“How could she sleep with Ivenrail?” I snarled.

“She grew up with him. They were childhood friends. From the time she was small, she adored him. It took her too long to see who he truly was.”

And he murdered her.

“He always was a conniving person. He took advantage of her innocent devotion,” Vera said dryly. “Even her parents didn’t see until it was much too late.”

“If she hadn’t been with him, we wouldn’t have Vexxion.” And I couldn’t imagine missing out on anything we’d done together, not even the moments when I thought he was betraying me.

“You would not, but would all of this have happened?”

“I’m sure the monster on Bledmire’s throne would’ve stumbled onto his current path.”

“Paths take wanderers in too many directions. If only I could see down them all,” she said sadly. “But enough questions. I’m here for a reason, as are you.” She held out her arms to Vexxion’s mother. “It’s time. This is the only way.”

Ellyn clung to Vexxion, holding him tight to her breasts.

“Where are you taking him?” I cried out.

“One more kiss,” Ellyn said, tears rushing down her cheeks to bathe his sweet face. “One last hug.”

“She raised him,” I said. “Yet you’re taking him?” Vera must intend to return him, or his future would’ve changed. I clung to that as reassurance because I hated to see his mother sad. “What sort of spell are you going to cast on him?”

“Stop talking,” Vera snapped in my mind.

For one moment, a serpent slick with distrust coiled across my heart, squeezing tight. Had she cast a spell that impacted Vexxion today?

“Tell me,” Ellyn pleaded, drawing my attention back to her. Her gaze clung to her child.

“You know I can’t say. If I do . . .”

“He’ll know,” Ellyn said harshly. Her chest lifted and her sigh seemed to empty out everything inside her. After giving Vexxion one last kiss, she lifted her arms, holding him out to Vera. “Don’t tell me. Then he can’t force the information from me.”

“She knows who Ivenrail is now,” I said softly.

“Even dreamers lose hope,” Vera said with brutal honesty.

She took him from his mother.

Ellyn pressed her fist against her mouth, her face awash with tears. She reached out, tentatively at first, then with more purpose, stroking his face and smoothing her fingertips across his brow.

“Fare well, sweet love,” she cried out.

She gave way to sobs as Vera took the baby from the room.
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Ijolted back into myself and stared about wildly. Darkness had swallowed the room. How long had I remained in the vision?

I didn’t understand. Vera had taken Vexxion from his mother when he was a baby? She must’ve brought him back because his mother had raised him until Ivenrail murdered her.

What had Vera done with him? From Ellyn’s sobs, it may have been awful.

“Why was I shown that memory?” I snarled. “Where did she take him and why?”

The word echoed back at me, each why, why, why clawing across my exposed skin, leaving the wetness of his mother’s tears behind.

Rising, I hurried to the fireplace and added wood from the pile to the right of the big stone structure. Flames gobbled it up, making it snap and pop. With chills wracking my frame and my hands outstretched to suck in the heat, I stared at the flickering gold and orange, trying to figure out what the vision meant.

A flutter to my right sent me spinning in that direction. I pulled a blade from my side and slashed it through the air.

Drask landed on his perch and flapped his wings, stretching out his neck to squawk.

Returning my blade to its sheath, I rushed to him and stroked his back. “You startled me. Where did you take the third bone?” It wasn’t with him.

He peered up at me and pecked at my hand.

I shut the window before more of the heat escaped, and returned to the sofa, sitting as far from the tiniest bone as I could.

Vera’s bone had not returned with me, telling me I no longer needed it. I couldn’t make sense of the vision, but I’d bet anything I would understand when the time was right.

“Will Vexxion’s bone tell me the meaning of Vera’s?” I whispered.

The unknown clawed at the inner wall of my belly, spreading anxiety and dread with my every heartbeat.

Staring at the fingerbone all night would give me nothing, so I grabbed onto it quickly.

It stole me away . . .

“You thinkssss you can hide from ussss?” a voice snarled.

Hide?

I peered around, but it was almost too dark to see inside the big cave. A lance of fear told me I knew this cavern much too well.

Kinart died here.

Then I saw Vexxion crouched behind a boulder near the looming cavern entrance.

“Where do you hide?” the billowing voice cried out.

The words raked through me, though Vexxion didn’t flinch. He huddled lower, tucking his head close to his crouched thighs.

“You can’t hide from me!” Blue flames erupted in the cave, turning night to icy day, revealing Iasar blustering his wings to hold position near the top of the cavern. Wind swept through me and across Vexxion, fluttering his dark hair.

He was not yet the man I knew, but he was also not the boy who’d hung on the wall in his wretched father’s dungeon while Ivenrail tortured him for information.

“Where issss my mate?” Iasar snarled, blasting fire against the roof, the walls, and even the boulder behind which Vexxion huddled. “What did you do to him?”

Vexxion lifted his arm, and his threads whipped out to encase him. He straightened and walked around the boulder to stand boldly below Iasar. His clenched hand held something, but I couldn’t tell what it might be.

“I didn’t do it,” he said, his voice strong but still higher pitched than that of the man I loved. From his size, I guessed he was twelve or thirteen.

“You did!” Iasar shot fire at Vexxion, but his threads protected him from harm.

He lifted his chin, and even now, I could see hints of the brave, heroic man he would one day be. “He stole the memory from me.”

“You . . .” Iasar’s snarl echoed in the cavern, cratered with enough pain to make me stagger and fall against the stone wall. “Amronth. Amronth.”

“I’ll fix it,” Vexxion said. “I promise.”

“You cannot. You are jusssst like him. Your tortured ssssoul matchessss your tortured sssskin.”

Vexxion sucked in a sharp breath and his hand rose, his fingers jerking back before he touched the scar on the right side of his neck. Despair flashed across his face before it tightened to a mask of indifference. His hand dropped back to his side. “I’ll find a way. I swear it to you.”

“Your word meanssss nothing.” His mouth a gaping, jagged-fanged maw, Iasar dove toward Vexxion.

Vexxion flung himself to the side, rolling across the rocky floor before coming up to a crouch near the boulder. “I had to do it. You know this.”

Iasar landed on the floor of the cavern but kept his wings outstretched. The dragon I’d thought was a friend and ally was actually an icy blue menace, a murderous beast who’d erupted from another world or time. He arched his neck and flexed his spine, making the jagged spikes jut toward the peak of the cavern.

His spiked tail whipped around and gouged the ground in front of Vexxion. With his claws raking the stone ground, he stalked toward the slender boy who remained in place, stoically facing the enormous threat with steel in his eyes.

He’d already been molded into the man I loved, the one who would sacrifice his very soul to protect everyone else.

Iasar might think Vexxion had hurt Amronth, but if he had, he was given no choice. He’d never told me if he could foretell or not, but he must be able to see something because he knew me right away, and he sensed what I could one day become.

He’d given me the spell to free Amronth and Iasar. This was one of the many reasons he’d brought me to Bledmire.

“You’ll die here,” Iasar bellowed.

“Don’t. Please.” Vexxion held up his hand. He flipped it over and revealed what it held.

“What good are bone coinssss to me?” Iasar roared. “They serve one purpose only.”

“What’s that?” Vexxion asked, shrewd curiosity alight in his voice.

“Ask the monsssster. He may tell you. They will not free Amronth.” He tipped his head back and shot blue flames at the ceiling, scorching across the black stone until the flames winked out. He thrust his head toward Vexxion, stopping when the tip of his snout was so close to the boy’s belly that he flinched.

That one uncontrolled gesture told me Vexxion hadn’t been fully molded yet, that he still held out against his father. By the time he was fully grown, he’d learned to hide his response to something like this.

“The bone coins can make things better,” Vexxion cried. “I don’t know how yet, but they will.”

“You knowssss nothing.” Iasar lowered his wings, crumpling them against his sides. “Amronth,” he said in such a mournful voice that my heart shattered. “Amronth.”

“I’ll right this,” Vexxion said. “I’ll fix everything, and I’ll do it with these.” He carefully slid the bone coins into a black pouch and placed the leather bag in his pocket. “I’ve collected many. He took most, but I know where they are. Trust me. Please.”

“I will never trusssst one ssssuch as you.” The scorn dripping from Iasar’s words could burn through the stone beneath his claws.

“It will take time, but I’ll make it happen.” Vexxion flitted from the cavern.

I woke up, splayed out on the sofa, my feet dragging on the hardwood floor. Only smoldering coals remained of the fire I’d built. Rising, I limped over to the fireplace and fed the hungry flames again.

Then I hobbled across the room and collapsed on our bed, rubbing my thigh that spasmed as if I’d worked with a dragon from dawn until the sun had been consumed by the horizon.

“What can bone coins do?” I murmured.

Drask flew over to perch on the lower rail of the bed, watching me with his head tilting one way and the other.

He stretched his neck back to caw.

I swore, if I looked close enough, I’d find the answer to this question and every other in the crow’s inky eyes.
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As long as Tempest didn’t share my bed at Weldsbane, I could feel coldness encasing me in its icy arms. Each moment without her tore me apart. My elusive feelings for her were a constant, gnawing agony that mingled with the fear I’d never know what it was like to love her fully again.

Only a whisper of my feelings for her skirted around my soul.

Since it was late when I arrived at Weldsbane, and my first thought was to reinforce my wards and make sure everything remained as it needed to be, I decided to wait until the morning to go after my court’s core.

Darkness could hide almost anything.

After eating, I used traveling magic to go to Bledmire. I’d been away too long already, though with the Lieges dead, the king might’ve discovered his Nullen treats were in short supply.

I found the despondent king sitting on his throne in his high court, surrounded by his sycophants bowing and polishing the floor with their knees. High Advisor Adwarin and Kerune stood to his right, stoic sneers lurking in their eyes.

Ivenrail hadn’t replaced Madrood, and the gaping hole on his left exposed how Tempest had gutted his power. From the twist of his mouth and the spikes created on his brow from scowling, the rage generated by her insult churned through him.

A mass of Nullens stood below the dais, milling about with stark terror cratering their faces. They were a mix of women, children, and men, their torn, soiled clothing telling me they’d been taken from their villages by his fleet of flying dregs.

Traveling was not the same as being here masked by my threads, but I didn’t dare come any other way.

“Have you found him yet?” the king snarled.

High Advisor Adwarin dipped forward in a smooth bow. “No, Your Highness, though we believe he found a way through the curse and is hiding in Lydel Manor.”

“The curse doesn’t allow anyone inside,” Ivenrail snapped. “Even him.”

Kerune snorted. “Yet he’s there.”

Ivenrail’s gaze narrowed on the younger man. “I collared that boy. I should be able to see him no matter where he hopes to hide. My command should bring him to me immediately.”

“His mate is quite determined,” the high advisor said stiffly.

The king raked his nails across the arms of his throne. “I should’ve killed her the moment I saw her.”

“Without draining her first?” Kerune shook his head, though he kept the movement subtle.

“She was tasty.” Ivenrail growled. “Bring her back too. When you find that dragon, kill him.”

“You won’t try to reclaim him once you break their bond?” The high advisor’s eyes widened.

“He betrayed me.”

“Perhaps.”

The king cocked his head to look up at his advisor. “I raised him from the moment he slipped from his egg. Vexxion too for that matter. They owe me.”

“Loyalty has become a relic of the past.” Disgust churned through High Advisor Adwarin’s voice. His breath jerked in, and his robe swayed across his shoes with his agitation. “Except for me and Kerune, of course. We remain yours.”

Liar. He was only loyal as long as he could benefit from his association with the king. If he could replace him without dying from his effort, he’d do so in an instant.

“Don’t toy with me.” Ivenrail’s snarl rang out, and his gaze landed on the Nullens. “Bring them to me one at a time.” His finger flicked their way, only a subtle shake of the limb telling me he hadn’t recently consumed power. “I’m famished.”

Kerune stepped off the dais and grabbed a woman’s arm, dragging her up the steps and over to the king. “Hold still,” he grumbled. He must’ve used magic because she stilled, staring forward blankly.

Ivenrail gouged his thumb against her forehead but other than a jerk of her body, she remained unmoving. His gaze blurred as he drank my power, his throat working as if he truly guzzled it down. Lifting his thumb away from her, he stroked it down her cheek, his voice slurring. “Bring me another.”

He worked his way through them, taking from me each time, and I wondered how often I’d have to keep coming here before we could finally end this. Now that I wasn’t bound to his whims, nothing could stop me from killing him.

Except the foretelling of the witch who said she would bring about the balance, not me.

Only one woman could right the wrongs brought about by this monster.

Before she died, my mother whispered a few lines that only confirmed that the witch meant Tempest.

When nature bends and true love speaks with all its might,

Only then will justice end this bitter blight.

If only I could grab onto our love once more and help bring about the predicted end.

Finally, Ivenrail slumped in his chair, his legs splayed out and his hands hanging limply by his sides. His head lolling, he dismissed his court and sent the remaining Nullens from the room. Those partly drained stumbled beside the others, though their dizziness was a result of the lull I’d placed on them with my own magic.

“Shall I bring the rest to you in the morning?” Kerune asked pleasantly as the guards led the Nullens from view.

“Tomorrow afternoon will be soon enough.” The king groaned with the pleasure only found in a sated despot. “So tasty. This batch was better than the last. See that you bring more like these, rather than the ones I consumed over the past few days.”

Power was slowly consuming this monster’s mind, but it appeared he hadn’t discovered that it was my power he craved above all others.

I should’ve come here the moment I woke from the ether. Sadness dragged its tines through me at the thought of those who may have been drained to the point they now wandered the ether. One day soon, I’d find them and bring them back.

The staff I’d carefully selected would find this group the instant the guards left them. They’d disappear like all the others, spirited back to wherever they’d come from.

Perhaps it was time to stop wiping their memories. If they talked, others would listen. I had no reason to maintain the ruse that they were protected by a treaty any longer.

Since Ivenrail would follow his usual pattern and go to his bed to sleep it off, I flitted back to my sitting area in Weldsbane, where I slumped on the sofa and tipped my head back to stare at the ceiling.

If I wasn’t careful, one day soon, he’d take everything I had left to give, leaving a shell even Tempest couldn’t awaken.
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I woke sometime during the night, mostly recovered and knowing that it was time.

I ate something quickly and went to the library, where I strolled around the room, running my fingertip along the book spines. I paused beneath my grandfather’s sword mounted on the wall.

Ghostly memories drifted around me, but whenever I snapped my head in their direction, they teased away, offering me nothing.

Everything I wanted and craved remained just beyond my reach.

Tempest. She was wrapped up in everything that made me who I was. The boy I’d been back then had somehow bridged to the man I was today, one who must desperately love her. If I could only touch what was beyond my reach. Then I could step into the man I could be if we survived whatever was coming.

I needed her. My heart called out to her alone. Loving her was like grappling with lightning, thrilling yet excruciating. My stomach twisted with yearning each time I saw her. It hurt to breathe when she wasn't around, as if the air was lighter and sweeter because she breathed it too.

I was drowning in emotions I couldn’t hold onto long enough to confess them. They ghosted away like the memories of the warmth I’d found here at Weldsbane.

My inability to be the man she needed kept gouging at my throat. If I couldn’t find a way past whatever bound me away from her, I’d lose her.

And that thought gutted me more than anything else.

I was determined to grab onto the memories that my father had stolen along with my power.

Tempest was a woman who would do anything to help those she loved.

She loved me.

I could see it in the sadness shadowing her pretty green eyes and in the way she’d reach for me, only to snap her hand back before touching. Her face would crater with pain that was also just beyond my reach, as if a film or a mist stretched between us, keeping us from experiencing the fullness of our feelings once more.

I tugged the pabrilleen pendant from my pocket, remembering my mother fingering it in her jewelry box before choosing something with more sparkle. That memory remained solid, as did the torturous ones from the king’s dungeon. If only those had been stolen instead of my time with Tempest.

“Why can’t I remember us?” I shouted to the room.

I flitted to the training area, sensing I needed to be there, though I didn’t know why.

And I saw her, though she wasn’t physically here. Bits of wonderful images flashed through my mind. The sound of us training here echoed around me, and with each pulse of our words and our movements, feelings I craved more than anything roared through me.

My love for her was a constant ache, a raw wound that throbbed with each heartbeat. She filled my mind to the brink, leaving no space for anything else. The sheer weight of missing her crushed me, a relentless pressure that would never go away. She was an obsession that gnawed at my soul. Loving her felt like I was being pulled apart from the inside, only to have her put me back together with one touch of her hand or a smile.

I dove to the side and came up in a crouch, straightening while sending her a smile. Damn, I was proud of her. She blazed through my veins with such purity, such emotion. If only I could wrap her in my arms and hold her forever. “You’re getting good.”

“Only good?” She flitted, landing against my chest with her legs around my waist and my grandfather’s blade at my throat, sending me toppling backward. I let her, because I loved when she did this. She was power and raw hunger, and I’d never get my fill.

I slowed our fall, landing neatly, my arms wrapping around her waist. Could I steal a kiss before she tried to gut me? “Such skill with a blade, my storm.” I pinched the tip and dragged it to the side.

“Will I kill him with magic?”

“When it’s time, you’ll know.”

“That’s vague.”

“It’s all I can tell you.”

“Alright. I trust you.”

“Good girl.”

Her lips curled up slyly. “Only a good girl?”

“You’re perfect.” And she was. She was sublime. Utter joy. And the warmth my soul had craved forever.

“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.”

In that instant, I felt so much I couldn’t bear it.

When I watched my mother die, the last bit of her leaving while she kept her eyes locked on mine, I swore I’d never let another person touch my soul. If you loved someone, he’d use them. And with each death, more of me would leach away until there was nothing left but a shell he could fill with his malice.

But I loved the woman in my dream above all others. More than my own life. I’d give anything—anything—to protect her.

Mist blasted across the dream, covering it and the feelings, and I jolted back into the person I’d been since she brought me back from the ether.

Cold and unfeeling.

But the longing still crept along the edges of my mind, a pulsating thing that ached for me to consume it.

Frustration roared through me. The feelings were gone as if they’d slipped through my scrambling fingers. Why couldn’t I hold onto them?

I could not—would not—go to her until I could pour out my love for her, until I could feel it blazing across my soul for eternity. It wouldn’t be fair, and if nothing else, I knew it would kill me to hurt her.

Perhaps my memory was coming back. I needed to relax and allow it to happen.

For now, it was time to swallow my court’s core—wrest it away from the monster who’d stolen part of it to claim as his own. This was the inheritance from my mother and every Weldsbane high lord and lady who’d come before me. They watched with ghostly eyes, and I hoped they felt even a tiny spark of approval for what I would soon do.

I dressed in a simple tunic and pants and left all my weapons inside the manor. They wouldn’t be welcome or needed where I was going.

With Tempest’s pabrilleen pendant clutched in my hand, I flitted to the entrance of the vast cavern system networking deep within the Barrenfall Mountain range on one edge of Weldsbane.

Darkness still bathed the world, but where I was going, daylight would not matter.

It was time to enter the home of the trolls.
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Ishould sleep. I’d need my strength and all my wits if I was going to swallow my court’s core tomorrow. Aunt Vera hadn’t given many clues about what I could expect. Perhaps she would tomorrow, or she didn’t know. Without a true elder, there was no one to guide me.

I would step into the void blindly.

Others had done it before me, and I’d do all I could not to disappoint them.

I sat on the edge of the bed. So much to do and so little time to do it. The feeling that Ivenrail, High Advisor Adwarin, and Kerune were on their way to Lydel with a vast army swarming beside them kept slamming through me. How would I take all the clues I’d been given and bunch them together into something that could restore balance to this world? The weight of everyone’s expectations for me threatened to drag me to the ground, and I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to get back to my feet.

Leaving the bed, I limped across the room, stopping only to stare at the carved wooden dragon sitting on the low table in front of a sofa. It remained motionless, and I’d concluded I’d imagined it moving. Something like that wasn’t possible. It was a pretty gift, something he’d made, and I loved it because it reminded me of Seevar. I lifted it and tipped it this way and that, but it remained as frozen as the people lining the streets of Lydel.

I placed it back on the table and I would’ve gone to Drask, but he slept on his perch, his head tucked beneath his wing. He also needed to rest.

Slumping on the sofa, I stared at the coals rippling red, orange, and gold below the fireplace grate, my mind blurring.

I dozed . . . And woke, my arms jolting outward. The coals hadn’t changed in the fireplace, telling me I’d only slept a short time. Yet I felt refreshed.

The riddle kept swarming through my mind, stinging each time I tried to put it aside. Iasar and Amronth wouldn’t have gifted it to me if I didn’t need to solve it.

A blade will be forged in light, torn away from thorn’s blight,

And veiled beneath the gaze of eternal right.

At the fortress, the beginning of the riddle had flashed through my mind when I stared into the winged dreg’s eyes.

This must refer to the Blade of Alessa, the only blade that might be able to kill the king.

Others kept mentioning it in random ways, and if I knew the fates—though who truly did? —they were teasing me with it.

I couldn’t make any sense of the next lines that mentioned something held by trees, but the bit after that pointed to finding something. Maybe I was wrong to assume this meant the blade. I should share the riddle with my aunt and seek her insight.

Iasar and Amronth hadn’t told me to keep it a secret.

Split between realms where the horizon meets the world beyond,

Half 'neath stars where dreams unspoken are drawn.

It waits where a blood-red sun does sink;

In dawn’s embrace—it's there you must seek.

Where was this realm and how could I get there?

Blade of Alessa. Blade of Alessa. I’d read a bit about it in Ember’s Shadow, the book Reyla had.

I tipped my head back and stared at the ceiling.

Did I dare?

I had to get answers, and I’d bet anything that book had them.

I flitted to the hallway outside Reyla’s door and crept close to the panel, pressing my ear against it, listening. When I didn’t hear movement, I used magic to unlock the door and eased inside.

Sneaking into my friend’s room to spy felt wrong, but what else could I do? We’d gone from best friends to me doubting her, though I could blame the doubt on Madrood.

Someone betrayed me. It couldn’t be Reyla.

Could it?

With my heart a thunderstorm in my ears, I closed the door, locking it once more. The click jarred through me, making my heart come to a quick halt before it fluttered like the fairy pinned to wax in Ivenrail’s bedroom.

I shoved down a swallow and moved slowly into the sitting room.

Someone sucked in a breath, the sound coming from near the fireplace that danced with merry flames.

Tiptoeing closer, I peeked over the back, finding Reyla sound asleep on the cushions with the flames flickering across her pretty features. When I was thirteen and built like a sword with all its sharp edges and not a hint of softness, when my dark hair seemed dull in comparison to her reddish blonde, and when I lamented that no guy would ever want me, I’d envied my friend. Her beauty drew people to her like a fledgling dragon called to the warmth of a sunbeam toasting the corner of its pen.

It was only as I got older that I could appreciate what I had rather than what I didn’t. The strength of my arms. My endless resolve. My determination to do what was right.

Through everything, this woman had been my steadfast friend. Even when she and Kinart were together, she’d make time for me, offering moments when we’d sit and chat or play a game of dice at the bar. Times when she’d lay her head on my shoulder and tell me she loved me.

And here I was, creeping around her room because, for the first time, I wasn’t sure I trusted her.

Fuck it. I’d look for the book and when I didn’t find it, which I was certain I wouldn’t, I’d leave. She’d never know I was here.

I turned away from her and hobbled across the sitting area and through the open bedroom door, rushing to the closet where I suspected she’d left her pack.

There. It slouched in the back below racks of pretty dresses and simple tunics and pants, a complete wardrobe created by Vera’s magic to make my friend feel at home.

My pulse thrummed in my throat as I hurried over to the bag and stooped down in front of it.

I could leave now and tell myself she’d never had the book. Or I could find out if there was something bigger going on here than faulty vision.

I unfastened the top and eased the fabric open.

I was leaning forward when Reyla came up behind me.

“What are you doing?” Sadness clung to her voice.
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Islipped through a gap in the broad stone cliff face and wedged my way through the long passage that spilled out into a small cave. Before she died, my mother shared this location with me and told me this was where I’d have to go to seek my court’s core. When I was old enough. Strong enough. Dying, she was aware there may not be anyone who could help me find it after she was gone.

As long as Ivenrail’s collar remained around my throat, I couldn’t come here. He slowly swallowed my court’s core, siphoning it through me, its true heir, and there was nothing I could do about it but let him bleed my court dry. Control was the final curse of a claiming collar, and we fae had used it with joy since the lesser fae strode through the veil and left us behind.

Only now could I come here to take back what was mine.

He’d feel me claim it as if I was reaching into his chest and ripping away his ribs one by one.

I’d smile while I did it.

Dim lights glowed overhead, tiny insects that responded to movement below by rubbing their wings together. The grating sound they made served as a warning to those who passed, but the light they inadvertently generated would guide my way.

I strode down the slope, my feet nearly silent on the dirt floor, moving around boulders and stepping over large rocks. The passage arched around me, made up of stone threaded through with veins of one precious mineral after another.

Cool air whispered through the tunnel, draping itself around me in a damp cloak, and the steady thrum of my heart in my ears kept me company.

Clangs reached me before I left the long passage and stepped into the vast cavern where troll clans worked to extract minerals and stones like the pabrilleen I still clutched. The stone was returning home but only for a visit. When I gave it to Tempest, it no longer belonged to me.

A troll stepped in front of me, blocking my path, a bulky figure wearing dirt-smeared pants and a gray, sleeveless tunic. He held a pick and a hammer, though he didn’t lift them in threat. His greenish skin was thick and scarred from working with stone all his life. Intelligence shone on his broad face and his deep-set black eyes glinted under his heavy brow. He sniffed the air and leaned forward as if drawn by curiosity rather than a need to catch my scent. His craggy face smoothed, and the corners of his mouth twitched upward, suggesting we’d formed an uneasy truce.

“So ye’ve finally come, have ye?” he asked, his low, scratchy voice ringing out enough to make many of the trolls mining below us pause and peer in our direction.

A flick of his hand, and they returned to work.

“Cristalon.” I gave him a bow. “It’s been a long time.”

“That it has, High Lord. That it has. Didn’t think I’d see ye again, not after the monster ye prefer not to call father trapped me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Ye are not the cause,” he said.

“I should’ve done more.” Always, I should do more.

“What did ye expect a tiny thing like ye could do against a fearsome beast like him?”

“Something.”

He shook his head. “If ye cannot forgive yerself, who can?”

That gave me pause. I’d spend most of my life trying to make up for what Ivenrail did. Only now could I see that what he did was not a reflection on me.

Swallowing felt like forcing down a jagged stone.

“A revelation I’ve given ye, now haven’t I?” Cristalon’s low cackle rang out. “A favor ye don’t need to return. Free, it is. Free!”

“Thank you.” This time, my bow held full meaning.

“Let go of yer past, and ye will find ye can walk confidently into yer future.”

“I’ll remember.”

His head cocked as if he was listening to voices I couldn’t quite hear. “Only time will tell.” Shuddering, his gaze met mine. “Yer mate freed me. In exchange, I freed her. Even, we are now, just like ye and me.” He grunted and tossed his tools to the side of the passage, creating a clatter that made nearby trolls jolt, though they kept working. “Ye haven’t come for her, though, have ye?”

“I have not.”

His lips curled up, and his mouth spread in a torturous smile full of sharp fangs that could rip off a man’s arm with one bite. Fortunately, trolls were relatively peaceful unless taunted.

“Finally, I say,” Cristalon said, pivoting. “Follow me if ye dare.”

I had no choice but to go with him, though he was correct. No one should attempt to claim their court’s core unless they held unwavering strength and determination in their heart. I was ready.

He led me into a passage networking away from the one I’d already traveled. It swung around the big open cavern where the trolls continued working, then sloped down farther, into the very heart of the tallest peak of the Barrenfall Mountain range. Grit crunched underfoot, and the lights overhead dimmed until I was tempted to generate my own.

Cristalon lifted his hand, and a small, black metal lantern appeared there, swaying as it dangled, casting flickering light from the small glowing creatures bound inside. He kept going, and I followed, the clangs and thuds of troll workers fading behind me.

What would I need to do to claim my court’s core? Vera had said that because the king had stolen much of the power, I must find a way to wrest it away from him on my own, that I would understand once I faced the challenge.

We traveled for what felt like ages, and it could be. Time held a different meaning here. I might emerge the same day I entered, or weeks might’ve passed. Whatever the price, I must pay it.

We finally came to the end of a very long passage, and Cristalon stopped, lifting his small lantern to cast light on an enormous wooden door with the symbol for Weldsbane etched in the center.

My mate bond mark burned, throbbing on my wrist. Did Tempest’s do the same? Perhaps she was claiming Lydel’s core this very instant. I wished her well.

Even more, I wished I could remember what we’d lost.

“What ye seek hides behind this door,” Cristalon said. “Do not give in no matter how torturous you might find this. And remain strong, knowing that right will always overcome evil.”

I gave him a bow. “Thank you.”

“Ye have what is needed. Ye always have. Remember this if nothing else.” His thick lips curled up before smoothing, and with a nod, he strode past me, heading back up to the cavern, taking the lantern with him.

I did have what was needed. I always had. This I knew in the depths of my heart.

I placed my hand on the symbol faintly glowing in the center of the door, and a click resounded.

With the groan of a waking beast, the door eased inward.
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“Reyla,” I gasped, rising and backing away until my head hit the wooden closet shelves, creating a bang. “You’re awake.”

“Why are you here?” Her eyes held the sharp edge of disappointment I deserved. “That’s my bag you’re holding in your hand.”

I looked down and dropped it. It clunked on the floor, and something rattled inside. “I’m sorry.”

She yawned and rubbed her face. “What are you looking for?”

I couldn’t lie to my friend, not about something like this. “When we stayed overnight in the village, I saw something inside your bag.”

“What in particular?”

“Ember’s Shadow. I swear it was there.”

“And you want to take it from me.” Her muffled groan rang out. “Why not just ask me for it instead of sneaking in here when I’m worn out and trying to sleep and . . .” Her mouth twisted into a harsh line, her eyes narrowing with irritation. “That’s right. You did ask about it on the way to the inn. I told you I didn’t have it, which means I don’t.”

Blinking slowly, she yawned again and swiped her fingers across her eyes. My poor friend was worn out from stress and travel, and I was keeping her up about something I could’ve asked for during the light of day.

Her eyes lifted, locking on the far wall, and for one moment, cold fear forced its way through me. Was the ether trying to steal her from me again? We knew nothing about what might happen to those who’d been brought back.

“Are you alright?”

Her blurry gaze drifted to me. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

I shook off my fear like a chall tossing rainwater from its silky fur. “I’ll take a quick look in your bag and then I’ll leave you to go back to sleep.”

“Jeez, Tempest. It’s me you’re talking to.” Her heavy sigh seemed to bleed away all her energy. “We’ve been friends from the moment we met years ago. We watched out for each other. Made sure the other was protected from bullies and even from unruly dragons whenever we could. And now you come here in secret . . . I told you I don’t have it. Do you think I’d lie about something like that?”

Not really. Madrood had handed me a weapon, and I’d been slashing it around, hoping it would gouge the betrayer, but in the process, I was slowly pushing my friends away.

“You’re right. I’m sorry,” I said again, striding to the door. “Please forgive me.”

I turned sideways to slip past her, but she grabbed my arm before I could leave. I could flit. I should flit. But doing that felt as slimy as me sneaking inside her room to look for something she denied having.

Shadows drifted across her face. “In all honesty, I haven’t opened that bag since you handed it to me back at Bledmire except to tug out the clothing I stuffed into the top. The bottom holds mementoes from . . . You know.” Pain soaked her voice. “Things Kinart gave me. Memories. Touching them will only make my heart feel like it’s been ripped from my chest and sliced to pieces again. He’s gone. I know that, but I still feel him all the time. I loved him more than myself. He was so much better than me.”

“I’m so sorry, but that’s not true.” I tugged her into my arms, and we hugged like we hadn’t for too long. “You’re amazing. Do you think he would’ve loved you if you weren’t? Do you think I wouldn’t?”

She shrugged, tears torturing their way down her cheeks.

“You’re much stronger than me.” Raw emotions brought out a croak in my voice. “Look at you. You lost the man you loved more than life itself, but you keep going. I don’t know if I have the heart to do it myself.”

She leaned back and cupped my face, lifting it to make my eyes meet hers. “Vexxion will come back to you. I know this. I’m not sure how, but I do.” Creases networked her face, and she seemed to stare inward. “I feel like there’s a mist or a film between his overwhelming love for you and the part of his mind that needs it. All we need to do is drive the mist aside, and it’ll blaze across his soul like it did from the moment he met you.”

“He barely touches me. He told me not to speak to him in his mind.” That hurt as much as the coldness sharpening his gaze whenever he looked my way.

Her lips quirked up, and she sniffed back her tears. “You two can talk to each other in your minds?”

I lifted my wrist, showing her the mark. “Fated mates can, but I feel farther away from him now than when we shared our first kiss.”

She stared down at her own wrist devoid of a marking binding her to Kinart before placing her palm on her chest. “I don’t need something like that to prove he was worthy of my love, but it would’ve been wonderful if we’d had it.”

Lesser fae—Nullens—didn’t appear to form the same bonds, but she couldn’t have loved him any harder, and he couldn’t have loved her more. They were fated for each other even if it wasn’t the bond Vexxion and I had formed from the moment we met.

“Give Vexxion the time he needs to find a way past that mist or whatever might be holding him back,” she said. “He’ll love you again.”

“He won’t let me in. He told me not to use magic on him. I don’t know how to help him and it’s tearing me apart.”

“I’m sorry.” She hugged me again before stepping back. “But as long as he’s alive, you have hope. Cling to that.”

I had so much more than her.

“Don’t let doubts jump in to rip away at what you two still have,” she added.

“I’m trying.”

“You’re strong.” She gripped my upper arms tight. “No matter what this world is determined to send your way, you can face it. Not only that, but you also can defeat it. And by then, Vexxion will be standing by your side. I know this.”

“Thank you for always being here for me.”

“You dragged me out of that wasteland where I would’ve wandered until my body gave out. You’re talking to me about the book and not making accusations. Nothing will ever tear our friendship apart. Trust in that too.” Her gaze flipped to her pack slouching on the floor. “Look inside,” she said simply. “Then you’ll know I was honest with you from the start. This is me, Tempest. Reyla. Your best friend forever. I’d never keep something like this from you.”

Even when she and Kinart were together, she hadn’t wanted to replace me with him. She’d said more than ten times that I was just as important to her as him. I hadn’t needed to hear her say it because I felt it.

“I don’t need to look,” I said. “I trust you. If you say it’s not there, it isn’t.”

“I told you I haven’t looked inside in forever. Maybe it is there. Magic stole it from your room. We’d be foolish to think magic might not place it back inside my bag.”

“If it did, then that very magic—the fates, if we want to give it a name—might want you to read it, not me. Maybe I’ve learned all I could from it. There were passages I can’t remember, and I suspect the book is blocking them from my mind.”

She stepped away from me. “The fates be damned.”

A chill shot through me, though I couldn’t name why.

“I’ve given up trusting the fates to protect me or to do what’s right. If they weren’t so busy trying to manipulate us, they would’ve watched out for Kinart.”

Why had he died in that cave?

The image of Iasar roaring above Vexxion while he held out a handful of bone coins scraped through my mind.

Everything was tied together.

But how?

I shook my head to scatter the thought. I could dwell on it later.

Reyla walked over to the bag, but instead of lifting it, she clutched a shelf and rubbed her face, her body wavering. “Why am I so sleepy?”

“It’s late. We’ve been through a lot.”

“Nothing worse than what we dealt with back at the fortress. Fighting dregs all the time. Training unruly dragons in between. Kinart . . .” Her voice broke and tears shimmered in her eyes again. “I’ll go to bed soon. And eventually, I’ll get ahead of this.” She grabbed the bag and walked slowly past me, out into the living area where she dropped onto the sofa and patted the cushion beside her. “Sit. We’re going to look in the bag. I know you want to.”

I settled beside her, squirming. “You don’t have to do this.”

“At this point, I want to know. If it’s not there, then what did you see that you thought could be the book? I won’t pull out the things Kinart gave me. I’m not ready for that yet. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”

“Alright.” I reached over and finished untying the clasp. The fabric parted without a sound and Reyla leaned close, snuggling into my side as she peered into the opening along with me.

We both gasped.

Ember’s Shadow nestled among her clothing.

“I . . . I don’t understand.” Her confused gaze met mine. “It wasn’t there. I swear it.” More tears welled in her eyes. “I’m sure you think I was lying to you, that I took it and hid it there, but I didn’t.”

“I believe you. Magic. The fates. Remember?”

“They’re manipulating us, and they don’t care if we can’t put ourselves back together again once this is over.”

“Which is why we’re not going to rely on them to do it. We’ll do it for ourselves.”

She nodded, but I was sure she didn’t believe me. She’d lost Kinart and there would be no healing from that.

She tugged the book out of the bag and held it toward me. “Take it. You need it.”

“I have a feeling if I do, the moment I set it down somewhere, it’ll disappear again.” I nudged it back her way. “Keep it. I might borrow it later, but I suspect you’re the one who needs it now.”

“You’re the hero on this journey, not me.”

“You’re my friend. We’re closer than sisters and always will be. I need you with me when I fight, and I’ll need you with me once this is over. As for being a hero, a friend,” assuming a pixie could be anyone’s friend, “once said, the whisper of a bond from even the tiniest of creatures may one day summon the roar of a guardian beast. That’s you, Reyla.”

Her snort rang, pushing away her tears. “A beast, huh?”

My friend was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She was anything but beastly. “You have the heart of a beast.”

“I’m not sure that’s any better.”

At least she was pushing for a smile. Seeing her crying broke something inside me.

“You’re strong. You’ll get through this and emerge on the other side brand new.” My friend was more powerful than she realized, and I didn’t only mean magically. Her heart was her hidden strength, and I hoped one day, she’d be able to step into a new life with someone new. Above everything else, Kinart would want her to be happy.

“When you want the book, let me know.” Her low laugh rang out. “Don’t sneak in. Boldly tell me to hand it over and I will.”

“Alright.”

“Would you have stolen it, or would you have grabbed it, strode over to me and told me you were taking it?”

“The latter,” I admitted in a soft voice. “I don’t think I could’ve stolen it from you.”

“There may come a time when you need to steal.”

“And that’s when I’ll do it.”

That time was coming quickly. I could feel it creeping across my bones on jagged claws.

We sat on the sofa in front of the crackling fire, bookends on the comfortable cushions, facing each other with our legs hitched up beneath us.

Leaning forward, Reyla laid the book on my lap. “See what it wants to tell you. It must have something to say if it revealed itself to you.”

“You think the book is magic.”

“Every time I opened it, it showed me something new.” Covering a yawn with her hand, she nudged the thick tome. “Go on. You know you want to read it.”

“I can do this another time. You’re tired.” This journey was taking a toll on my friends, not only me.

“I can sleep later. Read, Tempest,” she said with a smiling growl.

Alright. Excitement coiled inside me. Tonight, I might discover more clues that would help me end this horror. Where to start? I stared down at the cover before finally opening the book and was momentarily speechless. “There’s no title page.”

“Really?” She scooted closer, slumping against the cushions on her side. Her eyes slid closed before she propped them open again.

I’d make this quick.

I pawed to the next page and the one after that, flipping through the entire book

I found only blank pages.
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Shock washed over me, and I lifted my head. “It doesn’t want me to read.”

“That makes no sense.” Sucking in a breath and releasing it, Reyla took the book from me and scooted back to lean against the armrest, flopping the book onto her legs outstretched between us. When she opened it, utter bewilderment crossed her face. “It’s . . . I can read it.” Blinking fast, she scrolled to the beginning and ran her finger down the page. “Everything’s here, just like it was the last time I looked at it.”

From where I sat, the pages remained blank.

“Do you think . . .” A look of puzzlement settled on her face, her mouth turning down.

“That it doesn’t want me to read? Yeah. Yet it seems happy to let you scroll, though.”

She bit down on her lower lip, and tipped her head back against the armrest, lost in thought. “Why?”

I shrugged. “Maybe because it only wants to reveal things you need to see.”

Her lips curled up in a sly smile, and for a ghost of a moment, she perked up. “So tell me what you want me to know.”

Clever.

There were so many things I needed to understand. Where to start? If the book caught on to what we were doing, it may go blank for her. Which was most important? Bone coins. The Lieges. The Blade of Alessa. I wanted to know everything, but I had to prioritize just in case. “Anything about the powerless?”

Yawning again, she flipped to the chapter and grunted. “It’s a short chapter, only a few lines.”

Had it caught on to what we were doing? Damn thing. “Tell me what it says.”

Her voice lifted as she read. “The powerless will center the balance between those behind the veil and the lesser fae on the main continent.”

“Does it call the lesser fae Nullens?”

Her finger traced along the next line as she read. “Yes. The lesser fae rejected their magic and will call themselves Nullens.”

One thing confirmed, assuming we could trust the book. “Anything else?”

She held up her finger but continued reading. “Trust their guardians to protect them.”

“Guardians?”

“The Eratis are the key.” Her shoulders curled forward, and she flopped sideways, landing on the cushion. “That’s it. That’s all it says.”

“Eratis . . . Eratis.” My skin prickled. “Iasar and Amronth are the last Eratis dragons.”

“The dragons you freed from the door.”

“When Delaine tried to kill me, Iasar came to my defense. He shot blue flames at the Lieges, but while the flames held them back, it didn’t appear to hurt them.”

“Because they can’t hurt those they protect?” she asked, her eyelids sliding closed before popping open again.

Maybe. I grumbled, wishing the book told us more. Why did everything have to be teased out of the fates? I was convinced they were involved with this. Were they watching, chuckling with glee as I floundered around trying to figure this out before Ivenrail killed us?

Reyla had dozed off but jerked awake again.

“You need to go to bed,” I said.

“Later. Promise.”

I could grumble, but I wasn’t going to get anything from that book tonight without her. “Bone coins.”

She scrolled to the chapter, finding it blank. “I think you’re right. It doesn’t want me to read anything from that section to you.”

Hardly surprising. “How about the Blade of Alessa?”

After looking it up in the table of contents, she flipped to that chapter. “Yay. Well, there are more than a few lines. Let me read.” Her soft voice drifted through the room.

The blade was ancient, a lost object from the fae past.

Only one person could wield it, the one with the will of a true hero. I’d read that before. Who would wield it; me or one of my friends?

Seek it in your time of need. Yup, I was seeking it. More or less. It wasn’t like I’d stumbled onto a trail leading to it.

“The blade can fulfill the will of the cursed heart,” she said, her head tilting. “Cursed heart?”

“That’s vague. It could mean Vexxion, who seems to have a cursed heart.”

“Or me since I lost Kinart. You could say my heart is cursed.”

“Or me,” I said. “Maybe I’m cursed to love Vexxion forever while he likes me one moment, then rejects me the next.”

Reaching out, she rubbed my arm. “He loves you. Never doubt that. It won’t end like this.”

But would it? We could be dead within a month. We might never find our way back to each other.

I couldn’t imagine stepping forward into a life alone after this was over. Stark emptiness would hollow out my heart until I was nothing but a shell aching for his love. Reyla wondered how she could go on without Kinart, and I feared I faced something similar. I hadn’t lost Vexxion to death, but I felt I’d still lost him.

“There’s only a little more in this chapter.” Reyla looked down at the book. “Deeper still lies the hidden breach; through a sapphire canopy beyond Nullen reach.” Her gaze met mine. “What does that mean?”

“It’s part of the riddle the Eratis dragons gave me.” I recited it to her, hoping she’d have insight. “A blade will be forged in light, torn away from thorn’s blight, and veiled beneath the gaze of eternal right.” The phrasing had repeated itself in my mind when I stared into the flying dreg’s eyes. Did the powerless play a role in this?

“Are we assuming that’s referring to the Blade of Alessa?” she asked, resting her tired head against the cushions.

“I suspect this is the only blade that can kill Ivenrail.”

“The fates are a pain in the ass.”

I snorted, grateful all over again to have my friend back. “They sure are.”

“Why not just lay it out for us?”

“They could want us to maintain free will.”

“What kind of free will sets you on a course to kill the person who’s determined to destroy our world? That’s a lot to drop onto anyone’s shoulders.”

“I’ll do what I need to.” In that, my resolve remained strong.

“Finally, revenge for murdering Kinart and so many others. I hope I’m there to see you drive this mythical blade into his chest.”

I hoped she was well away from the area, where she’d be safe, but I understood. If Ivenrail killed Vexxion, I’d want to slash the blade across his throat myself.

“Thorns,” she said. “They seem to play a role in a lot of this. Your mother cursed this island to protect it, covering it with thorns.” Her head tilted. “Do you think the blade is on Lydel Island?”

“If it is, it better reveal itself soon. The next lines say, where no foot treads and no eye shall see, guarded by silence, as if held within trees.”

“I imagine when the time comes, the fates will reveal details that’ll send you skipping down a pretty path where you’ll find the blade. Within trees, whatever that means.”

“I doubt this is going to be easy.”

“Nothing ever is. Is there more to the riddle?”

“Split between realms where the horizon meets the world beyond, half 'neath stars where dreams unspoken are drawn. It waits where a blood-red sun does sink. In dawn’s embrace—it's there you must seek.”

“This has to refer to where you’ll find the blade. Dawn. Morning. On the west, since that’s where the sun sinks.”

We both shrugged.

“Seek a land with a lady unjustly dethron’d,” I recited. “One you will find while chasing down the crow in silvery flames.”

“Your mother. Lydel. Drask was in the lead when we flew over the island.”

She’d figured that out so fast.

“Is that it?” she asked.

“Deeper still lies the hidden breach. Through a sapphire canopy beyond Nullen reach. As good gives way to blight and between two souls bathed in evil’s forgotten light—”

“We’re facing that right now.” She frowned down at her hands flopped on the top of the open book. “The two souls must be you and Vexxion.”

“I think so too. There’s only a little bit more.” I sucked in a breath and spit out the rest. “Whispers will reveal what shadows keep. To lose all hope or dare to take the leap. When nature bends and true love speaks with all its might; Only then will justice end this bitter blight.”

She thought about this part for a long while, her eyes closed as she leaned against the sofa. For a moment, I thought she’d fallen asleep again, but then she spoke.

“When the time’s right, you’ll understand. That’s how I interpret the whispers line. The second must mean you’ll face a challenge. Nothing new there. No idea what bending nature means, but I assume the rest is more about you and Vexxion needing to face the final battle together to end the bitter blight. That’s Ivenrail for sure; a bitter blight. No more?”

“That’s it.”

“It’s much too vague.” She glanced down at the book. “What else would you like me to try to read?”

“Nothing.” I rubbed her arm. “Sleep. We can dig into it tomorrow.”

Her slow nod jerked her head up and down. “I’ll keep it in my pack, and you can take it any time. It’ll be inside the closet.” She leaned back against the cushions and her eyes slid closed before she snapped them open again.

I slid off the sofa. “Go to bed. Sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“You’re claiming your court’s core tomorrow. I mean swallowing it.” Her head tilted and she studied my face. “What do you think that means?”

“I’m going to find out.”

“Yeah.” She got up and her body swayed. I latched onto her, holding her steady. She really was tired. So was I. All of us were.

And we’d barely gotten started.

“Watch out for yourself tomorrow,” she said softly, her eyes locking on mine.

“I will.”

“Good.” She eased past me, and I followed. I stayed behind her until she’d climbed into bed, where I tugged the blankets up to her throat.

“A kiss on the cheek, Mother?” she whispered, her eyes already closed and a sweet smile on her face.

I leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Sleep well, Reyla.”

“You too, Tempest.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I swore she’d drifted off before I left the room.

Rather than flitting, I crept through the halls. There’d be little sleep for me tonight. I had too much to do and not enough time to get it all done.

Brodine was leaning against the wall outside my door.

“Hey,” I said as I approached him.

He turned, and relief spilled onto his face. “I knocked, but you didn’t answer, and I was worried. No way you could’ve slept through my banging.” His cheeks pinkened. “I figured you’d left, that you had something to do. I decided to wait.” He strode over to me, and we paused beside the railing. “Are you alright? You look sad.”

“I’m fine.” No, but I was keeping most of my mourning to myself.

“If you need to talk or just sit and stare at the fire, I’ll sit with you. I won’t chatter or make you share if you don’t want to. I just want to be your friend.” He sounded so earnest that my heart cracked wide open.

“Thank you.” What I had to do needed to be done alone.

“I wanted to tell you that. I know I . . .” His swallow worked its way down his throat. “I want our friendship more than anything. It means the world to me. I won’t push for anything else.”

“I appreciate it.”

His nod jerked out. “Remember that. Any time you want to talk or take a walk or make cookies or something, I hope you’ll come to me.”

“You know I can’t bake.”

“Doesn’t mean you can’t make cookies. I’d still eat them. I need what we had before; it’s worth everything to me.”

I gave him a hug, grateful to have this friend back as well. With my family around me, parts of my life shone better than they ever had before. I let myself fall back into the wonderful feeling.

We pulled apart, and he rubbed my arm.

“Any time,” he said softly.

“Thanks.”

He shifted around me and strode down the hall and after sending a wave my way, he started down the stairs.

Something drifted across the landing below him, catching my eye. A wisp of a tattered robe? Nah. It couldn’t be.

Leaning over the rail, I frowned, studying the area, but whatever I’d seen wasn’t there any longer. Brodine swept through that section and strode down the hall below this one, disappearing from view.

With a shake of my head, I entered my room, locking the door behind me. I waited to make sure Brodine was truly gone before striding into the room. What should I do first?

The most frightening thing on my agenda, of course.

Before I lost my nerve, I gathered power and flitted to Ivenrail’s sitting area. My heartbeat slammed in my throat as I peered around.

My eyes and body were drawn to the Wraithweave board. What would I find this time? I doubted anyone was playing this game, not moving pieces from one position to another. The fates were running things now, and this deadly game was mirrored by me and my friends.

The master, his enforcer, and his defenders had moved to the portion of Lydel under his control, and they faced the island. Did this mean Ivenrail and Kerune were about to attack? I needed to finish here and return to my court. Free my army and stand ready to defend what was right and good.

The high lady now stood on Lydel Island with her defenders by her side. Even the dragon was there with her, though he’d moved to the eastern shore. Seeking other dragons to join our force? It must be.

Only one of the master’s pieces remained at Bledmire.

The white high lady’s defender stood not far from her, facing her way. For the first time, I dared to touch, lifting it and staring at the blank, smooth object. The color could mean everything and nothing.

“Who are you?” I whispered.

“That’s a good question.”

I spun to find High Advisor Adwarin sitting on the throne. “I knew you’d come here tonight.”

Could he see the future?

A flick of his finger, and I was flung into the wooden chair in front of the fireplace. Vines snapped out from the floor to pin me in place.

I drew magic and blazed it across the vines but unlike in the past, they didn’t burn. They tightened to dig into my skin.

My cry of pain shot up my throat, but I bit it back.

High Advisor Adwarin flitted to stand in front of me, leaning so close his sour breath coated my features.

“So nice of you to return.” His slick smile grew. “You owe me for two daughters, Tempest, and I’m calling my price due.”

The pad of his thumb smacked against my forehead.
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Istepped inside a vast cavern, finding myself at the top of spiraling slopes descending on each side. They plunged away, coiling around the outer part of the cavern until they spilled out at the base.

Mosaics in patterns like those at the Claiming covered the floor far below. And in the center, a small stone spire stood, gleaming bright green in the low lights. Pabrilleen. An object small and almost delicate appearing, though it was hard to tell from up here, glowed where it rested on the top of the spire. Was that all that was left of my court’s core power?

My goal. My salvation.

My destiny.

I started down the right slope, winding my way around the outside of the room, slowly making my way to the bottom. The air hung thick with the damp scent of fresh-turned earth. Shadows danced on jagged walls, and the floor underfoot shifted beneath me. Small rocks tumbled over the side to fall, fall, until they hit and shattered like glass on the tile. Heavy silence pressed against my eardrums, making them throb.

I reached for a weapon on my side that was not there, reminding myself that I’d left them behind. None were allowed in this precious place, and I’d find no threat here. Still, I couldn’t contain my breathing, and my heart roared in my throat.

I forced myself to focus, to ground my thoughts in the steadiness of my steps until I reached the bottom and strode out onto the flat surface making up the base of the enormous cave. A worn path narrowed ahead, funneling me toward the center where the spire beckoned like a distant star. The closer I got, the more I could see the intricate designs carved into its surface—symbols of ancient power, of my ancestor’s legacy.

Whispers began to drift through the air, not from any living being but from the very walls of the cavern. Of those who’d come here before me. They spoke in voices older than memory, riddle-like phrases that twisted around inside my mind.

Worthy, one seemed to say.

Not yet, another barked.

Their voices jumbled together, coming at me at a furious pace.

He must prove he has the right to this.

He cannot do so.

It’s too late for him and for us.

For everyone.

I paused, understanding that this might be the challenge, that I might not be expected to show a force of might, but one of spirit. And though I held no weapon in my hand, I steeled myself, ready to slash through whatever trial lay ahead.

“It’s not too late,” I hissed. Never. “I’ll show you.”

Show you. Show you. My words ricochetted to the walls and bounced back, coming at me with more force than I’d sent them. I staggered against the gust they traveled on, but reminded myself I could do this. I’d survived Ivenrail. Uncle Camus. The loss of my feelings for the only woman I’d ever love.

I would not only get through this, but I would also emerge from this cavern stronger than when I arrived. If my mother could remain silent through endless torture, I could do what I must to reclaim my court’s power. Then I’d use it to destroy those who sought to steal it from me.

I continued, each deliberate step bringing me closer to the spire and the core power it protected. What was left of it, that is. What hadn’t been stolen.

Stolen . . . The word echoed around me, gouging me, and I sensed the gouging rage of those here with me. Were they angry with me for allowing part of the core to be taken? I was too young to protect it, I wanted to shout. Not strong enough to fight him.

Not strong. The words blasted across me, making me shudder.

As I got closer to the spire, the whispers grew louder, their harsh messages intertwining with the furious beat of my heart. The air thickened with almost palpable energy, compressing my skin, urging me to turn back even as it drove me forward.

A sudden movement caught my eye.

In the periphery of my vision, a shadow drifted across the cavern wall, too swift and silent to be a mere trick of the light. My breath caught, and I stopped mid-step, my eyes darting to pinpoint the source. There, nestled among the jagged rocks, a pair of eyes gleamed back at me—feral, probing, and filled with an unsettling cleverness.

I blinked as a beast with thick white hair tinged with gray, a hunched posture, and claws longer than my forearms strode into the light.

It lurched toward me and rose, expanding into a huge, pulsating mass that loomed far above me.
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No. Never again. Never now.

Pinned to the chair by torturous vines, I glared up at High Advisor Adwarin. He gasped, and his eyelids fluttered before sliding closed as he kept his thumb pressed against my forehead. He yanked on my power, at what made me who I was and who I would one day be.

He wanted to steal my future.

This, I would not allow.

I sucked power up from my well, from that place far below, where light never reached.

Where something waited.

Terror? Evil?

No.

It was me.

I gathered it up and bunched it together, adding to it while he continued to suck away at the top of my well, guzzling it down like a beast at the throat of its prey.

His eyes opened, meeting mine, and his smile was so treacherous, it made everything inside me quake.

“No,” I whispered, then louder. “No.” I didn’t shout. There was no need to, because . . .

. . . I was the one in control here.

A touch of fear cratered his face, and his eyes blazed with the realization of what I’d just discovered.

“No more,” I said. “Nevermore.”

He reeled away from me, his arms flinging upward, a bleat of terror erupting from his throat.

I hurtled my power at him, and it scorched across the floor in white-hot fury.

Tracking him.

Finding him.

His guttural cry jerked out of him as my power sliced up the front of his body. When it reached his chest, it turned inward, gouging all the way through to his spine. I swore I heard it crackle as he toppled backward, dead before he hit the floor.

“Release me,” I snarled, and the vines retreated, snapping away and cowering as they slithered back into the tile by my feet. They whimpered apologies as if commanded by a master. With a feral grin, I rose and sedately walked over to stand over the high advisor’s carcass.

“Come now,” I whispered. “Don’t you have something to say about what I just did?” I cocked my head as if listening, but he was past speaking or harming anyone else again. My shrill laugh rang out until I banked it. Stunned it. “I didn’t think so.”

One blast of power turned him to a pile of ashes.

I did not need to make a dragon do something like that for me.

I pivoted and strode across the room and up to Ivenrail’s cracked-open bedroom door. My hand did not shake as I eased the panel open, and my legs didn’t quiver as I stepped inside and closed the door gently behind me.

At my command, a cloth sack appeared in my hand.

I turned left and quickly made my way around the darkened room. I didn’t generate light, because none was needed. I knew what I’d come for, and I took it.

I gently placed the twisted, thorn-adorned crown inside my bag. No more would he smirk as he stared at something belonging to Lydel.

The fairy still twitched where she’d been pinned to the wax, and with a gentle tug, I drew out the tiny spear, tossing it aside. I closed my eyes and held my hand over her as she lay there, stunned and gasping for breath.

A burst of my power healed her.

She rose to her feet, barely taller than my index finger, and she looked up at me in wonder.

Blessed, she whispered in my mind. I will not forget. Look, and you will finally see. We all perch on the cusp and can fall either way. I know you will choose wisely when you, too, stand on the edge of the blade.

A blink, and she disappeared.

I placed the whispering shards of broken mirror inside my bag. I’d decide what to do with them later.

On to the tapestry. Pausing, I stared at it—memorized it—though I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t part of the deal I’d made with the Liege. But then, neither were the things I’d already taken and freed. The king and queen’s gazes met mine, and I sunk into their crystal-studded eyes, looking back and forth between them, hoping they could tell me everything I needed to know. But when wind rustled through my mind, growing in volume to howl in terror, I jerked myself back and wrenched my gaze away from them. I sensed whatever they needed could not be delivered now, if ever.

As I rounded the bed, I didn’t peer past the heavy drapes clinging to the four posts and draping partway across each side.

There’s nothing in that bed for you, someone whispered in my mind.

Who is this? I asked, but only silence answered.

I stopped in front of the finger bones spiking up inside each of the wooden segments. Like Triisa had promised, it appeared that all nine remained. Those I’d taken had guided me onto new paths, and there was no returning them now.

With a heavy swallow, I left them. Triisa also told me not to take more, and they weren’t part of my plan.

A clear urn sat on the floor, capped with a broad, simple cork. Since I’d missed it the last time I was here, I stooped down to study it, finding it nearly full of small round discs. I leaned closer, squinting in the dim light, trying to see what nestled inside.

Bone coins. Thousands of them piled within the urn as if Ivenrail collected these trophies as well.

Not interested in touching them, I straightened and continued around the room.

The globes hung in the corner, lightly swaying as if the pulsations of the hearts inside each generated enough motion to make them twitch. A grisly display, they were my main reason for coming here.

Bring me the hearts, the Liege had said. Swear you will, and I’ll give you the collar.

I would’ve done anything for that collar, and he knew it.

With infinite care, I unhooked each globe, dangling them from their string as I carefully lowered them one by one into my bag. The last one clinked when it touched the others, and the sharp tinkle resounded in the room.

I shuddered, my heart slamming against the bony wall of my ribs.

“Come to visit, have you?” someone croaked behind me.

Spinning, I gaped as Ivenrail uncoiled himself from his bedding like a serpent slithering from its nest, its head arching back, and its rapturous, lulling gaze locked on mine. Just like a serpent, he would jerk back to strike.

A flick of his finger froze me in place.

I couldn’t breathe.

I could barely think.

My heart thudded once.

And then no more.
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Ivenrail strolled over to me wearing only thin sleep pants and a sneer.

“You’re pitiful. And you think you’re going to kill me?” He tipped back his head and cackled. “You can’t even breathe.”

But I could . . .

. . . I flitted from his bedroom and landed hard inside the front parlor of Lydel Court.

With his roar of rage blasting through my mind, I dropped onto the sofa in front of the cold fireplace.

A smile lit up my face.

I dropped the bag onto my lap. My pulse raced, but my eyes were heavy, eager to drag me down and trundle me off to sleep. But I still had more to do tonight.

Layla and Zayde walked into the room, and they obviously didn’t see me because he lifted her and pressed her against the wall and started kissing her, his hands roaming her body. The sword hanging on the wall above them rattled.

I cleared my throat.

Zayde lifted his head, and it snapped in my direction, his wild gaze softening when he saw me sitting on the sofa.

“You’re back,” I said, rising. I kept a tight grip on the bag and wouldn’t release it until I’d found a secure place to hide it, assuming such a place existed even within a court still encased in the remnants of a curse.

“Yes.” Zayde lowered Layla to her feet.

She smoothed her gown and gave me a smile so joyful it made my heart spasm. Love used to make me feel that way too, but something had stolen it away. She crossed the room and gave me a hug.

“Is everything alright?” she asked.

“Vexxion went to Weldsbane to swallow his core. I’m going after mine in the morning.” A chill of trepidation shot through me. What if I wasn’t successful?

Back in Ivenrail’s bedroom, I should’ve struggled, found a way to break the spell he’d cast over me. Then I could’ve ripped his head from his throat and blasted him with power before turning him to ashes, like I’d done with the high advisor.

A wasted opportunity? Something inside me told me no, and it said that while the time was coming where I’d be given a final chance to act, that time was not now.

“He’s not back yet?” Layla’s smile fell. She took my hand and tugged me down to sit with her on the sofa, placing her arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry. Does he . . .”

“No. Not yet.” And I worried he’d never remember. I shoved aside my endless mourning and lifted my eyebrows Zayde’s way.

He took a chair across from us, his indulgent gaze focused on Layla.

“What does the high lord of Riftflame have to say?” I asked.

“That he’ll consider our offer.”

“Only consider it?” I’d hoped they’d return with a definitive answer.

Layla nodded. “At first, he told us to leave, and you could see he was terrified Ivenrail would discover we were there to ask for help.”

“I assume the king placed spies in his court,” I said.

Zayde grunted. “We thought of that and approached him in his private sitting room, waiting until he was alone.”

“How did you keep anyone from seeing you?” He didn’t have threads like Vexxion, since that ability came from his mother, but he must have another way to mask his presence.

“I’ll teach you sometime.”

“Tomorrow?” I asked.

“Didn’t you just say you were going after your court’s core? I imagine that’ll keep you busy enough. After that? We’ll see.”

Alright then. I’d ask Vexxion when he returned or see if I could figure it out myself. “You mentioned my offer of eggs and dragons?”

“I did, and that’s the only reason he’s considering forming an alliance with us. He’s holding on for as long as he can. We overheard that he’d sent an emissary to Evergorne Court, and his emissary recently returned. My uncle didn’t share the information with us, but I verified it’s true. This is big. It could make a huge difference for us as well.”

“Evergorne Court?” I asked, unsure what he meant.

“Three courts rule the continent south of here. They’ve warred for a very long time, and the high lord of Riftflame thought he could gain support by offering allyship to the king of Evergorne who rules the northern part of the continent.”

“If they plan to support Riftflame against Bledmire, then I also need to reach out to Evergorne.”

“You’re right,” Zayde said. “We should send an emissary. This court is the last hold-out on the southern part of our continent. If Lydel Court falls . . .”

“The king won’t stop with Lydel. He’ll keep going, and with flying dregs, he’ll invade Evergorne first.”

“Exactly. If anything, their king will be even more eager to form an alliance with you,” Layla said.

“So back to Riftflame,” I said. “Madrood will be back anytime, and I’ll have definitive news about dragons and eggs we can share with Riftflame.” Imagine if we attacked Ivenrail from the north and the south at the same time. We’d stand a good chance of eliminating the dreg threat, and then I could deal with the king. “If we can have confirmed eggs and dragons, would you be willing to return with a solid offer?”

“Of course,” Zayde said. “On our way back, we stopped at a friend’s manor in former Lydel territory. I took the liberty of sounding him out. If you’re interested, I’ll flit there and ask him to travel to Evergorne to ask for help. He’d make the perfect emissary.” He lowered his voice and peered around as if he was afraid someone might be listening, but the first thing I did when I returned was check our wards, and they remained solid. “He’s still loyal to Lydel.”

“Very good.” I nodded slowly. “I was going to suggest something like that.”

“We need every rider and every fighter we can find,” Zayde said. “If they send flights, it could make all the difference.”

“What do you know about the king of Evergorne?” I asked. Would he be open to an alliance with us in addition to Riftflame?

“He’s young.”

I frowned. “How young?”

“Nearly thirty. As a child, he was crowned king after his father died.”

“A child?”

“He was the only heir.”

“I assume he has advisors, then,” I said.

“I heard his mother plays some role in that, but there must be others.” He blinked slowly, thinking. “I’ll speak with my friend tonight. If I know him, he’ll leave immediately. We can’t wait.”

He was right. Each day could make all the difference.

“How are things coming along with your magic?” I asked Layla.

“Zayde is teaching me all sorts of things,” Layla gushed. “It’s coming easier than I’d hoped, but slower than I’d like. But I’ve perfected my best skill, a spell that allows me to overhear conversation within a certain distance.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “That’s how we found out about his deal with Evergorne.”

“A spell you’ll teach me as soon as I have time,” I said.

“I’ll be glad to,” she said.

“I want to learn that spell too.” Reyla stumbled into the parlor, her staggering pace suggesting she was still half-asleep. She slouched on the chair beside Zayde’s and rubbed her face.

“You look like you need more sleep, not a lesson in magic,” I said.

Her yawn stretched out. “I feel like I’ve slept forever, but I’m still worn out.”

Layla nodded. “I understand. We’ve been through a lot. I can’t wait to go to bed.” Her gaze sought Zayde.

Zayde frowned and got up, walking over to stoop down in front of Reyla, holding out his hands. “If I may?”

She looked at him in sleepy bewilderment but nodded.

He cupped her face gently and tilted it this way and that before leaning close and sniffing her. “Hmm.”

“What’s going on?” Layla asked. She unhooked her arm from my shoulders and leaned forward on the sofa.

“I’m not sure.” His frown remained directed at Reyla. “Did you wander into a patch of willwort?”

Reyla blinked up at him. “I don’t even know what that is.”

“I can’t believe anyone would plant it in the courtyard, but I’ll take a look tomorrow,” he said. “Stay inside until I make sure there’s nothing toxic in the area.”

“What’s willwort?” A thread of unease knotted inside me. I looked from him to my friend.

He sat again. “A weed to some. A potent toxin to others. Few with good intentions grow it. If you brush against it with exposed skin, it’ll make you sleepy. If you drink enough of it, and it’s basically flavorless, it will kill you. It slowly builds in your body until it brings your heart to a stop.”

“Even one of the fae who heals quickly?” Reyla’s gaze sought mine, and I read stark terror there.

“Even the fae,” he said. “My assumption is that some is growing in the courtyard, and you accidentally brushed against it. Did you go outside yesterday?”

That’s right, it was the next day already. Despite all I had to do, I needed more than a short nap if I hoped to stay awake while I went after my court’s core.

“I was in the courtyard,” Reyla said slowly. “The gardens are gorgeous. I picked some flowers for my room. Kinart . . .” She struggled to swallow; her eyes shimmering. “He used to give me flowers, and they made me smile.”

Something she hadn’t done often since he died, but who could blame her?

“I’m sure that’s what happened then,” Zayde said. “I’ll look for it tomorrow and burn it. In between then, get rid of the flowers because I bet there’s willwort among them. Their blossom is bright pink.”

“I did pick pink flowers.” Reyla covered her mouth, stifling another yawn, and leaned back in her chair, her eyelids sliding closed.

“Is there an antidote or a spell that’ll diffuse the toxin?” I asked.

“Yes, but we’ll wait to see if it dissipates on its own, which it will quickly do if she’s no longer exposed to the toxin. The spell is quite complex.”

“Anything else?” I asked, and he shook his head. “Alright, then.” I rose from the sofa. “I need to go lay down.” I nodded Reyla’s way. “You too. I’ll flit you to your room.”

She sighed and got to her feet. “If you say so.”

I walked over to her and held her face again, studying her eyes and her color.

Was this due to willwort?

Or was something else going on with my friend?
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Iflitted to the other side of the room only to have the beast roar from directly behind me. Again, I flitted, jerking myself around the cavern in a macabre dance. The creature must sense where I’d go next because it always waited.

My lungs burned, and my heartbeat stormed in my ears. The beast's eyes locked onto mine, its pupils narrow slits of hot malice. Its low growl reverberated through me, freezing my instinct to run. My legs felt anchored by an unseen force, and the smell of damp fur mixed with rotting soil churned through my sinuses. Each ragged breath I took in tasted like sweat-soaked fear. It clawed up my throat. There was nowhere to go and no way out. I had to reach my court’s core, but I knew the instant I turned my back on the beast, it would attack.

Its muscles coiled, and its spiked tail whipped behind it, smacking against the wall. Time splintered into fragments around me—each beat of my heart stretching thin enough to hold a lifetime of terror.

The beast lunged, and time froze. My breath snagged in my chest, and my muscles locked in dread unlike anything I’d felt since I hung against the dungeon wall, watching Ivenrail gleefully carve my mother to death. My thoughts raced as I thrashed through every possible escape.

Paralysis turned my bones to stone. I couldn't break through the waves of fear bombarding my body. Whatever future I might’ve wished for, one filled with laughter and a love I could almost taste but not quite grasp, vanished. Only the present existed, crashing over me like a wave I couldn’t fight or flee from—pinning me to this moment with vicious glee.

I tightened my body and lifted my head as the beast slithered closer, its putrid breath coating my face and the wickedness in its eyes reaching inside me to latch onto my soul and wring it of all that was good and true. As it sunk deeper, it battered me in relentless waves fueled by the fear surging within me.

This would not, could not be my end.

I would not permit it.

Yet there was no escape. If I was going to claim my court’s core, I had to do it this moment.

No running. No hiding.

Like everything life had slammed my way, I would face this with my spine stiff and my resolve unwavering.

Power roared up my throat, slamming through my veins at a pace faster than the blink of an eye. It surged to my fingers and toes, cauterizing as it flowed.

I latched onto it like the reins connecting me to a herd of wild creatures who surged and bucked in front of me. Sweat drenched my grip, the reins almost slipping. My heart pounded, a furious drum, and instinct screamed at me to let go, to let this herd, this beast, this cavern of my court’s core win.

Bellowing, I tightened my hold, my muscles tensing against the chaotic power. In that moment of raw struggle, my focus narrowed on taming the frenzy before me and inside me and whatever might echo throughout the very world around me.

Tugging on my mind’s reins, I made the mythical creatures slow. Only as I took control did the looming beast falter. It paused, cocking its head, watching me.

Judging me.

The fates knew I had so much left I must pay for.

In that instant, I saw my reflection in the beast, the part of myself I’d despised and struggled to overcome. I’d done horrible things, even if at my core I did them to protect others.

I confronted the darkest parts of myself. While churning through my regret and guilt, I found something unexpected—a glimmer of compassion and kindness I'd overlooked. It was like discovering a hidden strength within myself, a part of me that only now unfolded to shine like a jewel in the light.

A green, pabrilleen stone much like those mined within this very mountain. Like the spire and the pendant I still clutched in my hand.

I sifted through each painful memory, exposing them all, and one truth emerged. Beneath the shame hid a core of kindness I’d forgotten existed.

A revelation hit me. The forgiveness I hadn’t realized I sought needed to be found within me, not from those around me.

It was time to extend grace to myself.

The king had not extinguished the goodness inside me. It blazed as strongly as ever, a fierce blade I could wield with the strength of my inner compassion.

As the beast paused and waited, watching me, I knew why.

My heart swelled, pressing exquisitely against my ribs, and if I didn’t let it free, it would whip back and turn to ashes. Tipping back my head, I stared at nothing and everything, knowing that only one path awaited me, one filled with love.

I. Am. Worthy.

The beast disappeared, and the reins still biting into my palms disintegrated, evaporating from my grip.

A low hum echoed in the room, and light blazed behind me. I turned to face the spire, where thousands of tiny lights swirled within the small dome at the top.

I strode over to it and placed my hands on the cold surface. It sunk into me, both soothing and stabbing.

It soared through me.

The lights splintered the glass and pierced my flesh.

I was dragged into the spire.

A jolt, and I found myself inside the cavern where Iasar had confronted me for stealing a handful of bone coins from Ivenrail’s bedroom. Like before, the dragon’s immense blue form rose above me, his scales shimmering in the cavern's muted light. My pulse hammered in my throat as I stood frozen, my eyes wide with terror mixed with determination. I knew he’d be angry, but I’d come here anyway. I had to show him that I would not betray him even if I had already betrayed Amronth.

I held out the handful of bone coins. “Take them. You know what to do with them.”

“You sssshould’ve left them there, boy,” he hissed, his voice dragging across my skin like a row of needles. “Now you’ve sssset ussss on a coursssse we may never esssscape from.” Tipping back his head and opening his mouth, Iasar unleashed a torrent of blue flames toward the ceiling. It didn't burn but throbbed with an eerie glow filled with magic unlike any I’d experienced before. Old magic. Power lost to time and to all of faerie. This wasn't any ordinary fire. It felt alive and overwhelming, capable of stilling all life in this world or unleashing something that would never be contained in all the others.

My very soul screamed at me to run, yet my legs refused to move as fear fused me to the cold stone beneath my feet.

“I’m sorry,” I said, defeat making my boyish shoulders sag. “I thought this would help.”

“I cannot wield them! Helping issss freeing my mate. Helping issss killing the one who sssstole them.”

“I can’t kill him. You know that.” If he died, so would I, and if I’d taken anything from my time in the dungeon where he’d tortured and killed my mother, it was the knowledge that I needed to survive. Her sacrifice should not be wasted.

I strengthened my resolve to live when she couldn’t.

It was only when I realized I might have to sacrifice myself to save everyone else, that I welcomed the death his would bring me. If I died, others might live.

“I’ll find a way to free Amronth,” I said.

“You can’t.” He shot fire at me, and I stood strong and let it wash over and through me. Chilling me but not touching my inner strength—the only thing keeping me going.

“Give them to the one who can usssse them.” Iasar said.

“Who?”

“When the time issss right, you will know.”

“I’ll do it then. I promise!”

I. Am. Worthy.

Iasar stared past me, through me, before his gaze locked on my form.

“One day, your truth will sssshine,” he hissed before he winked from the room.

I turned while stuffing the bone coins back into my pocket.

Dregs poured into the cavern from every opening. Their hands lifted, and the squish and slither of their oozing bodies jarred across my skull like the dull edge of a blade. Their glowing eyes locked on me.

They’d come for the bone coins, and I had to do all I could to stop them from gouging their meaty hands into my pockets to take them.

My heart stilled as their limbs squelched like enormous slugs, their footsteps plunging against the hard floor as they lurched toward me. The sound gnawed through my nerves, making them snap and recoil.

“Give them back,” one growled. “Ours, not yours.”

The heavy clammer of their bulbous joints ripped up my spine as their eyes pierced through me. Icy dread pooled in my gut. I couldn't tear my eyes away from their relentless advance. I could not make myself leave.

But in the past, I had.

I’d caught one look at them and flitted to Weldsbane, where I’d huddled in my cold bed, my teeth clattering together, the sound of their oozing bodies echoing in my mind.

Why couldn’t I flee them now?

They reached me, and with a guttural cry, I wrenched backward, stumbling over something soft and squishy lying on the floor. I fell to the ground.

“Ours,” they snarled in unison. “Never yours.”

Their thick, oozing hands latched onto me and they—

Again, someone whispered in my mind, and I was sucked away once more.

I found myself in Ivenrail’s dungeon. He stood between me and my mother hanging from the wall by chains, her limp body barely jerking from the endless slash of his blade.

“Where is she?” he snarled. “Tell me. I need her.”

Who was he talking about? I didn’t remember this, but I’d done everything within the power of my frail, child’s body to block that time from my mind, to seal it away where even I couldn’t find it.

My mother hissed, and while I couldn’t see her around his form, I remembered her lifting her head. She spit into his face.

“I’ll . . . never . . . tell you.” Her air gushed out, a wheeze of pain that scraped across the raw, scorched skin on my chest and neck.

“Tell me!” He gouged the blade forward.

She grunted.

I still couldn’t see her, and I sensed I should. But I could feel the stroke of her hand on my brow, the kiss she’d given me each night before bed, her whispered words that I must remember. That I must seek her . . .

In my mind’s eye, her feral smile rose, blistering across the king.

He howled, but he didn’t feel true pain. He was just giving voice to his frustration.

In that instant, she became the beautiful woman who must’ve captured my father’s attention and the adoration of all of Weldsbane. I could picture her dancing with him inside the same ballroom where I’d spun Tempest around, and the sound of her laughter was a precious balm to my tortured soul.

Even then, he’d used her, never loved her. He wasn’t capable of the feeling and that was why his soul remained cracked. It would never heal, and he’d die alone.

“If you don’t tell me, I’ll make him do it for you.” The words clawed their way up Ivenrail’s throat.

“Never,” she snarled, the word bleeding with pain. So much pain that it consumed her.

“Look at him one last time, then.” Defeat did not ring in the king’s voice. No, it was charged with a determined force she could not withstand.

I didn’t blame her for letting her soul seep from her body or for leaving me in this monster’s clutches. She’d done everything she could to protect me, to ensure I knew what I’d have to do in the end.

Ivenrail slashed out with power, and I felt her lift away from the agony and drift across the room. Her fingertips were a mere whisper across my face.

Remember.

The power-charged knife dropped from Ivenrail’s hand, clattering on the stone floor, and he spun, striding toward me with limitless rage burning in his eyes.

I lifted my head, wanting one last look at my mother before I’d drag my gaze away from her and never peer in that direction again.

My mother did not hang from the wall.

Tempest’s bloody carcass did.
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After I flitted Reyla to her room and made sure she went to bed, I flitted to my own room, where I made myself lie down and sleep. I didn’t wake until Aunt Vera stood beside my bed.

“Are you ready?” she asked, giving me an indulgent smile.

I watched her, remembering the bone vision. What had she done to Vexxion?

“I’ll take you to the same place your mother went to claim the court’s core,” she said brightly. “When she died, the core returned to where it has waited for each new generation to swallow it down.”

“Give me a few moments, and I’ll go with you.” A glance at a timepiece showed me I’d only slept five hours, but I felt surprisingly perky.

I washed quickly and dressed in leathers; an outfit that made me feel as if I could survive almost anything.

“Perfect,” she said when I strode back out into the bedroom.

A hint of trepidation crept across my bones, but I stomped it flat. I didn’t have time to let it take over. I’d do better with this if I maintained control.

How far I’d come since I was a simple dragon trainer at the fortress.

“It’s good that you’ll have someone to help,” she said.

“You?”

She shook her head. “I’ll be almost no help at all.” Her nervous titter rang out. “I can’t swim either.”

“Yet here we are, living on an island.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t grow up here, though I visited often.”

“You were raised on the mainland?”

“Yes, in the Lydel summer court. Your parents spent their summers here and the colder months in your court north of here.”

A court annexed by the king. “Is there anything left?”

She clutched my upper arms. “People who are desperate for you to lead them. A manor house that’s quite lovely and in good repair. And wisps of your court’s magic. He overran the territory, but the heart of your court still remains.”

I gave her a pert nod. “It’s time for me to claim it, then.”

“Yes.” Tightening her grip on my arms, she flitted us to a jagged and unyielding shore, the enormous, smooth rocks a testament to the sea’s endless plunder. I shifted my feet on the uneven slabs of stone making up the top of the rocky cliff, barely maintaining my footing between the wind and the rocks slick with spray. Pools of briny water collected in crevices by my feet, where small creatures found refuge. This place felt ancient. It had witnessed countless tides surging and ebbing long before me or my ancestors stood here.

Gusts of salt-tinged wind channeled off the sea, whipping my hair in my face. I quickly secured it in a rough braid.

“I sometimes come here to remind myself of how small I am,” Aunt Vera said, speaking loudly to be heard above the crash of waves below us on the rocky cliff. “It’s both humbling and exhilarating.”

“Amazing,” I breathed. I closed my eyes and sucked in big breaths, shooting them back out while I centered myself in both my magic and me, the lonely orphan from a border fortress who was still trying to find a place to call home. “I’ll do my best.”

“It’s yours, love,” she said, stroking my arm. “You just need to claim it. I wish I could tell you how or what you might expect but know that I believe you can do this. No, I know you’ll triumph over this, not only because you have to in order to save Lydel, but to save yourself.”

I opened my eyes, sucking in the sight of the ocean stretched out before me, a deep blue canvas reminiscent of Vexxion’s sapphire eyes, woven through with shades of green and hints of gray. Far offshore, whitecaps danced fiercely on the waves, their frothy crests catching the early morning sunlight briefly before vanishing. Patches of darker water hinted at enormous depths below, while closer to shore, hues shifted with each swell’s rise and fall. It was alive, moving ceaselessly in its powerful rhythm.

“You’re right,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure she’d hear me over the churn of the sea directly below. “I can do this.” I had to, but even more, I wanted to. Lydel was me, and I was a part of it. No one could steal that from me.

She hugged me, speaking low by my ear. “Come find me when it’s over. Take care. Don’t be afraid. And trust that you will be able to do whatever’s needed.”

We parted, and after one more smile, she flitted back to the manor.

I walked to the edge of the cliff and stopped, staring out at the sea.

A mix of awe and insignificance coursed through me. The endless ocean stretched all the way to the southern continent, though I couldn’t see it from here. The sea held a wild beauty, as if something unseen called from beyond the horizon, whispering secrets only those brave enough could discover.

“What now?” I whispered, then lifted my voice. “Lydel? I’m here for you. I’m yours, and I pray to the fates you want to be mine. Come for me.”

An enormous wave surged up the cliff and engulfed me.
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Swept off the top of the cliff, I was dragged into the deep, churning mass of indigo water. I flailed, kicking my legs and flailing my arms, but I couldn’t tell up from down. For a moment, panic grabbed onto my bones and shook me.

Then I centered myself and stopped moving. I opened my eyes and took in the world around me.

I swore I was drowning and then I wasn’t. I wasn’t necessarily breathing beneath the water so much as not breathing at all. My lungs felt normal, and my heart rate slowed from the furious thunder that had grabbed hold of me when I was swept out to sea to something more normal.

An eerie calm enveloped me, and I stared around, fascinated by this new and stunning landscape. Sunlight filtered through the surface above in dappled patterns, illuminating a hidden world of vivid blues and greens. Kelp swayed gently with the current in this underwater forest, and small fish darted between the spears, glistening silver and gold and every other metallic color imaginable. Farther below, shadows hinted at deeper mysteries I ached to explore. The water was alive with strange creatures clinging to rocks and the edge of the cliff or scuttling across strands of floating vegetation.

Something dark and ominous approached from the open sea, its body undulating through the water. I flapped my arms and looked for a place to hide, but the kelp was too narrow and there were no boulders big enough in sight.

Dark and, I sensed, ancient, it glided toward me with delicate grace, its body as long as a wing in Lydel Manor.

Brown. It was as brown as a rich slab of fessalile wood, and its body held nicks and scars as if it had survived a terrible battle. I recognized its smoothed frame, though I couldn’t remember where I’d seen it. Its enormous wings stretched out away from its body, and I spied a long tail swirling through the water behind it.

When it stretched its mouth wide, its jagged teeth glinted in the murky sunlight, forearm-length things that could rip prey apart.

A water dragon? I’d heard they existed, but living far from the sea, I’d never seen one. They were a part of myths and legends, though I’d read once they could do magic, like the fae.

Its mouth stretched wider; a gaping maw larger than a villager’s house.

I should flee, but I remained in place other than the soft kicks of my legs and the gentle sway of my arms.

I sensed it was coming for me, and I would not be afraid.

Still, my pulse floundered in my throat, and fear stabbed my chest with thick shards of ice. Its sheer size overwhelmed me as each of its slow movements sent water sweeping away in all directions. My world narrowed as its immense form closed in, its eyes gleaming bronze and with unknowable intent.

I would not be afraid. I chanted the words in my mind and told my heart to slow the fuck down.

The creature came closer, and I swore its mouth creaked as it opened even farther.

It engulfed me, swallowing me into darkness.

For a moment, I struck out, hitting the surprisingly squishy walls enclosing me, urging me down, down into the belly of this amazing creature.

Was this it? Would I die here and never see Vexxion again?

Vexxion! I cried out to him in my mind, and it was a sad, sorrowful thing, a sound of mourning and an acceptance of loss.

I scrambled to grab onto my power, but I couldn’t reach it, as if a wall had been erected between me and my well. I clawed at the barrier in my mind, but my fists and nails did nothing to the surface.

Stop it, something deep inside me said, and I stilled, panting in the damp, oppressive darkness.

The creature moved around me, swaying and shivering, taking me down into the depths of the sea. I braced my feet to keep from falling from the tilt, and pressed my palms into the wet, squishy walls around me. Was I stuck in the beast’s throat, or had it shoved me into its belly? It didn’t matter. I was going to see this through. My father had. His mother or father as well. And many more Lydels who came before me had lifted their chins and allowed this to happen.

“It’s time to swallow my court’s core,” I whispered. “Not be swallowed. Can you help me?”

A low hum rang out, the entire creature’s body quivering along with it.

It bottomed out somewhere, and its mouth opened, stretching wide enough that light filtered down to where I stood within the beast’s throat.

Outside this magnificent being, I spied an island with a building crafted from silver. The structure wasn’t large; maybe the size of a home in one of the villages near the fortress containing a living area, a few bedrooms, and an open cooking and dining area. Enough footprint to keep a small family happy.

This building’s roof gleamed gold in the muted sealight.

A trill of music floated to me, and it tugged me forward, up the creature’s neck, through its mouth, and out onto a smooth, pink sandy shore. I took in a half-circle arching above me that held the water back and allowed this tiny world to flourish. Spiky green trees clustered around the solitary building standing in the center of the island about the size of the open courtyard of the fortress where I grew up.

Other than the music lilting through the air, the place pulsed with pure silence, empty of the call of a bird or the shriek of a dragon, let alone the chitter of a small creature.

An oozing sound sent me spinning, and the creature who’d beached itself here slipped back into the water. It floated there. Waiting.

My shocked gasp rang out because standing above it allowed me to see who and what it was.

The carved dragon Vexxion made for me had come to life.

It gurgled, and bubbles rose to the surface above its head, and while the bubbles meant nothing, I sensed it was telling me to go seek the core, not to stand on the shore and gape at its magnificence.

I turned and strode forward, soft sand dragging down each of my steps. For every one, I slid back halfway, and by the time I’d reached the top of the bank and a thick span of grass, my left thigh throbbed, and my breathing raged. I ignored both and started down the narrow, worn path cut through thick grass, taking me toward the silver building.

Time meant nothing here. I sensed this. When this was over, I might emerge to find days had passed or only the blink of an eye.

I reached the building and studied it for a long while. Without guidance, I could only guess what I needed to do next. Go inside? I suspected all of this was a test, and if I didn’t respond as I should, the arch of glass overhead would disappear, and the ocean would plunge down to engulf me. How many of my ancestors had failed this test?

The shadow of fear dwells in darkness, but a whisper of courage will bring the light.

I wasn’t sure why that thought occurred to me now, but I spoke it out loud in a low voice that swirled around me. With each repetition, I climbed one step, my gaze focused on the simple wooden door mounted on the front of the building.

I crossed the open stone platform and stood in front of the door, finding no latch to open it. No place to insert a key. Yet I knew I had to go inside.

“The shadow of fear dwells in darkness, but a whisper of courage will bring the light.” I lifted my voice and shouted, “I am not afraid.”

The door creaked open.
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The body hanging on the wall was not my mother.

And despite the way the image blazed across my mind, it was not Tempest, either.

I knew this, yet I dropped to my knees and cupped my face in my palms. Stark, raving madness roared through me. It would consume me and leave nothing behind except a wisp of a body that could be filled with hatred and molded.

Knowing and believing were two different things, each vying for domination.

Tempest lifted her head, and her tortured gaze met mine. Blood clawed its way down her face in a twisting pattern I couldn’t erase from my mind.

“Whispers will reveal what shadows keep.” Pain gutted her voice. “Remember.”

Remember. . .

“The pleasure is all mine, tiny storm,” I called after her, watching as she rushed from my side, aiming for the fortress aerie. “Just like you soon will be.”

Even then, I could tell that she’d change me for the better. I was frightened and enthralled, and nothing and no one could keep me away.

I was snapped in another direction.

“Elegant,” I said softly, adoring the regal tilt of her head and the strength in her eyes. “Refined.”

Each word I spoke to her echoed around me, and I remembered more. I was flooded with memories of our first kiss, the time I gave into my overwhelming need and laid her gently on the floor of the aerie to give her pleasure. Of dancing in Weldsbane’s ballroom while she smiled up at me with such pure love that it pierced my heart and left me bleeding.

“Lovely. Flawless!”

She was all this and more.

Holding her in a tub while she wept silent tears. Wishing with all my might that I could take on her burdens and carry them for her so she could feel only joy.

Teasing her while teaching her about her endless power, the gift she would one day use to finally bring peace to our world.

Carrying her to our bed and loving her, feeling her emotions wash over me, remaking me anew. Because she loved me, I was worthy.

“Exquisite,” I whispered to her back as she walked away from me at the fortress.

It struck me with a force that shattered my soul. Her loss had carved an unfillable void within me, yet the depth of my love for her strengthened me in ways I’d never imagined. Her profound, pure adoration was imprinted on my every thought and breath.

I would no longer let the world take that away from me.

“To lose all hope or dare to take the leap,” she said as she hung on the wall. “Which will you choose, Vexxion?”

Which, which, which?

In the dungeon of my mind, her body slumped against the wall as life slipped from her.

She wasn’t there. Neither was my mother. This was a path I could’ve chosen but hadn’t.

I wept because the one true path I followed was leading me to the place I belonged.

In Tempest’s arms.

I cried out in agony for what I’d forgotten.

For what had been stolen.

I was worthy of goodness and right.

The words galloped through me, picking up speed.

Of kindness and trust.

Of the love of this woman I was fated to adore for this lifetime and beyond.

Yes.

Magic welled around me, a pulsing mass, a swirl of a mad dance I joined, spinning fast enough to make the cavern walls blur.

I came to a stop, panting in the darkness.

The core of Weldsbane Court called out to me in a sharp cry, the words piercing my skin. My heart. My soul.

“Are you?” it asked in a voice cratered with time unending. “Truly. Are you?”

“I am,” I croaked.

“Tell us then.”

“I. Am. Worthy,” I bellowed, the words echoing around me. They came back to hit me hard. I had to center my feet to maintain my ground.

A guttural cry scraped through the room, that of a monster who could no longer grab what didn’t belong to him.

The core of my court’s power, as beautiful as a sunset, as pure as a child’s soul, as exquisite as the love I felt for Tempest, slammed into me.

And I swallowed it down.
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As the door slipped closed behind me without making a sound, I moved forward into the darkness. My rough breathing echoed in the thin, dry air, and my heartbeat thrummed a steady beat in my ears.

A small glow erupted ahead of me, and I moved toward it, stopping when I reached the polished stone spire almost topped with a small glass dome. Lights flickered within the dome’s depths, as if every star in the sky had been captured and trapped inside.

See. Decide.

The words echoed in the room—in my mind.

I leaned close enough my breath misted across the top of the glass, but I saw nothing but the stars and a world beyond my reach.

Lifting my hands, I held my splayed palms over the dome before I lowered them to cup it much like a loving parent might hold the face of a precious child.

The dome sucked me in.

“Take her,” a woman cried, tugging a small girl—me—out from behind her skirts and pushing me forward. “Hide her. Please.”

Whimpering, I looked up at my mother. “Mama? I’m scared.”

She stroked the top of my head and across my nape. “It’s alright, Brenna. I promise you’ll be safe.”

Brenna. Me. A memory, then.

“I know where to take her,” Aunt Vera said firmly.

“Will she be safe? Tell me, please,” my mother said.

I stared at my mother, seeing her for the very first time as me, the adult who’d believed she was never loved, that she was abandoned. She was pretty, but harsh lines had been etched into her face.

The loss of my father and fear for me and my sister had scarred her.

“I see many things,” Vera said sadly. “Too many that might or might not come true. But there is one path that’s thin and winding. Once stepped upon, it will bring her the joy of a lifetime.”

“Yes,” Mama croaked, tears falling from her eyes, droplets of sorrow for what she must know was coming. “Take her as close as you can to the start of that path.”

Aunt Vera tightened her spine. “First, the mark must be removed.”

Mother gasped but nodded, her tears flowing faster. “How can we hide it? It’s her heritage, the mark that makes her Lydel.” She lifted my dress, exposing my left thigh holding the symbol of Lydel Court. I’d asked about it once and was told I was born with it. All Lydels were.

“He’ll find her as long as she bears it,” Vera said.

“Layla?” I asked, missing my little sister. She always played with me, and we loved to hug. “Where’s my Layla?”

“As safe as she can be, child,” Vera said softly, rubbing my back. “We must do something, little one, and I’m so, so, sorry, but it will hurt and . . .” She looked up at my mother. “It must be done, though this will also mark her for a lifetime. She will bear this with pain and sorrow forever. And once it’s done, we cannot soothe it.”

“Why not?” Mama barked, reeling away from Aunt Vera. “I can’t bear for her to suffer. We must lull her until it fully heals.”

“She needs the pain to strengthen her will.”

“That’s horrible.” Mama stiffened. “My daughter has the will of her father and the strength of her mother. We don’t need to brutalize her to ensure she is molded into the woman she must be.”

“If we don’t let her heal as the fates will, there’s a good chance she won’t choose the right path,” Vera said. “I’m sorry. I’ll do it. I can live with knowing I’ve done such a terrible thing, while you, my lovely niece, will be broken.”

“No,” my mother said. “I’m her mother. She’s my beloved daughter. If anyone must, it will be me who does it.” She stooped down in front of me and held my shoulders, her gaze caressing my face as if this was the last time she’d see me.

It is.

Who’s speaking in my mind? I asked, but only silence greeted me.

“I’m sorry, little one,” my mother said. “If I could take this burden for you, I would. You’re my precious love, my first baby.” She sniffed and lifted my gown. “Lull her. Please. Even a little for this part alone.”

A wave of Vera’s hand, and my mind stilled. As I was swirled away like fine mist on a morning-drenched meadow, pain seared across my left thigh.

Yes? the voice asked.

“What?” I sniffed and rubbed my leg that I’d cursed at least a billion times. Even now, it ached, the pain jerking through the memory of my mother’s face.

Yes?

“Yes what?” I asked.

Could you allow this if it needed to be done?

If this was my child, could I hurt her? Could I hide her away where she had almost no chance of surviving, where she’d feel rejection and sadness, knowing that one day, she’d have to storm forward and make her fury churn across this land to cleanse it?

“Yes,” I whispered, then stronger. “Yes.”

I was pulled down once more.

“You’ll keep her safe.” Vera’s words wretched through the pain swamping my mind.

“She’s sickly,” a big man said, scowling down at me.

I stood before him with blood trickling down my left leg, the pain of my deep wounds washing over me in heavy waves. So heavy, I knew they would drown me. Suck me down where I’d swim in my blood forever.

“Why would I bother with someone who looks like she’ll die?” he asked.

“I’ll watch out for her. Please.” A thin woman stood behind him, dressed in a long skirt and a simple blouse, wringing her hands. “She could work in the fields, Gerald, and then help me around the house. You know I’ve longed for a daughter forever. And she’s pretty.”

“Looks mean nothing when you’re pulling weeds.” With a huff, he stooped down in front of me, latching onto my shoulders and making me meet his gaze. Frowning, he studied my face, and it was clear from his sneer that he found me lacking. “Can you work hard, girl? I don’t allow laziness.”

Why them? I shouted in my mind, but no one replied.

Biting down on my tongue to keep from crying out from the agony jerking through me, I nodded.

“Alright.” He released me and straightened, taking the bag of coins Aunt Vera held out to him, weighing it with a frown. “Not enough.”

“For the time you’ll have her, it will be.” Vera stroked my hair and tilted my chin gently to guide my eyes to hers. “Trust, love. Believe. And remain strong.”

How could I do anything when pain seared through my leg so badly, I wanted to curl into a ball and whimper?

“When the time is right, you’ll know what to do.” Bending down, Vera grabbed my forearms and stared into my eyes. My mind floated and . . .

I pulled away from a gray-haired woman I’d never seen before in my life, yelping when my left thigh burned from the movement.

A blink and the woman I felt I should know, but didn’t, disappeared.

“Well, get to work,” my father said with a heavy sigh. After giving me a lingering look, my mother went inside the rickety house. He took my hand and dragged me around the building and over to a ragged field behind, where he stooped down and pointed at a scruffy plant. “See this? It’s a weed. I want you to pull every one of them from this field. No dinner or rest for you until you do.”

“I will.” My little girl voice wavered, crushed with the tears I didn’t dare release. “I will.”

“What’s your name, girl?” he asked.

Name? I frowned. “I don’t know.”

If he was my father, why didn’t he know it already?

“Alright, then, we’ll find one for you,” he said. “Ask her, and she’ll give you one.”

Tempest. My mama told me my name was Tempest.

“Work, girl.” He turned and strode toward the house.

As I bent forward and started pulling weeds, my leg screamed and blood trickled across my thigh, wicked up by my coarse dress.

Yes? the voice asked.

Could I leave a small, wounded child in a place like this?

Vera could foretell, so . . .

“Yes,” I whispered.

Aunt Vera cast a spell on me to keep me from remembering—to protect me. It had always been about keeping me safe, never about abandoning me to whatever the fates had in store.

I was pulled from this scene and into another.

My father and mother lay bleeding in front of our home while dregs stomped around us.

“Grab her,” a woman dressed in a black tunic and pants cried out shrilly. She landed a fearsome deep green beast nearby and leaped off its back, running toward me with a sword in her hand and blood trickling down her face. “Come with me, child. Please.”

When she stretched out her hand, I took it.

Agony lanced through my thigh as she hurried me to the enormous creature with wings as wide as the building I called home. With a muffled growl, it shot fire at the lumbering creatures who’d just killed Father and the mama who’d stroke my brow until I could fall asleep through the pain in my thigh.

I gaped at the beast. A dragon. Someone I once knew used to ride them but his had dark red scales. He told me one day, he’d let me pick a dragon for myself, that I could be a fearsome rider like him.

I think he did. Maybe it was just a story told by my mama.

The leather-clad woman scooped me up and tossed me onto the furious dragon’s back. I bit back my shriek as agony blasted through my leg. It started bleeding again. Would it ever stop? Father had scolded me for making a mess on the floor. Mother applied salve and told me it would get better.

The dragon rider leaped up behind me and wrapped her arm around my waist. “Hold on, child. You’re safe. I’m sorry about your parents.”

Parents? I frowned but couldn’t remember much about who I was or why I could no longer feel sadness for the poor people lying dead on the ground. The ferocious beasts who’d attacked them were scary. Mama had shoved me behind her, and when the snarling creature slashed out with its claws, she’d cried out and fallen on top of me.

When I crawled out from beneath her, sobbing, this dragon rider flew toward me.

The rider nudged her heels against the dragon’s side and the mighty creature burst from the ground, flapping its wings and soaring above the small village near my home. I didn’t remember visiting it, though I must’ve.

The dragon shot higher into the sky and despite the pain in my leg, I gazed about wildly as the wind flinging my long hair out behind me. My belly dropped away, gobbled up by both fear and stunned amazement.

The mighty beast flew higher until I felt like we could touch the peaks of the nearby mountains. We soared toward them and then down to a huge building that must be a castle. I’d never seen anything this glorious before.

She landed the dragon in front of the big stone structure and carried me over to a man bristling with weapons standing beside a huge door.

“Take her,” she said. “Give her to the healers. She’s bleeding and must be wounded. I think her name is Tempest. I heard the woman call it out before . . .” Her swallow dragged down her throat.

The man nodded and gently took me from the rider.

She gave me a soft smile and stroked my cheek with the tip of her finger. “All the best, little one. They’ll keep you safe here. If I can, I’ll reach out once I’m done and make sure someone’s watching out for you.” With a final touch of her hand across the top of my head, she spun and raced toward the dragon. It took off, soaring down into the valley, aiming for the channels of smoke coiling up into the sky.

I never saw her again, and I soon forgot that she—

Yes? the voice asked.

You’re asking if I’d leave a child at the fortress? I asked in my mind. We often leave them safe with a village. Families take them in. Or at the fortress if no one wants them.

This child. Not any child. Yes?

The rider couldn’t know who I was or what I might one day be. Did the fates guide her?

Yes?

She knew if she left me there, I’d be raised to be a trainer and rider, that I’d probably die in battle.

Yes?

I would’ve been safer in a village far from the border. I would’ve been safer if they’d sent me to a completely different continent.

Yes? the voice growled in my mind. Could you do this?

I could, I said. Yes.

Very well. Remember.

My eyes opened, and I found myself standing in the big open stone room with the dome-topped spire. It throbbed, the stars trapped beneath the glass flinging themselves around, beating against the inside, desperate to escape.

The dome cracked.

Air carrying the scent of roses burst through the fissures, swirling around me. I swore I felt the stroke of a woman’s fingers across my cheek.

Mama.

Feelings so profound and gutting crushed through me, making my entire body ache. My eyes stung, and I wasn’t sure I could bear this endless pain and sorrow.

Remember.

“I will,” I whispered, then louder. “I will!”

The dome shattered and brilliant, glorious power rushed from the center of the spire, blasting up to touch the high ceiling before spiking down to hit me square in the chest.

I shuddered but held my footing as I swallowed it down. It joined what I held in my well, churning and sparkling, and oh, how amazing it felt to reach down and delicately touch the surface now.

Lydel’s core of power had found me worthy.

“Thank you,” I said. “I love you, Mama. I understand, and I forgive you.” As I felt the touch of her hand on my brow, I sobbed, letting the tears fall. They washed away the pain of my childhood and left me weak and born anew.

A blink, and I stood on the rocky outcropping where I’d started, facing the turbulent sea. I spun and limped up the shore, taking the path through the woods that would return me to Lydel.

I was nearly there when my mind cracked open and . . .

Only one person could make me feel this endless, glorious, wonderful emotion.

I came to a shuddering halt and allowed him to completely fill me.

Fury, Vexxion rasped in my mind, his words tendrils caressing my very soul.

My eyes burned fiercely. A smile wavered on my face before growing to a blazing grin.

He was back. My Vexxion was back.

Vexxion, I croaked, staggering. I fell to my knees on the sand and held my face. With my tears, I released all the anguish that had stormed inside me for what felt like three lifetimes.

Fury. My fury, he purred. Where are you, my exquisite love?
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The moment I’d emerged from the opening to the vast mountain cavern, I remembered.

Loving my fury in a way I could barely describe. Shielding her with my body and my soul.

She was everything to me, a constellation of joy and enchantment. Being with her lit up my darkest moments. When I couldn’t touch her or hear her low laughter, I wallowed in despair. Being with her muted all my doubts and fears of my uncertain future. Every thought of her anchored me to a sea of serenity. She was the melody that sent my heart dancing. Loving her made every moment brighter, more meaningful, more imperfectly perfect. This feeling wasn't just love; it was destiny wrapped in a warmth and grace that only my fury could provide.

I would’ve gone to her immediately, but a swell of people—my people—stood outside in the dim afternoon light.

“Weldsbane, Weldsbane,” they chanted, their fists surging overhead, and their faces lit up with joy. “High Lord of Weldsbane!”

Somehow, they knew what I’d done, and they’d come here to welcome me to the heritage I should’ve claimed only after my mother died of old age. She was stolen too soon, as was my childhood and the life I would’ve known here.

I’d wrenched the core of my court’s power away from the true beast who’d tried to steal it, and I would use it to lay waste to his goals.

I walked among my people, hugging those I vaguely remembered from when I was a child.

After my mother was gone and when I’d finally broken through the king’s grasp long enough to flit to Weldsbane manor, I’d found it and the surrounding countryside empty, as if the spell cast on Lydel had drifted this way and swept up my people along with it.

Now, we gripped forearms and shared promises for a better future. Their joy and happiness were infectious, but I was much too eager to get away.

Finally, they left to return to their homes, leaving me standing in twilight alone.

My mate waited.

Fury. My voice was a stark, empty crater only this one woman could fill.

Where are you, my exquisite love? I purred in her mind. Only seeing you will make me fully come alive. Touching you will make my heart shatter. And hearing you whisper my name will complete me.

Vexxion, she sobbed. It’s truly you.

I’m with you once more. Forever and always. Where are you? Tell me so I can come to you. One flit, and we’ll finally be back together.

My heart roared with love for this woman. I craved everything about her, and only when I was with her would I finally feel whole.

Outside Lydel Manor.

I flitted, landing lightly on the front steps.

When I saw her—my elegant, lovely, flawless, and exquisite Fury running toward me with her arms stretched wide, my eyes scorched with tears.

Flitting to her, I swept her up and spun her around, my heart overflowing. I lowered her until I could capture her mouth. Hold her precious face in my palms. Her arms went around my shoulders, her legs went around my middle, and we tumbled to the ground.

“You’re here,” she said when I lifted my head. Her precious smile sunk through me like the first rays of dawn. The blazing light of hope at the end of a dark tunnel I’d been stumbling through my entire life.

“Always,” I whispered.

She stroked my face and slid her fingers into my hair, holding tight. “Don’t ever leave me again.”

“Never,” I vowed.

Another flit took us to our bedroom inside the manor. I would love this woman until the line drawn between us no longer existed, until no walls rose to keep either of us out, and until we could only breathe each other’s names.

We magicked off our clothing, and when skin touched skin, we both gasped. She looked up at me with the sweetest smile, and I melted all over again for her, just as I had the moment I first met her—the instant I knew I’d finally found my true mate.

I kissed her, cupping her precious face in my hands like she was made of the most fragile glass. She tasted sweet and of sunshine, and I’d never get enough. I could kiss this woman—my woman, my mate, my everything—forever and never emerge again to pull in air.

My fingers delicately roamed down the column of her neck with my lips following, kissing and stroking her with my tongue.

She quivered beneath me, her anticipation matching mine. Not long ago, I thought I’d die, that I’d never be gifted with the chance to see her again, let alone be with her completely.

I would give all I was and more to make sure she was safe and protected, that no one looked at her the wrong way, that no one attacked her. Yet all I could do was fall into this moment in time when I was with her, and she stared at me as if I was the best thing in her world.

I was utterly obsessed with this woman, and I had no interest in ever being any other way. She was divine, and she tasted amazing. I growled as I kissed my way to her breast, and when I sucked her nipple into my mouth, I drank in her gasp.

She bowed her spine, pushing her breast up to my face. I flicked my tongue across her nipple while rolling the other.

Flames licked through me, centering in my cock that ached for this woman alone. My need for her was unquenchable. I’d crave her until my dying day and beyond.

She wove her hands into my hair and held tight before coiling the strands around her fingers.

This was so much more than simple love. She was a beacon of pure bliss, one that had called me from the edge of darkness. When I was with her, I felt invincible, as if there was no magic in the world that could touch me other than hers. Loving her filled every crevice of emptiness inside me and brought forward my best. I tried harder solely because I ached for her smile or a simple stroke of her hand. She completed parts of me I hadn’t even known were missing. She was the unending source of my happiness and my adoration for her soared through each fiber of my being. It brought out a part of me I’d never realized existed.

There was only my fury. My storm. My unending tempest.

Like each time we came together, I surrendered to her completely. As long as she was with me, I didn’t need to eat or even breathe.

Dropping to my knees in front of her, I parted her thighs and crawled between them, bowing down to her beauty and the pure joy she gave me.

I locked my gaze on hers as I stroked my finger through her wetness. She bucked against me. And when I slid my fingers inside her, I let my groan burst free. She gasped and arched her hips toward me, begging for the exquisite release only I could give her.

I had to taste her, feel her come on my tongue.

One flit, and we lay on the bed.

“Mine,” I growled. I sunk down and drove my tongue inside her. “My everything.” Another stab of my tongue. I took the sweet bud of her clit and rolled it. “My mate.”

Her head thrashed on the pillow, and her soft whimpers called me home. “Yes,” she breathed. “You’re mine. My everything. My mate.”

The pattern on my wrist blazed, a nearly blinding pulse that winked out, and hers answered with a flare of its own. I rose up quickly and took her hand in mine, reverently kissing the mark that showed the world that no one and nothing would ever tear us apart.

I left her wrist and returned between her legs, licking and sucking in my determination to drive her wild—no, to drive her wicked.

My feelings blazed through me unfettered. A need to cherish. Protect. And to love her until I no longer existed outside of her.

Vexxion, she sighed in my mind. I missed you so much.

I’m never leaving you again.

Love me.

I do. I was completely humbled by the adoration this woman gave me, and I’d never take it for granted. Always.

Claim me.

I could’ve lost her in a thousand ways already. I’ll thank the fates for each and every moment they give us.

Be with me completely, she pleaded. I want to sink into everything us.

I moved my mouth to her clit, dragging my tongue across it only to return and flicker. Come for me, mate. Show me how you can blaze across the sky of my mind. Burn for me only.

She clung to my hair, her hips jutting up in a frenzy. I can’t stand it.

You will. Give me more. All that’s inside your soul. It’s mine, love, and I’m claiming it for now and for always.

My cock throbbed with need but until my sweet, precious love gave way, I wouldn’t stake the rest of my claim on her body.

As I pumped my fingers inside her, driving deep, I swirled my tongue across her clit, again and again until it throbbed with desire to match my own.

Yes. Vexxion, yes.

She was near the edge. I could feel it within me as if it was my own pleasure cresting.

Come for me, mate. Let me feel you explode.

Vexxion! She yanked on my hair, tugging it this way and that, and I grinned as I continued to flick my tongue across her clit.

Her sweet, saturated passage tightened around my fingers, and she bathed me with her wetness. I couldn’t wait to sink my cock deep inside her, to ride her pleasure while seeking my own.

She was my sanctuary. My home. My symphony of grace and strength that silenced the chaos churning within me. Her laughter was a song for me alone, and her touch a promise of forever.

Looking up into her eyes, I saw her love for me shining there. It touched me in a way nothing else ever would, and I basked in the warmth she so freely gave me. There was no fear and no worry as long as she held my hand. No darkness when she kissed me.

Loving her wasn’t about emotion; it was the essence of who I was as a man. The passion she ignited in me defied logic. She’d taken my twisted soul and my twisted body, and with one touch, made me whole.

Replacing my fingers with my threads, I lifted her hips, angling her body to better reach her.

Show me your love, I crooned in her mind. Come for me so I can see everything.

Coming isn’t love. Her high-pitched bark of laughter rang out.

It is. It embodies everything that makes you my fury. Come for me. The last was a command and an entreaty all at once. Show me.

She shattered on my threads, and the sensation shot through me like liquid fire.

Vexxion!

Another crash, and she gave way completely, jerking her hips up, arching her spine. She rode through her pleasure until I couldn’t draw out any more.

Then she collapsed on the bed in her beauty.
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Don’t leave me again. I spoke the words simply in his mind, but they clawed their way out. I nearly lost you too many times.

I will always be yours. He continued to gently stroke my inner walls with his threads, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was bucking beneath him once more. What he’d done had only whetted my appetite for everything Vexxion. Even when I was lost in the ether, all I could think of was you. I could never give up. My place is by your side, in your bed, and within your arms.

“How could you forget me?” I croaked, awash with the pain I’d felt when he looked at me blankly.

Residue from the ether?

Perhaps.

Few knew anything about what happened when someone’s magic was drained to the point where they lost the thread keeping them from falling from this world into the next.

He rose above me, kissing me, and I tasted my passion on his mouth. His head lifted. “I love you now. This is all we’re ever given, Fury. This moment in time. If I’m granted tomorrow, I’ll love you then as much as I do now. The day after that? Same. Years from now, I’ll still feel everything when I look your way. And when my body finally rests, I’ll dream of my love for you. Always.”

I cupped his shoulders. “I love you.”

He nodded. “Let me show you. Now and tomorrow and even on my final day. Follow me when I go. Dream with me. Be with me until this world ceases to exist and there’s only our souls entwining in the sunlight.”

The intensity of my love for him shook my core. No one else could ever match the way I needed not only his touch but his undying devotion. This wasn’t only about passion or desire, but the profound connection between us that made me whole. He was the part of me I’d been searching for since the dawn of time. Every moment without him felt incomplete, and every glance from him ignited something inside me that no one else ever would.

“Let me show you,” he said again, moving his threads deeper and faster inside me.

They caught my emotions and swirled them through me, heating me to a blaze only he could extinguish. I was dry tinder caught by fire, and the feel of it was a roaring beast this man had tamed.

“Yes,” I breathed.

His gaze locked on mine, and he smiled with such joy that my heart melted before surging up in my throat. I wasn’t sure I could take more, yet I would. I’d pull it in and give it back tenfold to this man alone. No matter how fiercely I burned or how hard I crashed, I’d land safely in his arms.

He kissed me hard, and I could taste his need on my tongue, fiery and heady. The thread of my control would soon snap, and if he didn’t love me completely soon, I was going to roll him onto his back and stake my claim on his body.

The need I felt for this man would never wane. It was a feral thing inside me, a fierce longing that demanded I take until he had nothing else to give.

Losing him had nearly ripped me apart. It was all I could do to hold myself together. I didn’t want to think about a time when I might lose him completely. I’d sunder the world to keep it from happening.

While some of his threads drove me closer to the edge, others wrapped around my wrists, tugging my hands above my head.

“Too fast, lovely mate,” he purred in my ear. “I want to take this slow. I need to see every bit of emotion on your face as I consume your body with mine.”

I laid beneath him, writhing as his mouth glided down my throat and over to my breast. While he stroked one nipple, his tongue flicked across the other.

“I want you wild,” he said. “Can you let everything come undone for me, my fury?”

Vexxion, I growled in his mind. I need you now. I was aflame for him, burning to ashes in a way I never had before, not even with him. We’d come so close . . . Knowing he loved me again, that he wanted me as much as I did him was all it took.

I bucked up against his threads, and he lifted his head, watching me with complete adoration in his eyes. The sharp edge I loved was there as well, and it fit with his threads keeping my arms bound above my head.

Others coiled around my ankles and tugged them farther apart, while a few slid beneath me and thrust my hips up. He was placing me in a position that many would consider vulnerable, but I savored it, moaning as he centered his cock at my opening.

One thrust seated him deeply, and we both groaned.

All I could think of—feel—was his body deep within me. His gaze locked on mine, and seeing his need edged with a hint of vulnerability made me come undone. His obsession with me and the almost overwhelming way he wanted to consume me should make me eager to run in the opposite direction. But I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. He was the only person that saw who I was deep inside and still loved me. He empowered my weakness, fanned the heat of my fire, and lifted me when I needed the boost to keep going. His selfless way of giving humbled me. Knowing he loved me despite my flaws was enough to sustain me if life sliced between us once more.

Then he started to move, slowly, almost gently at first and in complete contrast to how he had me pinned to the bed and splayed out for his pleasure alone.

Fury, he said in an almost delicate voice in my mind, and I realized whatever wall he might’ve still held up between us was cracking, falling. He kissed me and caged me with his arms as he began to thrust harder.

Vexxion, I could only sigh as I was caught up in this moment and in him. Love you.

Love you, he growled. I’ll crave you forever, my fierce storm. When we’re old and gray and can’t do this any longer—

Never say that, I barked out with a laugh.

His threads stroked my breasts and some coiled around my nipples, tugging and quivering. You know what I mean. My bones will creak, and my joints will ache. It’ll be all I can do to walk across the room, let alone do this.

He pulled back and drove himself in so hard, my pleasure grunted out of me.

I’ll give you massages, I said. Send power into your aching bones and they’ll feel better. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t give to him, and he knew it.

I’ll still suck on your clit, he said. I’m sure no matter what, I’ll be able to crawl between your legs.

I could sit on your face.

His huff of laughter soaked through me, heating me up and melting me all at once. Show me later.

I’ll ride you hard, my love.

And I’ll push you to ride me harder.

As he continued to move, his cock got stiffer, and the muscles across his chest and arms tightened. He bowed his head, pressing his forehead against mine, his gaze still focused on mine.

“You fucking drive me out of my mind all the time,” he crooned, moving harder, faster. “When I’m not with you, all I can think about is doing this.” He thrust in deep, pulling out quickly to do it again, and his threads lifted my legs, tugging them farther apart while the others drove me up to meet his cock each time. “You’re beautiful, but it’s what I see inside you that I love and crave the most. I’ll never get enough of you, Fury, so don’t ever think of leaving me. If you do, I’ll fall apart and fade away to nothing.”

His gaze slid down my body, focusing on where he moved inside me. “Look at how well you take me, how your sweetness bathes me in your love. This is what I’ll always need.” He pounded inside me, jerking his hips up to drive his body to the hilt. “This is what I’ll be craving the moment we leave this room.” His mouth slanted across mine, his tongue thrusting inside at the pace of his cock. “And this is what I’ll think of on the day I die.” He cupped my face and stared into my eyes. “You, Fury. Always you.”

Forevermore, I am yours completely, Vexxion. Through storms or sunny days, my every heartbeat will belong solely to you. You're my security and passion and the reason I can still smile. I vow to cherish, protect, and love you unconditionally. No matter what lies ahead for us, remember that you're never alone because with each breath comes my unwavering promise to be by your side.

Mate, he growled. Mine from the moment we were born. Fated to love and adore each other until the world ceases to exist. If something happens to one of us, know I’ll find you no matter where you are in this world and beyond. If I’m reborn, I’ll wait for you, cherishing each and every moment we’ve had in this life until you can rest in my arms once more. There will never be anyone but you for me and me for you.

My heart splintered, shattering into a billion fragments that shot out only to return to make me shiny and new. That was what this man did for me. He could rip me apart, but what he remade me into after would always be better.

His hunger sunk into me, making me crave him even more.

When he released my hands, I sent them everywhere, stroking his shoulders and gliding them across his chest. His nipples tightened at my touch, and he tipped his head back, groaning as he moved within me.

Reaching down, he claimed my mouth in a ravenous kiss, his tongue swirling across mine, his hum of pleasure sinking through me.

More, I moan. Show me you’re back, that you’re the man who’ll always love me.

I do. Always. Mark me, mate, he growled. But know first, that this is it. The third mark means you’ll be stuck with me forever.

I can’t imagine being with anyone but you.

Then bite down hard enough to brand me as yours. I want everyone to see it and know that I’ve claimed you and you’ve staked your claim on me forever.

I’m not biting your cheek, I said with a half-laugh. It was hard to think with his cock sinking deeply, his threads teasing my clit and nipples. He was all over me, inside and out. Even now, I wanted more. I wanted to fall apart in his arms and have him hold me until I fused back together. Then we could start all over again.

Bite me wherever you please, he said.

Some parts of you might protest that suggestion.

Even there if you want. It’s yours as much as my heart and my soul. Mark it if you want, though no one’s ever going to see it but you.

An overwhelming urge to bite him shot through me. I lifted up and licked across his shoulder before sinking my teeth into his flesh, adding enough pressure to leave a mark. Falling back onto the bed, I grinned up at him. Now they’ll see. Now they’ll know.

Mate, he said with pure satisfaction. It feels good. Look how it glows.

The mark blazed, nearly blinding before it faded to a soft shimmer.

Heat poured through me, and my body spasmed. A voracious hunger overtook me, and I clutched his arms, digging in with my nails.

He groaned and moved faster, pounding into me while I jerked my hips up to meet him.

What’s happening? I didn’t feel panic, just an overwhelming need to have him take me at least ten more times before we left this bed.

Third mark. Final mark. He gave me a kiss that devastated me.

I was spiraling, falling and soaring all at the same time, and I rocked against him as wave after wave of pleasure roared through me.

My orgasm crashed over me and my breathing stuttered.

His threads pushed me through another orgasm, wringing everything out of me while giving it back tenfold.

With a roar, he followed me, his cock pumping and shuddering deep within me.

We collapsed together, and he slid to the side, wrapping his arms and his threads around me.

“Mate,” he whispered in my ear. “My mate.”
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We made love for most of the night and bathed together the next day, dressing in simple tunics and pants and strapping on weapons after.

I would’ve happily spent the next week or even a month in bed with him, but the weight of the world hung over us.

Drask soared in through the open window and landed on my shoulder, pecking my face to show me he’d missed me while I was gone. I stroked his back, and he settled.

“Breakfast?” Vexxion asked, teasing his fingers across my face and tugging on my new braid still damp from my bath.

Fates, could I take him back to bed instead?

“I’m not even sure what day or time it is.” I lifted my timepiece, squinting at it. “Late. How about dinner instead?”

“I’m hungry for everything.” Leaning close, he kissed along my jaw to my ear, growling beside it. “Especially you.”

My bones trilled, but I stepped away from him. “Stop it,” I said with a laugh. “Tonight is a promise.”

“Oh, it is, love. It is.” His smoldering gaze only made this harder.

“I feel like we’ve been gone a long time. We need to find out what happened while we were away and decide what we need to do next.” So many things left to arrange before I could finally confront Ivenrail and end this.

“Alright. Tonight.” He stroked his hand down my braid and latched onto the end, using it to dip my head back for a long kiss that made me melt all over again.

“Behave.” I shook my finger at him after, though a laugh came through in my voice.

“Never,” he vowed. “You prefer me this way.” Turning, he sauntered across the room.

I couldn’t help but watch the way he prowled with a grace that made my heart trip over itself and keep falling.

“We could flit to the kitchen,” I said. “Grab something quick and come back.”

“Or walk. We don’t do that very often.” Returning to me, he held out his hand.

I linked our fingers together, grateful all over again that he’d returned to me, that he loved me.

We started across the room, but something—or the lack of something—caught my eye, and I froze.

“Did you move the dragon you carved for me?” It no longer sat on the table in front of the sofa.

He shook his head.

Leaving him, I looked around the furniture, expecting to find it lying on the floor. “Did you do anything with it, Drask?”

He cawed by my ear and flapped his wings, but it was a silly question since it would be too heavy for him to carry.

A thorough scan of the suite showed it was nowhere to be found.

“I’m sure it’s here somewhere,” he said. “We’ll find it, or I’ll carve you another. An entire fleet of dragons.” He turned me in his embrace and kissed me, drinking from my mouth as if I was the only thing he needed.

I was going to turn into a moaning wreck soon, but my belly kept rumbling, so I pulled away with a laugh, shaking my finger at him again. “None of that now. Save it for later.”

Taking my hand, he kissed my fingertips one by one before placing his lips on my mating mark. Heat seared through me from his simple touch, and maybe I could wait to eat later.

“Dinner,” he said sternly. “You need your energy for tonight.”

With a laugh, we left the room and took the stairs to the kitchen, where we raided the cool box for this and that. We sat at the counter and ate it, me giggling while I fed him, and he did the same with me.

Despite what I’d soon face, a sense of peace stole over me. We’d find our way through this together, and then it would be over. I couldn’t wait to feel safe, to know that only good things awaited us in our future.

We tidied up and left the kitchen, strolling into the hallway beyond. When we heard voices, we joined everyone else sitting in the front parlor.

“It’s about time you two appeared,” Zayde said as we entered the room. His gaze fell to our clasped hands. “Please tell us you’re truly back, Vexxion.”

My love, my mate, grinned at his brother. “Completely.”

“Wonderful.” Rising, Zayde rushed over and lifted Vexxion. The two men laughed as Zayde staggered around before lowering Vexxion to his feet.

I took his hand, and my face ached from grinning.

Everyone else crowded us, tapping Vexxion’s arms and giving us both warm smiles.

“I’m happy for you,” Reyla whispered by my ear as she gave me a hug. “If he didn’t start remembering, I was going to kick him or practice my fledgling magic on him. I’ve got a mean finger, as you know, and he was going to taste it.” Leaning back in our embrace, she held it up. One scowl, and she made it glow.

What if he hadn’t come back to me? We’d made progress toward being together, but I felt like each step we took toward each other ended with a half a step backward.

Part of the draining and his time in the ether? We might never know.

“You two were gone for a week.” Brodine slugged Vexxion on the arm, and the grin he gave my love held only warmth. “I’m glad you’re back in many ways.” His gaze sought mine, and I saw only kindness, acceptance, and happiness there.

Warmth for my old friend flooded me, and I barreled into him, hugging him. Vexxion was back. Bro was back. Reyla was back. I couldn’t be any happier than I was right now.

“So glad you and Vexxion are together,” Brodine said. “Who would’ve thought things would turn out this way?” He kissed the top of my head. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” After easing away from him, I stepped back into Vexxion’s arms. He leaned over and kissed the side of my neck. Everything inside me melted.

“I assume you two found success,” Aunt Vera said, looking back and forth between us. “As if I need to ask? I can see the glow in each of your faces. Love is a wonderful thing, but you’ve claimed your courts! A court’s core shines in a way nothing else ever can. Finally. All those years of planning, hoping, and scheming, if I’m being honest, have paid off. I will point out that we schemed to save this world, not destroy it. That we did everything we could to ensure both of you would not only survive but make it through this rough part of your lives.”

“You had a vision that it would turn out like this?” I asked, kissing her cheek. I still wasn’t used to having an aunt in my life, let alone a sister, but the warmth I felt for both her and Layla was lasting. We’d only build on it from here.

“Only bits,” she said in a hollow voice, her eyes dropping from mine. “Never enough. If only I did.” She sucked in a breath and shot it out. “But perhaps some things are best left unknown.” Her smile rose. “I knew you two needed to be betrothed, that you’d one day fall in love. I didn’t see . . . the rest.”

I took Vexxion’s hand, tightened my fingers on his and leaned into his side. I couldn’t imagine what might’ve happened if we hadn’t met.

“I knew there would be dark times,” she said. “But both of you swallowing your courts’ cores has a chance of making a difference. I held hope in my heart that we’d finally reach this point. Can you imagine what power the two of you combined can now harness? You’re not only the high lord and lady of your own courts wielding your cores’ powers, but you’re fated mates. This is what that monster on the Bledmire throne has feared from the day you were born.”

Airia smiled and nodded, reaching out to tap each of our arms. “You both look good. Rested. Content.”

“They’ll need to be,” Brodine said, his expression tightening. “I think things are going to get messy soon.”

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“Have a seat, everyone,” my aunt said, waving to the furniture. “And we’ll share any updates.”

Reyla yawned. Still tired after a week?

When Airia stifled a yawn also, I wanted to tell them both to get more rest. We’d be worth nothing if we didn’t take time to sleep.

We settled on sofas and chairs with glasses of wine, and each person shared what had happened while Vexxion and I were gone.

“First, you were gone for a week, as you just learned,” Aunt Vera said. “While my visions have been sparse, I’ve seen that the beast on the throne is still gathering his army. He’ll march soon.”

“We need to meet him with an army of our own,” I said.

“My friend left for Evergorne Court, and I expect he’ll be back soon,” Zayde said. “Hopefully with good news.”

“He was convinced he’d come back with their support,” Layla said. She rose and grabbed the bottle of wine off the sideboard, freshening everyone’s drinks before placing the bottle back on the wooden surface. She settled next to Zayde on a sofa, and he put his arm around her shoulders, holding her close.

“Excellent,” I said. “Has anyone seen Madrood?” I reached out in my mind, but he didn’t reply.

“Not yet.” A frown rose on Brodine’s face. “I haven’t had much success putting together an army. It’s hard without dragons.” He sighed. “Or people. I thought . . . I’m sorry.” His shoulders sagged. “Once we have people and dragons, it’ll go fast. I know it will.”

“I’m ready for the dragons the moment they arrive,” Airia said. “The island has seven aeries, each with numerous stalls. They’re clean, plenty of feed is stocked, and I’m ready for staff to arrive to tend them.”

“Amazing,” I said. “How did you accomplish all that in such a short time?”

Her cheeks darkened and a smile fluttered across her face. “I’ve been practicing magic.” She lifted her finger and made it glow. “I found if I point at something and make a wish, what I want happens. Most of the time.” Her face scrunched. “After locating all the aeries and cleaning out one of them on my own, unfortunately.” She chuckled. “If only I’d realized I could move dragon poop with a flick of my finger right away. But everything’s ready. All we need are those dragons and staff.”

Vexxion tugged his arm off my shoulders, and I glanced up at him, finding him frowning. Did he plan to get up?

“We’ve got all these people.” Brodine’s arm swept toward the city. “But they just stand there. I can’t figure out how to free them from your mother’s spell.”

Aunt Vera grunted. “Freeing them is Tempest’s task.”

“Ah, alright. It’s just . . . odd,” he said. “You’d think they’d need to eat or sleep. You know. Spells are weird things, I guess. Anyway. I tried to flit to the main continent. I wanted to travel through the villages on the southern part of Lydel and delicately see if I could find volunteers, but I can’t get flitting to work.” He shifted on his chair that sat to the right of where Vexxion remained on the sofa beside me. “I’ll keep trying, of course. I won’t stop until I’ve built an army big enough to defeat the king.” He pointed to a dagger lying on the table in front of me and Vexxion. “I’m getting good with this, however.” The blade dragged across the surface in a jerky way. “Moving things. It’s not much, but after each of your aunt’s lessons, I practice.”

“How’s magic training going for the rest of you?” I stroked Vexxion’s thigh, needing the contact. For too long, I worried I’d lose him forever. The realization that he was back hadn’t sunk in deeply enough yet.

He shifted his leg out from beneath my hand, but when I glanced up at him, he was looking toward my friends, not down at me.

Coldness settled in the pit of my stomach, spreading like poison. I shoved away the twinge. He was with me completely now. He’d loved me all night. That wasn’t going to change.

“I’m doing alright.” Reyla’s eyes closed, and she pinched them tight before opening them again. “Aunt Vera’s a wonderful teacher. I feel like . . .” She shook her head. “I can’t quite describe it. It’s like the magic is right there, I just can’t grab onto it. Sometimes, it comes in waves, and it works for me. The next time, I can barely generate my finger light.”

“Same with me.” Airia nodded Reyla’s way. “When I’m at the aerie, I can do almost anything. Here? It feels harder.”

“We’ve all been busy,” I said. “We’re worn out.” How were we going to survive the upcoming battle if we couldn’t build our magic, let alone our army?

I snuggled closer to Vexxion, but for some reason, his body felt cold. I peered up at him, and he frowned down at me in a way that reminded me of how he’d been when he didn’t remember who I was or what we’d found together.

I had to be mistaken.

A nauseating mixture of humiliation and despair churned through me, making it hard to breathe or think clearly, but I pushed aside the feeling. We were together now. Nothing was going to change that.

“I’ve been gathering supplies,” Aunt Vera said. “The armory was full of weapons. Your mother took care of that before . . .”

The king took her and killed her.

“Since they’ve been sitting for many years,” she said brightly. “I’ve used magic to get them in shape. I’ve also been gathering nonperishable food. I’m afraid the fields have laid fallow for a very long time, but fortunately, I can craft supplies with magic, though it’s quite tiring.” She sighed. “I’m old. Some might say too old to take on this challenge. Everything wears me out lately. I can still get a lot done, and I’m not finished.” She gave me a pert nod. “I’ll keep stockpiling things. Uniforms. Dried food. Flasks for water. And the weapons I already mentioned. Give me the army, and I’ll make sure they’re ready to fight for Lydel and the entire world.”

Vexxion rose from the sofa and crossed the room to lean his shoulder against the mantel. I tried to capture his gaze, but he kept it trained on the floor.

Is everything alright? I asked in his mind.

Didn’t I tell you never to speak to me in this way? he snarled.

My mind slapped back into my head as if he’d hit me, and my tenuous world crumbled. Pain slashed through my chest, tearing at the shaky part of me that had built hope during the night. My limbs felt leaden, unwilling to move or even function properly. Each of my heartbeats was excruciatingly loud in the silence that followed his words. He didn’t mean it.

No. Please, no.

What was happening? No. No! Would we spend the rest of our lives trying to find each other again, over and over until something snapped and he left me forever?

Fury slashed across my soul, a blade stabbing deep. I couldn’t stand it. The thought of longing for him while he stared at me with no feeling was so unbearable, I wasn’t sure I could survive. If I couldn’t—

While everyone chattered about the war effort and various ways we could get ready when we had no army or dragons, I paused, thinking.

Watching.

Airia had tipped her head back to rest it against her chair, and her eyelids kept sliding closed.

Reyla wasn’t much better off. She rested her chin on her palm. The other held her half-full glass of wine, and I almost got up to take it from her, because it looked like she was going to drift to sleep and drop it.

Even my aunt kept blinking fast and wiping her eyes.

Brodine’s gaze remained on Vexxion, and a smile curled his lips before he smoothed them.

It meant nothing. He was still showing happiness that Vexxion and I were back together.

Please, yes. We were back together!

Zayde stared at Vexxion for a long moment with a perplexed look on his face. Rising, he walked unsteadily over to speak to his brother in a low voice. Vexxion shook his head and sent me a look that matched the coldness in his voice.

Layla rose from her chair and dropped down with a thud onto the sofa next to me. She leaned into my side and took my hand, squeezing it. Her eyes slid closed before she shook her head and opened them, her sleepy attention focusing on me. “It’s going to be . . . alright,” she said softly. “Is there anything I can do for you?” Her words swam through my mind.

Something was . . . not right. “No, I—”

Reyla snorted and peered around with a bleary gaze. She lifted and drained her wine, staring down at the glass after.

Airia placed her own empty glass on the table between us and tipped her head back against the chair again, her eyelids sliding closed.

Zayde slumped in the open chair next to the fireplace and stared at the carpet, while Vexxion slouched against the enormous stone structure, his eyelids fluttering.

Even I was finding it hard to stay awake, though I’d barely slept the night before, a solid reason to feel exhausted.

Brodine stifled a yawn. “I wish I had better news for you, Tempest. But I’m not giving up. I’m ready and willing to command our army as soon as we can gather them.”

“Thank you.”

Why was everyone tired? Reyla had inadvertently gotten into the garden willwort, but Zayde said he’d get rid of it before anyone else accidentally touched it. He’d had a week to do that.

Yet she was still sleepy.

As was Brodine. Airia. Vexxion. Aunt Vera. Me. Even Zayde and Layla kept blinking, fighting off the urge to fall asleep.

I could barely make myself think.

Someone betrayed you. Madrood’s words slid into my mind, insidious things that they were.

Who?
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Was the betrayer in this room right now or had they slipped inside the manor earlier to harm us? I struggled to remain awake. If I drifted off, I feared that would be it.

We were all going to die.

Brodine held up his glass, squinting at it. “I’m out of wine.” His gaze drifted across all of our glasses. “We all are. Let me pour more.” He stumbled to his feet and rounded his chair. “We should lift a glass to celebrate that Vexxion and Tempest have swallowed their courts’ cores.” His words slurred, and he dragged up an almost giddy smile.

After gathering everyone’s glasses, he slowly made his way across the room to the sideboard, latching onto the big wooden structure to hold himself upright.

Something was wrong.

Terribly wrong.

I looked from Vexxion staring sluggishly into the empty fireplace to Reyla focusing on her hands clasped on her lap. Airia appeared deep asleep. Aunt Vera stared at the floor, her hands twitching on her lap.

Brodine puttered at the sideboard, his back facing us.

The wine. The wine! Had someone . . .

My friend lifted the decanter and started pouring, filling each glass.

Stop! The word felt trapped, clogging my throat but unable to reach my tongue for me to spit it out. When I tried to lift my arms, they remained pinned by my sides. A sluggish, languid feeling floated through me. Maybe I should lean back against the sofa, and . . .

No. Do not.

Something horrible was happening.

If I’d learned nothing over the past weeks, it was that doubting myself did nothing and trusting I’d find a way to fix things paid off tenfold. Tugging in power, I commanded it to obey, and I traveled, leaving my body on the sofa beside my sister. I drifted across the room unseen, wrapped in magic that hid me from everyone.

I stopped beside Brodine, determined to keep him from pouring wine. Words tumbled up my throat, but I couldn’t spit them out. I’d tell him I suspected there was something toxic inside the carafe.

Drask flapped his wings, though he remained on my body’s shoulder. He watched me, cocking his head, his beady black eyes focused on where I’d traveled.

Humming under his breath, Bro finished filling glasses for each of us, even his own. My friend glanced back at us still sitting in our various places before carefully tugging a small bottle from his pocket.

Wait.

No . . .

His lips curled up before smoothing, and he leaned forward to add clear liquid from the small bottle to each glass but one, before slipping it back into his pocket.

I swallowed the words back down, no longer determined to drag them out because . . .

The betrayer couldn’t be Brodine. He was my friend. My protector. The big brother I’d looked up to for most of my life. He was there for me right from the start, doing everything he could to make sure I not only survived each battle but that I came through the aftermath somewhat sane.

He . . .

Unease gnawed through my spine and kept going, twisting its way through my guts. Sharp and unrelenting. Doubts crowded my mind, each one more feral than the last.

The world rushed into me, then splattered back out, and it was all I could do to keep my body from collapsing to the floor in front of the sofa.

His grunt drew my attention his way. Bro studied each person in the room, and if I hadn’t been watching closely, I would’ve missed the scowl he sent Vexxion.

Brodine couldn’t be betraying me.

Could he?

Turning back to the sideboard, he tugged the bottle from his pocket again and tipped more liquid into each glass, passing across all but one until there was none left to add. His sigh bled out, but the slick grin that followed made suspicion coil around me like a suffocating shroud.

No, please, no.

Brodine.

Why?

“That’ll do,” he whispered. “It’s past time to end this.”

He lifted two of the glasses and pivoted.

I flashed back to my body and took in the bland expression on his face. He handed Reyla a glass before extending his arm to give Airia the other. Her, he had to nudge with his knee to wake up. “Drink, Airia. You look peaked, little one.” He sucked down his smile, smoothing his face. “Are you getting sick? That’s the last thing we need.”

“No, I, um . . .” Her brow scrunched. “No, I’m fine.” Her attention landed on the glass, and she took it from him.

“Don’t drink yet,” Brodine said. “I want all of us to raise our glasses and drain them at the same time in a toast.”

Drask’s wings flapped harder, smacking against my head. His shrill caw rang out.

“Shut up,” Bro hissed under his breath, sending a sweet smile my way. “Perhaps Drask needs to go outside?”

“Yes . . .” I kept my voice dull, controlled by a new version of Ivenrail’s collars.

“Outside, Drask,” Brodine said.

The bird hopped off my shoulder, but he didn’t leave me. Perched on the back of the sofa, his gaze met mine.

Everything’s fine, I sent his way. I’ve finally figured this out.

I swore he nodded.

His sleepiness gone, Brodine sashayed back over to the sideboard and brought glasses to my aunt, Vexxion, Layla, and Zayde, before he grabbed full glasses for me and himself, the latter the one he hadn’t added liquid to.

After carefully placing my glass on the table, I gathered magic and poured it through my body, washing away whatever this man, this fiend, this betrayer had already given me.

He . . .

His betrayal tasted as bitter as the ashes of a scorched corpse.

Cleansed by my magic, I sucked in a breath as sharp as knives gouging down my throat. My heartbeat drummed louder and louder until it drowned out everything else in the room.

When he handed Vexxion a glass, he touched my love’s arm, and I swore I felt the spell sink into his skin.

A forget spell didn’t last long. It had to be reinforced often or it would slip away. Touch added to the spell’s power.

I thought back to each time Vexxion had started to remember only to be yanked away from me once more. Brodine’s hugs and the way he’d slap Vexxion’s arm in false, insidious comradery. The support and sympathy he’d offered while knowing—knowing—that he was controlling our moves, directing our actions as if he was a true Wraithweave master.

No longer.

Agony’s icy blade sliced through my chest, leaving behind searing emptiness. Revulsion clawed up my throat, but I swallowed it down. The warmth and love that once filled me for this man drained away, replaced by a cold, fuming void that left every part of me shaking. I refilled that space with a storm that grew in volume until it lashed the sea and churned its way up onto the shore.

It was time to let it loose.

Everyone now held glasses.

Dropping down into his chair, Brodine lifted his own—the only one he hadn’t added the special liquid to. He covered his mouth to hold back a yawn and blinked slowly, peering around the room as if he was as befuddled as everyone else. As his hand flopped on his thigh, his sly smile rose, but he stifled it quickly enough, no one noticed but me. “Everyone. Please drink to Tempest. To our future. To the defeat of the king. Oh, and to her and Vexxion who are . . .” His mouth twisted before smoothing. “Happy and content together.”

I got up, and oh how my legs shook. A tempest raged through me, destroying everything in its path.

And I drove its fury.

I’d found our betrayer, and his name was good friend. Brother. Protector for most of my life.

Brodine.

A flick of my finger drained everyone’s glasses before they could take a sip, refilling them with tinted water.

I walked around the low table to stand beside Brodine’s chair.

He frowned up at me before getting to his feet. “I’m tired. I think all of us should nap after we salute you.” He hefted his glass. “Drink, everyone. To Tempest. Vexxion. All of us!” His hand slickly slid around to the nape of my neck, and he leaned forward to delicately kiss my brow.

“Yes, drink,” I said dully, maintaining the ruse.

My true friends drained their water and placed their glasses on nearby tables. I did the same, glad to be rid of the taint of having that glass in my hand.

“Do you have ideas for how you’ll break the spell on the people in the city?” Brodine asked in such a pleasant voice, it would’ve lulled the old me. New me saw through his flimsy façade. “Now that you have your court’s core, I bet it’ll be easy.” He pressed for a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. No, they shone with a sharp conniving matched only by one man—the fiend sitting on the Bledmire throne.

“I’m sure it will.” I gathered power and linked my arm through his, tugging him against my side. “Bro?”

He smiled indulgently down at me, his sweet brown eyes bubbling with sickening merriment. “Tempest?”

How long has this been going on?

Probably for a very long time, maybe from the moment he arrived at the fortress or a few years after. Perhaps since he “saved” me from a couple of bullies in the open courtyard. Fates, I’d seen him as my hero, my protector, my friend from that moment forward.

I’d trusted him.

When had Ivenrail gotten to him?

I supposed it didn’t matter because it happened and here we were now. There was only one thing left to do.

Drask flapped his wings and cawed, a low, mournful sound. This bird had been my friend from the start. I didn’t know what I’d do if I lost him.

Go on, most likely. Like I would after what was coming next.

Each thing Brodine had done for me and each time he pretended to care had all been contrived to win my affection and trust.

To bring me to the king where that monster could consume me.

I smiled sweetly up at him, but oh, how my heart bled from a gaping wound that might never heal. “Would you do something for me?”

“Of course.” He flashed me his same old sweet smile, but now it cut like the sharpest of blades. “What do you need?”

“Walk with me,” I said.

I flitted us from the room.
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After it was over, I walked through the city with Drask riding on my shoulder, pecking at my cheek to give me support I no longer needed.

It hadn’t been hard to dispose of a rabid pest.

There was no grieving something I’d never had. Even my anger had flown, shed to drift through the air along with his ashes.

I touched my people one after another as I cast the spell that had released the creatures from portraits at Bledmire. Here, it didn’t seem to make a difference. They remained frozen in place—my army in waiting if only I could free them.

I finally found myself standing on the top of a hill overlooking the broad valley full of gleaming homes and stone people. Drask flapped his wings and cawed, a mournful sound that slid across my soul.

Lydel deserved to shine once more. My people needed to be free. If I didn’t find a way to release them, there would be no one to fight the flying dregs who were coming. I could ask Jessia to send help, but they were overwhelmed at the border already and wouldn’t have even one rider to spare.

These were my people, and only I held the key.

It was past time.

Gathering from that smoldering place deep within my well, I tugged up a mass of the seemingly endless power. More. And even more. I bound it together with my court’s core, the power that didn’t truly belong to me but to everyone who called themselves Lydel. I only borrowed it for now.

The mass churned and grew, and it glowed with both energy and fury.

I closed my eyes and with a rushed exhalation, I shot the magic out of me, coating everyone and everything on Lydel Island and beyond.

The world exploded, and I was the flames. The power. The storm churning across this world, leaving only scorched, new earth behind.

When I opened my eyes, the sweetest sound reached my ears.

The laughter of my people echoed around me. Blazing, glorious sunlight shone down on the city, making it sparkle with life and beauty and everything right in this world.

No more spell.

No more thorns.

“Thank you, Mama,” I whispered. “For protecting me. For shielding them. You can trust me to carry forward your legacy and finally end the bitter blight tainting this world.”

Vexxion’s voice bloomed in my mind.

Fury? he drawled. Where are you, my love?

Oh, how I smiled, stretching my face and my heart wide open. Letting my beloved Vexxion back in where he belonged.

I flitted to where he still stood in front of the fireplace and wrapped my arms around him.

His encircled me with his love, and everything was right in my world once more.
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He was one of the king’s minions, I told Vexxion as I sat on his lap on the sofa with the fire dancing merrily on the grate and our friends slumbering in their chairs around us. I’d sent power through them, but it would take time for the willwort to clear.

Brodine’s latest forget spell had ended the instant he died, freeing Vexxion. He’d made quick work of the willwort plundering through his body, then added my magic to his to ensure our friends suffered no ill effect from what lingered.

Zayde snored. Did he know that? Layla must.

Reyla kept muttering something about channeling magic.

I swore Airia’s clothing kept shifting to something that appeared tattered, but I had to be mistaken. She wore a tunic and pants, like me.

My aunt kept lifting her hands before dropping them back onto her lap.

They’d wake soon.

How long? Vexxion asked in a deadly voice. His threads snapped out and wavered in the air, hissing as they sought a threat that no longer existed.

This man was my shield, and I was his high lady. We’d die to protect the other.

From the time we were about fifteen. I snuggled deeper into his lap, kissing the scars on his neck that still twisted, a testament to the rage meted out on his body by a monster I’d soon scorch from this world. He was born Lydel. Would you believe that?

How?

His father was one of my mother’s mainland generals, one who sacrificed himself to protect her, though we know how that turned out. When he traveled to the city one time, he met Ivenrail and allied himself to him. Ivenrail told him to watch out for women with power. Ultimately, me. The snarling hatred he’d vomited out at me after I took him to the cliffs near the aerie, where I confronted him, echoed in my mind. He protected me at the king’s command. Not because they knew who I was, but because I was one of many with the potential to become who they feared.

When you left for the Claiming, so did he.

I’m surprised he didn’t talk me into going. The end goal was to bring me to Ivenrail.

Maybe he didn’t have enough power to contain you if you fought back.

He had enough to keep casting forget spells on you. All the times where he’d rub Vexxion’s shoulder or sit beside him on the sofa were designed to keep Vexxion from remembering me and the love we’d shared. To blunt our combined power.

Together, we’re unstoppable, Vexxion said. I felt our bond grow stronger with each challenge we faced. Our love is formidable enough to make the king’s knees quake.

Brodine started wooing me a year ago at the king’s command. They assumed it would make me easier to manipulate. Brodine planned to hand me to Ivenrail himself.

Vexxion tightened his arms around me and placed his chin on the top of my head. He was back, and he’d never leave me again. Why did he claim Brodine?

To convince me that my friend was in grave danger. I huffed. Would you believe he mocked me for believing we were friends? Only now did the pain of my loss wash through me, but I could never grieve the man I’d killed. He’d never existed. I’d loved a mirage. He twisted my emotions and manipulated me every chance he could. A short time ago, he dared to stand in front of me and scorn me for being with you. He told me you didn’t truly love me, that our mate bond wasn’t real. Even as I lashed him with power, he snarled and told me I was useless, that I was a fool to think I’d ever get close enough to the king to kill him.

I should’ve killed him for you.

Because he saw himself as my shield, my protector from everything in life that might do me harm or cause me pain.

I had to do this myself. Facing him alone was the only way to end it. I had to prove to Brodine that he was wrong. He sent me to Prager, projecting Madrood’s voice in the meadow near the inn. He was poisoning everyone.

I’m sorry.

He mocked me right until the end. Slashed me with his scorn and disgust. Belittled me for believing there was anyone around me who wasn’t using me for their own gain.

Are you alright?

Surprisingly, yes. Something inside me has changed. I wasn’t hard—no harder than Vexxion. But the horror and dismay I’d felt after killing Delaine didn’t flood me. My hands didn’t shake, and my core didn’t feel hollowed out with dismay. Why don’t I care about this?

Because you were ready to do it.

Prepared?

In a sense, yes.

I was mad at him. I literally shook. Not with anguish but with fury. He used me. All this time, I loved him when he never felt the same.

Killing a person went against every instinct screaming inside me. One lonely tear trickled down my cheek, but I was mourning what I’d never had, not what I’d lost. I swiped it away and held up my fingers, studying the hot liquid as if it would reveal to the world what I’d done.

I didn’t make it easy for him, I said. How could I after what he’d done?

I’d blasted him with power and pinned him to the ground with magic. I stood over him while he begged, while he told me he had loved me, that I was a sister to him, that he’d been completely drained by the king, but I’d brought him back from the ether.

“All lies,” I’d hissed. “The king never drained you.”

He’d flinched and a vicious, corrupt expression crossed his face as he braced himself up off the ground. “Join with us, and we’ll give you the world.” He spoke with the voice I’d run to for most of my life but also with the voice I abhorred.

Ivenrail had slipped into Brodine, their faces morphing into a brutal mix of monster and a true master’s minion. “Join me, and you will have everything,” Ivenrail shouted through Brodine’s mouth.

“No,” I’d said.

“Then I’m coming for you, rider,” Ivenrail snarled. “Can you feel my rage scorching across your skin? When your pitiful, insignificant body is bound by my feet, I will destroy you.”

“You have no control over me.” Drawing power from my well, I sent it at Brodine-Ivenrail. A blink and nothing remained of the brown-eyed boy I’d looked up to, the strong guy who’d given me a shoulder to cry on so many times.

The man who’d played a final, ruthless game of Wraithweave and lost.

“I don’t want the world,” I’d whispered to the wind and the sun and to Drask perching on my shoulder. “And everything I’ve ever needed is already inside me.”

Fury. Vexxion’s voice held the ache I struggled to grab onto but couldn’t quite wrap my hands around. It would come. There was no way of avoiding it now, but feelings were what kept me from sliding into the bitter realm where Ivenrail wallowed.

My friends started waking, peering around with wide eyes as if they’d stumbled out of a dream and into a new, better reality. We explained what Brodine had done.

“Where is he?” Reyla stormed to her feet, a weapon springing into her hand. “I’ll gut him.”

“He’s no longer a threat,” Vexxion said.

Her gaze homed in on him. “You . . .” Her head tilted, and she frowned. “You didn’t do it,” she diverted her attention to me, “but you. You did.”

I jerked my chin in acknowledgement.

She stumbled over me, nearly falling but righting herself, before she plunged down on top of both me and Vexxion, her hug enveloping us both. “I’m sorry. I should’ve seen what he was doing.”

“How could you?” I asked, finding myself patting her back to give her comfort. “He fooled all of us.”

“Even Kinart.” Her eyes swam with tears. “When will this end?”

“I’m afraid it’s just beginning.” Aunt Vera thrust herself out of her chair to stand on the carpet, her posture barely wavering. “The curse . . . Your mother’s spell . . .” Panic blazed across her face as she looked between me and Layla. “We’re open and exposed and . . .” Blinking slowly, she stared at the floor with a frown shoving aside the panic on her face. “It’s gone, but . . . Lydel Court is . . .” Her heavy sigh was followed by a tentative smile. “Lydel Court has been restored, and you, my lovely niece, have done it.”

“They’re free,” I said simply.

Pandemonium broke out as Airia, Zayde, and Layla got up and crowded around us. Reyla slipped away from me and Vexxion to stand with them.

When Vexxion stilled, so did I, though I wasn’t sure why he’d done it. I looked up, and he gave me the sweetest smile. For an instant, it felt as if none of this had happened, and we were twenty and meeting for the very first time as a betrothed couple. He’d politely take my hand and kiss it. I’d smile demurely. When we walked together through the garden, we’d start falling in love.

“Ah.” Aunt Vera cried out, scattering my daydream. She clapped her hands and sashayed in a circle, bumping into Airia who joined in on the dance, both women laughing shrilly. They came to a stop with my aunt wiping away tears while Airia grinned my way.

“They’re almost here, oh, my. By the fates, they’re almost here, and we’re not quite prepared.” My aunt hustled to the sofa and took my hand, dragging me off Vexxion’s lap, tugging me out into the open area in the center of the room. “We need to get you ready.” She looked me up and down, nibbling on her lower lip. “Where to start? Where to start?”

“I’m . . .” I wore a tunic and pants, an outfit that would do for almost any informal occasion. “Why do we need to get ready this instant?” Even my words came out giddy. She’d caught me up in her infectious happiness. Today had been a mix of enlightenment and destruction, and it was hard to find humor in what was left. How could she be laughing?

“This is yours.” Vexxion strode over to stand behind me, holding up the delicate chain with my pabrilleen stone pendant. It winked in the sunlight streaming in through the bank of windows on the far wall. “It belongs to you, Fury, though I thank you for the loan.” He gently placed the pendant around my neck and fastened it at my nape, his finger a whisper on my skin that blossomed into a kiss. “I’m returning it to you, and it’s never leaving your neck again.”

“What if I want to wear something else?” I asked, teasing.

“You can wear whatever you like, but I love seeing it fastened around your neck.”

“Because it tells the world I belong to you.”

“Our mating marks do that quite nicely.”

In a heartbeat, I could sink back into his arms and let them sweep me away, take me from here to a place where we could be together once more.

“Very good,” my aunt said, beaming at Vexxion.

“This belongs to you as well.” Zayde came over to stand in front of me, holding his clasped hand toward me. He peeled back his fingers, revealing a ring with a flat surface on the top etched with a dragon coiled around a sapphire stone. “I picked this up while we traveled and held onto it because I knew it was yours.”

“Where did you find the Lydel Court High Lady’s ring of power?” Aunt Vera breathed. Her finger twitched toward the ring before she snapped it back and looked at me with tears in her eyes. “The last time I saw it, it graced your grandmother’s hand. I thought the monster stole it somehow.”

“The emissary I sent to Evergorne was holding it for her,” Zayde said. “Mayline gave it to him before she cast the spell to protect this island.” His solemn gaze met mine as he lifted the ring from his palm and held it toward me. “If I may?”

I nodded, too overcome to speak. This was my grandmother—and my court’s—ring of power?

“This ring symbolizes the sanctity of this court,” Zayde said.

Layla clung to his arm, tears streaming down her face. She nodded. “It belongs to you, sister. Wear it in power.”

“May it guide you well,” Zayde finished as he slid the ring onto my right middle finger.

I could feel it tightening to ensure a good fit, and the way it almost fused with my skin. It warmed before cooling once more, and I knew in my heart that this court had accepted me.

“Wonderful.” Aunt Vera clapped her hands together. “We must do more. Hurry!”

“You can’t wear a tunic and pants on a day like this.” Layla stepped away from Zayde. She hugged me quickly, whispering by my ear. “Hold still. I’m not sure I’ve perfected this spell yet and . . . Alright, Vexxion might enjoy the naked end result, but you’ll shock the rest of us.” Stepping back, she nodded, wincing as she pinched her eyes closed.

When she opened them, I wore a rich black gown adorned with tiny gold jewels.

“You and Vexxion have a similar style.” My soft laugh rang out as I spun in a circle to flare the skirt. “It’s lovely. I don’t know why I need it but thank you.”

“You’ll see.” My aunt cast her smile around the room. “Next?”

“My magic isn’t quite at Layla’s level,” Airia said. “But I think I can handle something simple like this.” She flicked her finger my way, and my hair arranged itself on the top of my head with only tendril curls whispering across my exposed shoulders. “You look amazing,” she gushed, color rising into her face. “I wasn’t sure I could do that. Look at me. I’m actually learning some magic.”

I gave her a hug and we parted, her rushing back to stand by the fireplace while Reyla stepped forward.

“I suspect this is an important occasion, though I’m as unaware of what’s going on as you,” she said with a smile. “You’ve been my friend forever, and that means everything to me.”

“Reyla.” Tears choked my eyes, and I sniffed them back before they fell to make a mess of my pretty gown.

My friend closed her eyes and whispered, and a protective spell slid across my body. She sucked in a breath and opened her eyes, her gaze meeting mine. “I think I did that correctly.”

“Reyla is your enforcer.” Awe edged through Vera’s voice. “Why didn’t I see this?”

“Because I’ve only recently come into my true power.” Reyla shrugged. “I mean, I haven’t exactly mastered most of it yet, but I’m working on it.” She gave me a solemn nod. “You feel different, right? You can sense that it’s there, giving you a cloak that will protect you from at least one blow?”

“I can feel it. Thank you.” My voice choked off. “Love you, Reyla.”

She clasped my forearms. “Love you too.” When she stepped away from me, the grin I remember from when we were still tiny and racing around the fortress courtyard filled her face. “Me, an enforcer. Would you believe that?”

“One final thing, and then we’re ready.” My aunt walked over to stand in front of me. She lifted her open, empty palm between us. “You’ll need this, though I don’t expect you’ll want to walk around all the time with it on your head.”

The crown I’d stolen from Ivenrail’s room appeared in her hand.

“I’m afraid it’s been abused, but I can fix that.” A tap of Vera’s finger and the twists along the surface smoothed, though the thorns—my court’s thorns like those on my mother’s precious roses—remained.

Aunt Vera swallowed back her tears as she lifted it up over my head with magic. “Do you accept the duty and humble honor that comes with serving as Lydel Court’s High Lady?”

“Where did you get it?” I asked in a thready voice.

“I called it, and it came to me.” Her eyes told me a slightly different story. Did she know where I’d obtained it? Each item appeared to play a role in whatever game the fates were playing with us, and the more I knew of their strategy, the better I could control my actions rather than let the fates move me across the board like a game piece.

“Do you accept?” she asked again.

“I do.” A chime rang out the moment I spoke, and magic swirled through the air, making the jewels in the crown sparkle.

She lowered it onto my head.

Everyone in the room dropped to one knee and bowed.

“Wait, wait,” I cried out, flapping my hands at them. “You don’t need to do that. Yes, err, rise. Please, rise!”

Smiling, everyone got back up.

“Lydel Court is yours, High Lady,” Aunt Vera said. “What would you like to do first?” Her head cocked, and her smile trembled across her lips. “Shall we go out into the courtyard? It’s time.”

It was time. I knew this in my heart, though I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next.

Something wonderful.

With joy springing through me, I left the parlor, holding Vexxion’s hand and with everyone else following.

A clamber rang out from the courtyard, but I felt no fear, only excitement tinged with the weight of expectation.

When I reached the big double doors leading to the courtyard, I dropped Vexxion’s hand, though I paused and curled my finger his way, urging him down for a kiss. Everything I was and everything I would ever be was only possible because this man stood by my side.

He kissed me and nudged his head toward the doors. Sunlight shot through, the brightness hiding whatever was happening outside.

I lifted my chin and strode to the doors, thrusting them both wide, my strength shot through with a touch of Lydel Court’s core of power. It flowed through my veins and seeped from my skin, channeling from my fingers to my toes. It was so much a part of me already, I couldn’t imagine existing without it.

Striding outside, I stopped on the platform, humbled and honored by what I saw.

The courtyard overflowed with people—my people.

They cheered and chanted High Lady. High Lady.

With my heart in my throat, I walked down and strode among them, touching one after another, stopping to welcome them back, to tell them how grateful I was that they were here to support our righteous cause.

At the far end of the courtyard, a line of men and women stood in a line proudly, dressed in black pants and dark green tunics with sparkling gild adorning their shoulders.

As one, they pressed their fists to their chests. One woman stepped forward and dropped her head in a lavish bow. “We’re here for you, High Lady. We’re yours to command.” She smacked her fist on her chest hard enough I could feel the vibration sliding across my ribs. My heart thrummed with power and the belief that with these people supporting me, I could vanquish anyone who sought to do us harm.

“Thank you,” I told them all, wiping away my tears. “I’m grateful to have you here with me.”

A low, fluttering sound grew until the flapping roar of wings blasted across the world from all around us.

“Back,” Aunt Vera shouted. “Everyone, get back. Clear the middle of the courtyard!”

I flitted to stand beside Vexxion and the others on the platform. The sound grew to a cacophony, loud enough I could feel the weighty mass of it stomping across my bones.

Dragons.

A least a thousand dragons passed overhead, an endless stream of power and might and the very will of the fates themselves fused into scales, claws, and furious flames.

Madrood led them all.

The tears in my eyes would not be denied, but they were a thing of joy and promise. My heart thrummed hard enough to burst. How could I take any more?

I would find a way. Not because I had to but because I wanted to.

This. Was. My. Destiny.

The dragons continued to stream past to the cheers of the crowd, traveling toward the aeries Airia had prepared at the top of the cliffs on the northern part of Lydel.

Except ten dragons, who peeled away from the rest. They spiraled down.

My fellow Lydel citizens gasped and scrambled into each other along the outer walls of the courtyard, clearing a path in the center.

The flap of their wings made wind gust through the big open area. Drask squawked, and as he fluttered his wings on my shoulder, my skirt whipped my calves in a frenzy.

The glorious beasts pulled up before they reached the ground. They landed lightly in a long row, a gleaming mass of strength and cunning and long claws sinking into the soft soil.

They were led by one wonderful silver dragon who towered above them all.

You’re back, I said to Madrood in his mind.

I’m sorry we took so long.

No problem. You’re just in time.

He stiffened and sent a chiding look to the dragons standing on either side of him. Now.

They dropped, their bellies dipping down to rest on the ground.

Every single, fabulous one of them bowed their heads to me alone.

High Lady, Madrood intoned in my mind, in the courtyard, and in a voice so full of power it must echo across all of Lydel and the continent beyond. I bring you an army.
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Fury spoke with Madrood and every single Lydel citizen who’d come here to show support, walking among them with a mix of wonder and joy on her face.

Vera and I sat on benches on the edge of the courtyard with the scent of Mayline’s roses drifting around us. As the night waned, our friends went inside, seeking the quiet of their suites.

“She’s amazing,” Vera said softly.

“I love her.”

“As you were destined to do.”

“As I would have even if we hadn’t been fated or betrothed. I will always belong to her, from now until we take our final breath and beyond that. No matter where she goes after this world is over, I will seek her. Loving her isn’t something I do, it’s what I am.” She was the very pulse beneath my skin. Every day with her was an affirmation that my life had meaning.

Vera took my hand and lifted it, examining it in the winking lights from tiny sprites popping in and out of the garden as if they, too, could not stay away from the gleaming wonder of Lydel’s new high lady. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have left you at Bledmire with him. I should’ve found another way.”

“If you hadn’t, I wouldn’t be the man I am today, the man who finally accepts he’s worthy of one woman’s love.”

“You were always worthy.”

“I’ve done things—”

Her fingers tightened around mine before releasing. “Everything you did, every path you took, was destined from the moment you first took breath.”

“I have controlled what I do, not the fates,” I said sharply.

“Have you?” she asked, equally hard.

“Always,” I growled.

Is everything alright? Fury asked in a voice lilting with sweet contentment. She thrived in the love of her people. She was destined for this from the moment she first took a breath.

I was her shield. Her lover. And I would remain at her side until the bitter end.

Everything’s fine, I said lightly. You’re happy?

Very much. It’s . . . breathtaking. They’re swearing fealty, one after another. Promising to dust off their riding leathers, polish their swords, and sharpen their magic. When I ride, they will charge forward at my side. And the dragons . . . Each word she spoke in my mind was a fierce, painful, yet wondrous, stab. Imperfectly perfect, like her. They’re amazing.

The rest of the beasts had flown to the aerie, followed by Airia, Tempest’s flight leader. Only Madrood remained, rumbling behind her like an overgrown pet chall, smoke coiling from his nostrils and flames licking through his eyes. If anyone so much as scowled her way, he’d scorch them.

This was what she was destined for—not a simple betrothal with one such as me.

“I still apologize,” Vera said. “I saw . . .”

“Things you knew you couldn’t control.” Given a choice, of course I would’ve fled Bledmire all those years ago. I’d walked along the fine wire stretching across the cavern for most of my life, waiting to fall.

I still walked it, only others had joined my fury and I, perching on various sections of the thin band. Some waited to cause destruction while others had placed themselves between them and us.

“You’re right about that,” Vera said. “Knowing is both a gift and a curse. You had to remain there, or you wouldn’t be here today. And if you weren’t by my niece’s side—”

“She was born to be the strong woman she is today.”

“But she’d be harder, so much harder.”

“We’re all molded by our past.”

“And those we love.”

“If you need my forgiveness, you have it.” I didn’t blame her or anyone but the monster who called himself my father. He’d dragged me down a horrifying path, not this frail woman sitting beside me.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “I, too, have done things I hope no one ever discovers.”

I glanced her way, but she watched Tempest. “What have you seen of what comes next?”

“Many things and nothing.”

“I imagine it’s hard to interpret some of them.”

“You’re correct. I see wisps of this and that, and too often, they’re pieces of a puzzle missing their picture. Some could belong to a puzzle sitting in a box I haven’t opened. Others could be duplicates from puzzles I’ve already completed. I sort through them and listen to whatever they’re trying to tell me. Then I hope I can place them correctly on the board.”

If she could tell me, did I truly want to know how this would turn out? I had to hold onto my belief that we’d end it and emerge from the storm unscathed. Otherwise, how could I go on?

I clung to the dream that Tempest and I would finally have a moment to breathe together. To love and laugh and drop down into a bed of flowers and kiss.

No fear. No anger. No more betrayal.

I wasn’t sure such a glorious place existed, but if it did, I’d find it and bring my fury there.

Vera released my hand and rose. “I should go to my rooms. I’m tired, and we have many things to do over the next few days until . . .”

Until it was time for us to rise for the final battle.

“I’ll stay here with her.” Watching her. Protecting her with my magic, the might of my arm, and my everlasting soul.

Vera stroked her fingertips across my face to my scars, and they twitched from her touch. “I’m so sorry,” she choked out.

“Don’t be.”

She nodded and slowly walked along the path, finally stepping inside the manor.

When everyone had left, leaving only me, Fury, and Madrood in the courtyard, I left the bench and joined them.

Madrood’s gaze met mine. I leave her with you for the night. Protect her well. She has more to face.

As do we all.

He dipped his head forward before turning to gently nudge Fury’s chest. They spoke in their minds, and she smiled before leaning forward to kiss the dragon’s brow. He huffed, shooting sparks, though he took care not to send any across her dress.

With that, he backed away and sprung off the ground. He soared over the courtyard a full circle before peeling away to fly toward one of the aeries.

Tempest leaned into my side, linking our fingers, and watched until he was no longer in view.

“I still can’t believe it,” she said with so much joy, it sliced through me. “We have an army. Dragons. Riders. Generals. Our power’s growing every moment. I finally believe we can do this.”

“Ultimately, you will have to do it.”

Her smile fell. “I’ll do whatever I must.”

She would find no peace in it, and in that, we differed. I could flit to Bledmire and try to do it myself, but I knew I would not succeed. Yes, I held Weldsbane’s core within my soul, but Vera wasn’t the only fae who could see things he wished he couldn’t.

I’d seen that if I tried to kill Ivenrail myself, I’d die from my efforts.

The best vision said that this petite, strong woman at my side had a small chance of ending the king’s brutal reign.

I’d support her and love her and hope to still be standing with her when she delivered the final blow.

Her yawn stretched out.

You’re tired, I said in her mind.

Take us to our rooms, love. I want you. I need your soothing touch.

It’s always yours. In a blink we stood in our suite.

Would you like a bath? I asked.

Only if you take one with me.

My heart roared with a joy only this woman could give me. I prepared the room and magicked away our clothing. As she laughed softly, I swept her up in my arms. She snuggled into my chest.

I flitted us into the vast tub full of piping hot water, settling her on my lap facing me with my hands on her hips and her palms cupping my shoulders.

She smiled up at me. “Here we are again. I’m grateful it’s here in this tub and not at Bledmire, however.”

“You didn’t enjoy our baths at the castle?”

“They were delightful—”

I snorted. “Just delightful?”

“Sinful and delicious are better words to describe those moments, but they always held an edge of bitterness I couldn’t shrug away.”

“You’re safe here.” For now, though I could feel him coming. He’d reach the edge of the continent within a few days, and unless we stopped him, he’d overrun this land and drink down its power to feed his own.

“You’re safe here too.” Her fingertip traced across my throat where the collar used to thrive on my fear and my blood and any happiness I dragged from the torturous world I grew up in.

“I love you,” I said.

She kissed my chest and looked up at me. “I love you too. Always and forever.”

“There’s something I want you to do.”

Her head tilted, and her lips quivered, though she quickly smoothed them.

It was a kick in the gut that she suspected I could still be hiding things from her, and I deserved to take on the pain I’d delivered to her with one betrayal after another. I’d lied and hid things from her. Some I couldn’t share, others I held back to guide her—no, to manipulate her along the only path that might ensure our success.

That time was over.

“I’m wide open to you. No more secrets.” I kissed her quickly. “I promise. Look into my eyes and see that I’m telling you the truth in this.”

Her brow knit as she studied my face and eyes before she nodded. “No more secrets?”

“I haven’t earned the right to ask you to trust me in this.”

Vexxion, she croaked in my mind. Her eyes glistened with the tears I’d forced from her, and it was all I could do not to sink down into the wallowing agony I’d made myself face when I saw what I was doing to her.

Fury. My fury. “Will you do one thing for me?”

“Yes.”

“Walk through my mind.”
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“That’s a horrible thing to do to someone you love,” I said. “Why do you want me to do it?”

“I want you to see and know everything. I’m vulnerable and wide open to you, but for trust to exist between us, I need you to sort through my thoughts and memories. Then you’ll see all I am and all I’ll ever be.”

“You expected me to kill him, knowing you’d die as well. It was wrong to keep that from me.”

“I knew you wouldn’t be able to do it if you knew,” he said.

“Did it ever occur to you that killing you would destroy me? How can you think I’d be able to go on without you?” My eyes bled from my heart, and each word I barked at him made my throat swell tighter. It was all I could do to suck in air. “I never want to go on without you.” I poked his chest with rising fury. He’d named me well, and I was lashing my storm upon him. I poked again. “You had no right to keep me out of that decision.”

“You’re right.” He nodded as if his verbal agreement wasn’t enough. “Walk through my mind.”

My lips twisted. “Is that a command?”

“A plea.”

I slumped against his chest, and his arms went around me where they belonged. “You have nothing else to hide?”

“Nothing. This I swear.”

“Then I don’t need to do it. I believe you.”

He lifted my chin with one finger, making me meet his eyes. “Do it, Fury. Only then can we walk forward together.”

I didn’t harbor doubts. Nearly losing him again had swept them away. I didn’t need to sort through his memories or his thoughts to know he was being completely honest with me.

But I did as he asked.

If I said no, a thin wall would remain between us, and I wanted all our barriers down. Only then could our souls entwine. Only then could we feel the full love we were destined to find together.

“Alright,” I whispered, closing my eyes.

With magic similar to traveling, I stepped into his mind.

Everything about this man was charged, suffused with something vibrant and undeniably loving. I could feel his warmth drift around me, enfold me in the tenderest caress. His adoration washed over me, tugging me down into his never-ending embrace. I stepped into the memory of when he first saw me. How much he’d craved me even then. How frightened he was of the feelings inside him that were already beyond his control. How desperate he was to feel my love but how equally desperate he was to make sure I didn’t fall for him only to have to kill him.

I could feel the weight of my name lingering on his tongue, like it had been there before time began. It would be there when time ceased to exist.

Each of his heartbeats reverberated through me, syncopated to moments we’d shared—silent glances that spoke louder than words ever could. The lingering touch of his hand. His almost feral need to protect me and love me as no one else ever could.

His thoughts wove around mine in swirls of passion and joy. They didn’t just accommodate, they welcomed me as if they'd always reserved this space for us. Indelible marks left by our fleeting touches had been etched within him. Seeing all of him was both raw and undeniably perfect. He loved me deeply, desperately so.

I touched each of his memories with my mind, weeping as one torturous thing after another was done to him. If only I could reach out to the boy he’d been and hold him, whisper to him that things would get better, that there would come a time when my boundless love would enfold him.

I took on the thrill surging through his heart when we first made love. He’d loved me with an almost reverent joy that was so big and throbbing that it pulsed through me.

I stepped past it to when he strode through the sandy ether with only one goal in mind: to reach me even if he’d die trying. I saw a building there, plus a huge, gleaming onyx altar with words inscribed along the top.

Whispers will reveal what shadows keep.

To lose all hope or dare to take the leap.

The words swirled around me, through me.

Then I drifted away, moving on through his mind.

Each word he’d spoken to me had been as honest as he’d dared make them. He’d traveled a path with no room for me to walk beside him, but at all times, he’d been thinking of the best way to keep me safe in his shadow.

Within his subconscious whispers, I found an undeniable truth. I was etched into the marrow of his soul. All his fear centered on losing what we had. Pure happiness radiated from every touch between us. In his intimate mind space, I found irrefutable proof that I was loved profoundly and irrevocably by this man alone.

Above all others, even himself.

I was his sole reason for existing.

I also saw he wasn’t hiding anything from me.

I was about to pull myself out when I came to a door.

What’s this? I rattled the knob. Locked, it wouldn’t allow me entry.

“I . . . I don’t know what that is,” he said. “Open it. Walk through. See it all. Please.”

I was being ripped in two and not because the door still wouldn’t open. His quiet desperation, his determination to expose everything he was or would ever be was a throbbing pain inside him.

He worried that I’d never fully trust him again, and that gouged deep.

Open the door, he barked. Force it if you have to.

Maybe it’s not meant to be opened. Mist swirled from beneath the panel, choking in the back of my throat.

A spell. Who had cast it on him?

You need to open it, he said.

I gathered power and plunged it into the lock. It snapped, and when the panel opened, I stepped inside.

Opening my eyes, I pulled myself out of his mind and looked up at him. “There was nothing behind the door. Absolutely nothing, as if everything there had been wiped clean.”

He frowned. Even now, his fingertips worried up and down my spine. “How can there be nothing there? It must be a memory.”

“I found nothing but a vast, white space. There was nothing left of whatever memory you locked behind the door.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s gone.” I stroked his chest. “But we’re here now. Together.” I kissed along his scars, each and every one of them before looking up to find his warm eyes gazing down at me. “Thank you.”

There was nothing between us any longer. He was free. We were free.

“Fury,” he growled.

His mouth claimed mine in a kiss that was sweetness and fire. Light and dark and every color of the rainbow.

Leaving my mouth, he kissed across my damp skin, each touch sending liquid fire licking through me.

I rocked against his stiffening cock, overcome with an insane desire only this man could ever satisfy. We might’ve parted from all the lies and the near betrayal, but we’d found each other again. We were both wide open and raw, but from what was left, we could build anew.

His hands were feverish on my body while his mouth drank from my very soul with each of his kisses. He stroked my thighs in circles that slowly made their way to my core. He found my clit and rubbed while his threads plunged inside me.

I panted and whimpered his name, bucking against his touch I thought I’d never feel again.

He was everything to me. All I could see and feel, and I couldn’t wait to come undone in his arms.

Loving him wasn’t a choice, though I embraced it with all of my heart. It was an unyielding force that drove me every single moment. He brought me peace and every dream I'd dared to hope for. I’d taken his love and wove it into every part of my soul. I couldn’t fathom a life without his love, his touch, his presence by my side.

He anchored me while setting my soul free; an exquisite contradiction that left me both shattered and whole every single day.

You crave me, Fury, he purred in my mind, starting to lift me off his threads. Let me show you.

I braced his shoulders and glared up at him—as much as I could. How could I host even a snarl when he was driving me to the edge? I am in control of this.

His breath caught, and he lifted his hands, smirking down at me. So you are. Take me, love. I’m already yours.

That’s right. Don’t forget.

Never.

I latched onto his cock and milked it with the tight squeeze of my hand, sliding from the base to the top where I ran my thumb across it. He was velvet wrapped steel, and I couldn’t wait to feel him impale me.

Why not now?

I was on fire; I was going to combust.

Rising, I centered the head of his cock at my opening and plunged down, driving him deep within me.

“Yes,” he breathed by my ear. “Love me. Show me I’m yours.”

Control was this man’s weapon, his sanity, and the only thing he’d been able to call his own for too long. Knowing that he relinquished himself to me made me want to weep.

Instead, I rose and dropped back down on him.

“Threads?” he hummed by my ear.

At my nod, he released them again. While he held my hips, lifting me up and pushing me down when I dropped, his threads stroked my nipples into hard peaks while others teased across my clit.

My fury was rising inside me, and nothing was going to hold it back. It would blast across this world and into the one beyond.

He was deep; I swear he touched my soul.

But it still wasn’t enough.

“More,” I growled. “Give me more. Everything you are and everything you’ll ever be.”

“Take it. Claim it,” he growled by my ear.

I rode him hard, but he drove himself even harder.

And when we crashed, when that exquisite wonder we’d found only with each other finally came, we let it devour us.

He washed and dried us before flitting us to our bed. We lay together like spoons beneath the blankets, snuggling like we used to back at Weldsbane. It was sweet and special, and I’d hold moments like this within my heart.

“Marry me,” he whispered by my ear.

I rolled around to face him. “Do you mean that?”

“Marry me.” A smile twitched across his lips.

“That’s why you wanted me to walk in your mind. You wanted me to know you were holding nothing else back.”

He nodded. “Marry me, please?”

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“I believe you heard me, oh, mighty high lord of Weldsbane.”

Fury, he growled in my mind. I love you.

And he showed me.

Oh, how he showed me.

After, I fell asleep with his kissed promise still warm on my mouth.

I woke partway through the night to . . .
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Drask perched on the lower bed rail, his head cocking this way and that.

He watched me.

Vexxion stirred but didn’t wake. He rolled away from me as I slipped from the bed and walked over to the window.

Drask soared over to land on his perch, staring up at me as I slid the window open for him to fly through.

As I suspected, he didn’t leave.

I turned to face him, and his gaze sunk into mine . . .

When I jerked my eyes away, he flew up to land on my shoulder. He pecked my cheek gently, the fingerbone he held in his beak gouging my skin.

The third vision waited.

“It’s time?” I hissed, wanting to see but wishing I could hold it back. This bone had taken me to the cave where I’d listened to Ivenrail and the Liege arguing, where the king revealed how he’d twisted dregs with magic, where I was shown they could fly.

Whose bone was this?

He thrust it toward me again.

Taking it, I was sucked down into . . .

Dark blue drapes had been cinched back at each of the four bedposts, and their ends fluttered in a floral-scented breeze coasting through the large bedroom.

I lay in the bed beneath soft blankets.

No, no, it couldn’t be me.

“Who?” I whispered, and the words echoed around me.

I’m grateful you’re here, a lilting woman’s voice said in my mind. Watch closely. You must not miss this, dear one.

Who are you?

You’ll soon know. It’s . . . wonderful.

What is wonderful?

My eyes were guided down to the child I held in my arms, swaddled in a sapphire blue blanket. The newborn stared up at its mother—me—with equally blue eyes.

Vexxion? I croaked. He was beautiful with his plump, pink cheeks. He cooed at her—me—and everything inside me melted.

Why was I being shown this memory from . . .?

You’re Vexxion’s mother, Ellyn, I said. Ivenrail stole your finger bone. You took me to the cave and—

I love my son deeply. I can see you feel the same and that makes me incredibly happy. Thank you for loving him, for believing in him when he couldn’t believe in himself.

He’s everything to me. Loving him was lightning striking the same spot repeatedly, blistering and electrifying and joyous. I wasn’t sure I could stand the overwhelming feeling.

Yes. Yes, he is, she said. I rejoice in this.

How did you see inside the cave? You were already dead. For years. It wasn’t possible.

He stole everything from me. My heart. My court. My future. But he did not steal this. She tightened her arms around the infant. Leaning forward, she kissed his forehead. Not yet. Never if the fates agree to my bargain.

What bargain?

Safety in exchange for a life.

She’d sacrificed everything she had for her son. She’d remained stoic and strong while Ivenrail killed her. He’d done everything he could to torture the information from her, but she’d held strong because she knew doing so would protect her son.

Not quite, she said softly. Yes, I sacrificed myself to keep my son alive. But I also held strong and did not give him the information he was seeking for one other, wonderful reason.

The memory I’d seen in the dungeon washed through me.

Hanging from the wall, 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 Vexxion.

She, she, she.

“Your mother refused to tell me,” the king snarled.

“I don’t know what you mean.” Hearing Vexxion’s tortured, little boy voice gutted me all over again. He was small. Defenseless. And already incredibly strong.

Ivenrail sighed. “You might not know. It would be just like her not to tell you.”

But I did, Ellyn said, tugging me back to the current vision and away from the dungeon. My son deserved to know even if I made sure he didn’t remember.

Ivenrail’s speaking of me, correct? I asked. He was looking for me because he knew Vexxion and I could control enormous power once we were finally together.

The fates accepted my bargain, she said. Watch.

The door to this room swept open and Aunt Vera hurried inside, her face creased with age and concern. She carefully shut the door and crossed the room, stopping beside the bed, staring down at Vexxion’s mother and him. “You’re sure? I’m willing to cast the spell, but it will leave a gap in his mind.”

“Can you hide him?”

“You know I can’t.”

This didn’t make sense.

Ellyn’s soft, tortured sigh rang out. “Thank you anyway.”

Vera rubbed Ellyn’s shoulder. “I would if I could. Please know this.”

“I do.” Ellyn’s chin lifted. “The plan is set. I can only pray to the fates that the things we’ve put into place will bring about the end we need, that they’ll fulfill their side of the bargain.”

“I wish I could see what happens.” Tears trickled down my aunt’s ruddy cheeks. “In this, everything’s much too blank.”

“Because there are too many paths yet to follow. Trust. It’s all I can do.”

Vera kissed Ellyn on the forehead and stared into her eyes for a very long time before she nodded. “You’re brave. Braver than I could be.”

“The love I have . . . I happily give everything I am to make sure they have a chance.”

“We could board a ship and flee.” Vera’s feverish voice rang out. “I’m sure the king of—”

“You saw what could happen if we leave.”

“Danger awaits them on every path they follow.”

“But not the death you’ve seen if we continue on this path.”

“Leaving the continent holds many futures.” Vera swiped at her eyes. “They don’t all contain death.”

“I cannot risk them. Please do this final thing for me. Everything else is in place.” She smiled down at her baby. “So precious. So small. Yet with so much potential.” Her head lifted. “It’s time. Bring him to me.”

My aunt sucked in a breath and released it before she jerked out a nod. Turning, she walked over to the door, opening it, and gestured for someone to enter.

A small boy walked through the gap, his gaze only on the woman lying in the bed.

“Mummy.” With the smile I’d seen on the man I loved, he raced over to the bed and climbed onto it, settling to lean into his mother’s side, gazing up at her with complete adoration.

My breathing stuttered.

The infant was not Vexxion. Not now and not in the other vision.

“This is your sister, Vexxion,” Ellyn said.

Sister? I barked. Vexxion has a sister?

“Isn’t she pretty?” she said, stroking her son’s dark hair.

He nodded, gazing raptly at the swaddled baby who peered toward him, cooing. His fingertip traced down her cheek like a tear she had not yet shed.

I suspected she’d wear many.

“Love her, because I won’t be there for her.” Sobs choked Ellyn’s words. “When it’s time, she’ll remind you, and then you’ll know.” She looked up at Vera. “Do it. Please. I cannot bear this any longer.”

“Come, little one.” Aunt Vera held out her hand toward Vexxion. “Now that you’ve met her, your mother needs to rest.”

I’ll rest forever soon, Ellyn said in my mind. For now, it’s wonderful to see him and my daughter together. I’m grateful I could share this memory with you because you’ll know what to do.

Who is she? I barked. Who?

My aunt took Vexxion to the door, stooping down in front of him and holding his arms before he left. He looked up at her, and she whispered a spell I couldn’t make out.

His gaze went blank, and he turned and left the room.

“It’s done,” Aunt Vera said. “He won’t remember his sister until he’s reminded.”

“Thank you,” Ellyn said. “There’s only one thing left for you to do, and then you can hide.”

“Hiding’s not part of my future, but I’ll do all I can to make this easier for them. I promise you this.” She walked back over to the bed and held out her hands. “They will treat her well. They will love her. I’m sorry I can’t see more than that.”

“We have to do this, right?” Ellyn’s voice shook as much as her hands did holding her daughter. “Otherwise . . .”

“He’ll mold her into something hideous. All other paths lead to this.”

“Alright, then.” Ellyn lifted her daughter, and Vera took her, gently cradling her in her arms.

“Sleep if you can,” my Aunt Vera said. “I’ll be back once it’s done to share what I can.”

“Thank you.”

Aunt Vera blinked back her tears.

“Before you flit.” Ellyn’s fingers stretched out to touch her daughter one last time. “Would you tell them her name and ask them to keep it?”

Vera paused. “Of course.”

“Love you, sweet,” Ellyn told her daughter. “I’ll always love you, my Reyla.”

OceanofPDF.com


56


TEMPEST
[image: ]


Iwas pulled back to my bedroom at Lydel with early morning sunshine streaming in through the windows behind me.

Reyla was Vexxion’s sister.

Drask sat on his perch, flapping his wings. I gaped at him; my breaths coming in shallow gasps.

“Reyla is Vexxion’s sister,” I whispered. I still couldn’t believe it. She gave her life not only to protect Vexxion, but to hide her daughter’s identity.

“And you . . .” I stared into Drask’s eyes. He’d always been more than a simple bird. She’d planted a spark of herself within him, but I sensed, like the finger bone, she was already gone. She’d remained near her son until I needed her more, and then she’d found me at the fortress—in crow form. She’d protected me as much as she could, like she had him, and she’d given me the love I was denied.

And she’d been there to watch over Reyla.

Before I told him, there was one thing I needed to see, a confirmation of sorts.

After magically dressing in leathers, I flitted to the shed beside Bledmire’s aerie and crept to the door, peering out through the tiny gap I created. When I didn’t see anyone around, I raced from the shed and up over the bridge, the slap of my braid on my back whispering, hurry, hurry, hurry.

I took the path to the right that wound through vegetation and ended near the back door. After sending out my senses to make sure I remained alone, I strode to the door and slipped inside the back hallway.

Voices echoed from the kitchens, but no one cried out, asking me why I was here.

I took the back stairs, passing no one, and poked my head out into the open hallway.

Now came the dangerous part, but I had to see.

Closing my eyes, I traveled down the hall to Ivenrail’s door.

Cloaked in magic, I passed the guards standing stiffly outside and into the king’s sitting area. Finding no one there, I flitted, landing beside the fireplace and the chair of draining.

Voices echoed in the hall, and I froze until they passed, before tiptoeing over to stand beside the Wraithweave board.

As I suspected, the high lady’s white defender—Vexxion’s mother and the spirit haunting Drask—was gone.

My sad sigh leaked out.

If only I’d had more time with her.

A bit of mist swirled around the high lady, catching my eye, but when I stared, it fluttered away.

The high lady and her remaining defenders stood on Lydel Island. The master had moved south with his entourage and waited on the coast of the mainland—except for the king’s enforcer who still stood at Bledmire.

Fuck. I had to—

Turning, I slammed into Kerune.

While yanking two blades from the sheaths at my side, I reeled backward, but I tripped over something, and my left leg gave out. Yelping, I crashed to the floor while Kerune stalked toward me with his fingers twisted to claws and my death in his eyes.

“Fuck you,” I hissed, and flitted back to Lydel.

I stood at the foot of my bed, panting, gazing feverishly around as if Kerune would follow.

He couldn’t. Our wards remained strong.

When silence ticked inside the room, I slid my knives back into their sheaths with hands that shook more than I liked. I leaned against the bed frame, rubbing my twitching thigh.

Vexxion walked out of the bathing area and over to stand beside me. “You got up early.” His sweet smile rose. “I thought I might find you taking a bath, but the tub is dry. Where did you go?”

“I . . .” I took his hand and urged him over to one of the sofas, sinking down on a cushion.

His face tensing with concern, he sat beside me. The fact that he didn’t tug me onto his lap told me he worried what I had to say might hurt him. Pain lanced down my throat. I climbed onto his lap, straddling him, and rose up to kiss him, putting my heart and everything inside me into our kiss.

He groaned and wrapped his arms around me, hauling me fully against him, before his head lifted. He looked from my eyes to my mouth and settled back at my eyes.

What is it? he asked, a hint of his vulnerability coming through in his tone.

I love you.

This sounds like . . . He raked his fingers through his hair, unsettling it in a wild way that made me want to smooth it. Kiss him again. Tell him I loved him a thousand times and more, however many it took until he no longer worried.

Our time was coming. We’d end this, marry, and finally be together without fear haunting us.

“I’ve touched each of the finger bones the pixies gave me a second time,” I said.

His curt nod jerked out. “What did you see?”

“Vera’s revealed the time with my mother when they knew they had to hide me.” My leg ached. Oh, how it ached. Almost as much as my heart. “I know why and how they did it. They didn’t dump me at the fortress. Everything that was done to me was necessary to protect me.”

His arms tightened around me, and when I pressed my cheek against his chest, he rested his chin on the top of my head. “How do you feel?”

I shrugged back my tears. “Better and worse, I suppose. Better because I know how deeply I was loved. Worse for all that I’ve lost.” I leaned back and looked up at him. “He stole everything from me.”

“Except Lydel.”

“I’ve taken as much of it back as I can.”

“He also didn’t steal me.”

“I’ll love you for this lifetime and beyond. Please know that.” Taking his hand, I pressed his palm against my chest. “Feel my heart? It beats only because you’re with me. Without you, I’ll be lost. I’ll wander forever.”

“You’re stronger than you know.”

“Your love gives me that strength. Nothing else.”

“Never discount who you are and who you will always be.” He kissed me and lifted his head once more. “I feel the same, as if I’m nothing without you. I only breathe and rest easy when I hold you in my arms.”

“Trust me. Know that nothing I do is intended to hurt you. Know that I don’t give myself to you with any intention of ever drawing back.”

I know this. I feel your warm touch on my soul.

I released a sigh. “Your fingerbone showed me when Iasar confronted you inside the cave where Kinart died.”

“Then you know that I’m the reason he and his mate were trapped in the doors for all those years.”

“You didn’t do that to them.”

His head crooked and a grimace crossed his face. “I gave the king the spell.”

That, I hadn’t seen. “Gave it or were you forced to reveal it? I know you, Vexxion. Nothing you say or have done is without purpose.”

He lowered his eyes as if he hoped never to reveal something that would push me away. “My uncle tortured it from me.”

I’d kill him with my bare hands if he was still alive.

I gripped Vexxion’s shoulders. “They forced you to do it.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“You’re not to blame!”

But I am, he barked. For everything.

You are not responsible for anyone else’s actions. The man I love would never do what his father has done. He did not mold you.

He tried. So hard and so often. I barely held on. His gaze finally met mine. “I could hold on because I knew that one day, I’d finally find you. Without you, there is no laughter or meaning—just a void that swallows everything good. When I realized you were at the fortress, my world shifted. I could barely think. I ached to find you, to hold you.” His low laugh soothed my aching heart. “And I can only imagine what you would’ve done if I’d tugged you into my arms right away.”

My lips quirked up. “I might’ve surprised you.”

My chest hurt. I wasn’t sure I could stand it, but I’d find a way, because I wanted to hear this. I needed to feel his words coast across my skin in gentle waves.

“You surprise me every single day of my life,” he said. “You’re my strength when I'm weak, my clarity in confusion. Every day spent with you shows me a depth of love I never knew existed. Imagining life without you feels like losing myself completely. You’re not only part of me, you’re every beat of my heart.”

Vexxion.

Just so you know.

Just so you know. I placed my hand over his heart before bringing it back to lay it against my chest. “The depth of what I feel for you leaves me breathless and exposed. I’m raw vulnerability underscored by boundless love. In loving you, I discovered everything I am and all I can be. I find solace in your touch and embrace. You have become my very essence.”

He kissed me again, and I was to tempted to flit us to the bed, but I had to tell him. She’d asked me to do this for her.

Now I knew what that white space in his mind held and it was time to set it free.

I gave him a solemn smile. “I touched the last bone, and it gave me a memory.”

“Whose bone?”

“Your mother’s.” I glanced toward Drask’s perch, but he was gone, flown out the window when I wasn’t looking. I hoped he’d come back. Somewhere inside his little bird heart, he still loved me. He needed me as much as I did him. “I was with her after she gave birth.”

Frowning, his head tilted. “To me? Why that memory?”

“Not you, Vexxion. Your sister. You have a little sister, and your mother showed her to you.”

The world seemed to swallow him and spit him back out on the other side.

“I remember.” I could see the memory wash through him in his gorgeous eyes, as if something locked up deep inside him had uncoiled from where it crouched and spread its wings and roared. “I. Have. A sister.” His frantic gaze met mine. “Where is she? I need to find her.”

“It’s Reyla. Your mother named her in the memory. My Reyla is our Reyla.” She . . . My best friend was his sister, and I wanted to shout the good news to the world.

“Reyla.” The word seemed to settle in his soul. Soar through Lydel. No, it flew across the entire world.

He frowned. “I remember entering my mother’s room and climbing onto her bed. She showed me my sister, and even though I was small, even though she was a bundled bit of skin and bone, I loved her with a pureness that was stolen from me not long after I saw her.”

“My aunt masked the memory with a spell. All this time, Reyla and I were hidden together. I remember when she came to the fortress after a raid. The family who adopted her was killed. She and I were inseparable from that moment. We huddled in bed together at night, holding each other when we cried. We boosted each other, trained together, and shared the bit of joy we found in that life. I love her like a sister, but she’s all yours.”

“Ours, Fury. Ours.” He released a heartfelt sigh. “I have a sister, a precious, wonderful person I will protect until my dying day.”

“Your mother knew you would love her. She knew you’d share whatever you could about her with Reyla.”

“I should tell her.” His face lost all its color.

“She’ll be happy to hear the news.”

His brow furrowed. “Do you think so?”

“Discovering Layla is my sister was one of the most amazing moments in my life. It’ll be the same for you and Reyla.”

“You’re right. I think.” I’d never seen this man uncertain before, but this facet of him only made me love him more.

Someone knocked on the door, and we jerked our heads that way.

“Hey, you two,” Reyla called out. “I know you haven’t seen each other in a very long time, but breakfast is getting cold, and we’re about to put it away. Then you’ll have to forage on your own. I’d hate for you to miss my special treat.” Her voice swelled with excitement. “Guess what it is, Tempest? Horig cakes. Ha! I made them myself, and they’re absolutely amazing.”

We gaped at each other, my lips twitching, my heart thudding so fast it was going to burst up my throat.

Vexxion’s eyes shone, and he gave me a wondrous smile.

“Go to her.” I slid off his lap. “Tell her. Hug her. Love her.”

“I already do,” he croaked. “I didn’t forget. I didn’t.” He stumbled to his feet. “She . . . Will she be angry? She may not want me for a brother.”

“Vexxion.” I barreled into him and hugged him. “She’s going to love you as much as I do.” Tipping my head back, I smiled up at him. “Will you trust me in this?”

His laugh snorted out. “I trust you in everything, Fury. Always.”

I stepped back and nudged him toward the door where my friend waited. “Take her to someplace quiet and tell her. When you’re finished, I’ll be waiting in the kitchen. I might even save you a horig cake.”

His grin flashed, innocent and pure, unlike any from the hard-edged man I’d loved almost from the moment I met him. This was the Vexxion he would’ve been if an evil despot hadn’t tried to turn him into a monster. “You’d better save me one. My sister made them.”

He stepped around me and walked with confidence to the door, opening it.

“Hey, Reyla?” he asked softly. “Do you happen to have a moment to talk?”

“Sure.” She lifted her voice. “Horig cakes, Tempest. Don’t forget about them!”

As Vexxion walked out into the hall, my laughter echoed in the room.
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Itook Reyla to one of the little-used parlors, and we sat across from each other. I told her about Tempest’s bone vision, and Reyla surprised me with her lack of doubt.

One frown, and her face cleared. “It’s . . . true.” She pressed her palm against her chest. “You’re truly my older brother.” Tipping her head back, she stared up at the ceiling.

“I am.” I shared my memory of seeing her after she was born.

“I . . . This is going to sound weird, but when I was little, I dreamed I had an older brother. My parents . . . Alright, they weren’t my true parents, but I loved them,” her eyes shimmered with tears, “they laughed, though in a nice way. They said they wished I had an older brother, too, and patted my head, telling me to go play. I was an only child, and I assumed this was wishful thinking on my part. But the idea that there was someone out there stuck with me. I couldn’t shake it free. And now you’re here.” She puffed out a breath and gave me a wan smile. “I’m not sure what to say now.”

She looked so much like my mother, from her slender, petite frame to her red hair that was lighter than my mother’s but would probably darken as she grew older. The same eye color too. How had I missed it?

“We’re family. I’m yours, and you’re mine,” I said.

“Hold on. Does this mean you’re going to try to tell me what to do like with Tempest?” Rising, Reyla started pacing back and forth across the small room. “Because I’m not putting up with shit like that.”

“I’m not sure what I plan to ask of you,” I said with a huff. “It hasn’t occurred to me.” Since I didn’t like that she loomed over me, I also stood, though I didn’t pace.

“I’m sure it will.” Stopping in front of me, she looked me up and down. “Why’s your hair black when mine’s light red?”

“Our mother had red hair, though hers was darker than yours.”

“And you get your hair color from our . . . Fuck!” Her eyes—our mother’s eyes—widened. “Please don’t tell me we share the same father. Tell me our mother was with someone else. Anyone but him.”

“We control who we are now.” If I’d learned nothing through my years of torture, it was that I had the final say in my actions and behavior. Never him. “But yes, he’d claim you as his if he knew.”

Ivenrail kept asking me where she was, and I’d assumed he meant my fated mate, that a witch or foreteller had told him that my mate was a serious threat to his existence. All that time, he was looking for Reyla. One more child to mold. I wasn’t sure why he hadn’t bothered with Zayde, unless that same witch told him to leave my half-brother alone.

She started pacing again. “Why in all the fates was she with him?”

“They grew up together. She adored him. She didn’t see who he truly was until it was too late.”

“He’s horrible. How could she miss something like that?”

“He can be charming when he chooses. Lately, he chooses to be the person you know today.”

“I don’t care how he’s related to us. We’re going to kill him.”

I nodded.

“I had another mother,” she sighed, her eyes shimmering with tears. “I don’t know anything about her, and that sucks. One more thing that monster took from me. From us. Us, Vexxion.” Her long sigh rang out. “He also stole the parents who raised me. His cursed dregs slashed through my village and killed them. My mother put me up in a tree and told me to stay there. Hide among the leaves. I remember clutching the trunk and wailing, begging her to come back. A rider came across me and took me to the fortress. I found a new family there with Tempest and Brodine.” Her face cratered with pain. “Beast that Bro was. And . . . Kinart.” Her shoulders slumped, all her energy sucked away by grief. “My Kinart.”

If only I’d known who she was back then, though it wouldn’t have made a difference for the man she’d love. But I could’ve held her, been there for her.

Or would I? Back then, the hardness I’d formed at Bledmire had started to sink into my bones. My fury saved me in more ways than one. She’d drawn out the man I was meant to be and made him better.

“I’m sorry about Kinart,” I said.

“You didn’t do it. He learned what the king is doing, and he was eliminated before he could act.”

I wasn’t sure what a dragon rider from a fortress town could’ve done about someone as powerful as Ivenrail, but that didn’t matter. “I still regret that I . . .” Pain made my voice hoarse. “That I haven’t done more. Stopped him in some way.”

She spun around and strode over to me, jumping up to swipe her fingertip across my neck. “You were as manipulated by him as the rest of us. If anything, you were the last person who could kill him. He collared you! I understand why you didn’t do it.”

“I was willing to die as long as he did.”

The softening of her face struck through me like a blade, making my chest hurt in a good way. “If you’d died, I would never have learned you’re my brother. I’m not sure what that means to me yet, but . . .” She grunted and her eyes darkened, her fierceness restored. “From what I’ve seen and heard, you’ve delivered one lie after another, but that needs to stop. If we’re going to be true siblings, we need complete honesty between us.”

“You have it.”

Her eyebrows lifted, and I was hit anew with her resemblance to my mother. They had the same chin. The same high cheekbones and brow. “No more tiny secrets held back because you don’t dare share them?”

“None. Who you see is who I am.” Would that be enough? My childish memory of my adored little sister was scrambled up with my thoughts of this strong young woman before me now. I wasn’t sure how to mash them together to form someone new, but I’d try.

“I just realized that I—we—have a half-brother.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “We need to tell Zayde. And . . . wow. I have two brothers. Our cursed father sure was prolific. I don’t suppose you know if there are any other siblings lurking around?”

“None have come forward.”

“If they’re wise, they won’t. He killed our mother because she wouldn’t tell him where she hid me, didn’t he? I owe Vera a huge debt.”

“Vera didn’t tell Mother where she hid you, which was wise. I’m not sure our mother could’ve held that information back.”

“He’s a fiend. A monster. He hurt her.” Her tentative hand rose and trembled before she laid her fingertips on the scar coiling up from my chest and around my neck. “He hurt you. So many lives destroyed in his quest to rule the world.”

I gently held her wrist. I didn’t nudge her away. No one other than Fury had dared touch me in so long, I’d nearly forgotten how vital contact with someone who cared could be.

“This will be over one day soon,” I said. “And then there will be time for us.” For me and Tempest. A future where we might be able to let down our guards and care without worrying that the person we loved would be murdered before our eyes.

And a time for my sister and I to know each other completely.

“I want to hug you, if that’s alright.” Soft tears trickled down her face. “Say no if you don’t want—”

I tugged my sister close and wrapped my arms around her.

When she held me as well, it felt amazing.
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All of us spent the afternoon in the parlor, strategizing.

Drask flew into the room, but while Tempest jolted when she saw him, she stroked his back after he landed on her shoulder.

Once Zayde found out about Reyla, he barreled into her and hugged her, lifting her and spinning around while she barked out laughter. They settled on the sofa after and kept looking at each other with wonder. When Reyla gazed my way with the same happiness in her eyes, it . . . I couldn’t even describe the feelings rushing through me, but I welcomed them.

Before I met Tempest, I would’ve shoved Reyla away, built a wall between myself much like the one I held between Zayde and I. Trusting but wary. Caring but not giving all of myself. Something vast was rising within me, and I wasn’t sure I liked it because caring meant being vulnerable.

Loving someone meant loss and pain.

Yet I couldn’t hold myself back. My walls were cracking, and I couldn’t find the will to reseal them. Relying on anyone but myself terrified me. But I was tired of living behind the wall alone.

“The dragons are amazing,” Airia gushed. “Whatever Madrood told them worked, because they’re cooperative.”

“They miss riders, strangely enough,” Fury said. “And our grooming.” She leaned into my side and linked our hands together, laying them on my knee. “Even knowing why we asked them to come back didn’t dissuade any of them from joining with us. I think Madrood helped there as well. He knows the king as much as anyone, and knowing someone terrifying is coming for Lydel has united us.”

“I also have a full staff for each aerie,” Airia said, her eyes wide with excitement. “It gives me hope we can do this.”

“We will do it,” I said firmly. “Never doubt that.”

She sucked in a jerky breath. “The flying dregs are scary. I imagine they were hard enough to kill when they remained on the ground. In the sky, they’re more our equals.”

“I think we have to stop killing them,” Fury said.

“What?” Airia’s eyes widened even further as she stared at my mate. “If we don’t kill them, they’ll destroy every one of us. Or haul us to Bledmire, and you know what happens after that.”

Tempest explained about the powerless.

“Let me get Ember’s Shadow,” Reyla said. “Maybe it’ll reveal more details.” She pinched her eyes closed and scrunched her face in a cute way.

Damn, I had a sister. I adored her already, in a soft, squishy way so unlike the Vexxion I’d leaned into all my life. She’d cracked open another part of my heart and stuffed herself inside. There’d be no pushing her back out and . . . that was alright.

No, it was perfect.

She flitted, but she only made it to the open parlor doorway, where she collapsed against the frame. “I think I’ll walk the rest of the way.” She staggered out of the room, returning not long after with the book she dropped in Airia’s lap.

Airia started scrolling through it. “Blank pages.”

“From what I’ve seen,” Fury said, “the book will only reveal what it wants you to know.”

Airia snorted. “Which is nothing.”

“Back when the treaty was formed, the lesser fae wanted to forget they had magic,” I said. “A spell was cast to suppress it indefinitely. If present day Nullens knew they were lesser fae and equal to those living in faerie, that their magic was hidden, we’d hear them yelling even from this far away.”

“Lesser fae?” Airia said with lifted eyebrows.

“Not lesser, truly. Those without much power didn’t like being subjected to the whim of those who had more. There was unrest, and war was brewing. That’s when the two factions formed a truce. Those with less power were given land to the west of faerie and their magic was suppressed. They didn’t want to use magic at all, but it’s not something you can take from someone.”

“Not without draining it beyond the point they recover,” Fury said dryly.

“The Claiming was part of the deal,” I said. “The lesser fae agreed to send a certain number of Nullens each year to be collared.”

“To be used as sources of energy or as servants,” Reyla said. “I can’t believe they agreed to something like that.”

“If they hadn’t, they wouldn’t have been allowed to leave, let alone live in peace.”

“And the powerless?” Layla asked. “Where do they come in?”

“They’re the dregs,” Fury said softly. “They were molded into those things by one of the fae rulers in the past, perhaps even when the treaty was formed. They’re the true Nullens, not those living in the middle part of the continent.” Her gaze swept across us all. “That’s why I don’t think we should kill them.”

“And now they can fly,” Zayde said. “As Airia pointed out, it’ll be nearly impossible to defeat them. At this point, I doubt they can be changed back.”

“Maybe.” Fury’s brow furrowed. “I keep thinking there must be a way, though I haven’t found any suggestions for how it could be done.” She looked up at me. “Are there books out there that might contain this information?”

I shrugged. “The king isn’t one for collecting old tomes, and I doubt he’d keep anything like that around for someone to find. I’ve already read the books he still has around, but there was nothing about the powerless inside them.”

“I think—” A rustling sound made Fury still.

Drask flapped his wings and released a shrill caw that made all of us jump.

My heart came to a stop then burst into speed, slamming against my ribcage.

A Liege shuffled into the room.
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As the Liege lurched into the room, his tattered robe brushing across the floor and his bones rattling, we burst to our feet.

I cast a ward, covering all of us, and I felt Vexxion reinforce it.

Drask left my shoulder but instead of flying at the creature, he soared up near the ceiling and flew in a crooked manner above the Liege and out of the room.

Vexxion’s threads snapped out. He grabbed the Liege, lifted him, and held him bound overhead. “Why are you here?” he asked in a voice that would make even the king shudder.

“You left before I could collect on our bargain, High Lord.” His words raked across my skin like jagged bones. “I’ve come to collect my fee.”

“Fee for what?” I snarled, stalking toward him with blades in my hands. I’d killed three Lieges and would have no problem adding to that number.

Except . . .

I sucked in a breath and loosened my grip on my weapons. This was the Liege I’d also bargained with.

“Do you have something for me, my pretty?” he asked.

Vexxion growled and stepped between us, shaking the Liege with his threads. “She’s not part of our deal.”

“Of course not, High Lord.” He widened his maw, revealing jagged teeth. Fangs. A dark hole that sunk all the way to his spine. “It’s time to conclude our deal. One taste is not enough.”

“What did you promise him?” I asked. “And why didn’t I see this when I strolled through your mind?”

“You let her inside your mind?” Horror scraped through Zayde’s words. “That’s brave.”

“I would’ve given anything for those collars,” Vexxion told me. Seeing the dismay and hope for understanding in his eyes made my irritation drop.

My hand fluttered at my throat. “What did you offer?”

“You would’ve done the same thing.” Vexxion’s head cocked, and he paused as if listening to a voice echoing in a world beyond this one. “I’m not the only one who has bargained with this Liege.”

Everyone started asking questions, the uproar turning into shrill barks in my mind. Until I held up my hand, and they went silent.

It would do no good to remind Vexxion that I hadn’t offered him the chance to look at my mind, though perhaps I should’ve.

“You’re too willing to sacrifice yourself for everyone else.” I stroked his arm, craving the understanding I willingly gave him.

“So are you.” His arm went around me, and he kissed the top of my head before he stepped away from me, facing the Liege again.

“We’ll figure this out,” Zayde said in a reasonable tone. “Let the Liege go, Vexxion. He got past our wards, but rather than kill us, he strolled, more or less, into the room.” He took Layla’s hand and tugged her into his side, putting a protective arm around her back.

Irritation and dismay dueled on Vexxion’s face before he lowered the Liege to its bony feet with a clatter. His threads remained coiled around the Liege’s throat in a noose.

Aunt Vera strode over to stand in front of the Liege. She actually dared to reach inside his hood and hold his face, tilting it this way and that before releasing him. “We can trust him. Somewhat.” She backed away and collapsed into a chair, though her attention remained fixed on the menace looming within the room. “What did Vexxion offer?”

“Blood,” the Liege hissed.

“You can’t have his blood,” I snapped. The Liege in the cave had craved my blood. He’d sucked it from the dirt even as I was drawing my sword up to impale him.

“Anything,” Vexxion said softly. “I would’ve given anything to free you.” A look of resignation crossed his face, and he released his threads. With a sigh, he strode close to the Liege.

I rushed forward to worm my way between them. “Why do you need blood?”

I felt the Liege grin. “You know why, pretty one.”

For one moment, I swore mist rose between us. Inside the manor? It wasn’t possible.

“You use it to create more dregs,” I said.

He shook his head. “Red rivers create a song with each pulsation.”

“Don’t speak in riddles. How do you use the blood?” I cried out. I would not allow this creature to take from Vexxion. I’d find a way to break the promise he’d made.

The Liege advanced on me. “Fulfill your part of our bargain, pretty one, and you may find out.”

“What did you give for my collar?” Vexxion asked me.

“There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t have given him.”

Vexxion took my hand and lifted it to his mouth, kissing each of my fingers. “I understand.” The stark acceptance on his face gutted me. He would’ve sacrificed his life to protect me and my friends, and from the sadness in his eyes, he believed the final payment was now due.

“No,” I said.

The Liege stepped closer to me, each step ghostly rustles of crushed leaves. “Will you complete your bargain, pretty one?”

“Wait here.” I looked at my friends watching this nightmare unfold. “Don’t make any deals while I’m gone.”

Zayde snorted, but his eyes spun wildly. “No chance of that.”

He’d be surprised what he’d willingly offer to protect someone he loved.

Layla snagged my arm as I passed. She studied my face before nodding. “You’re not alone in this.”

“Never.” Airia moved to stand beside Layla.

“You,” the Liege told her in the voice of a ghoul rising from a crypt. “I will not touch.”

Airia curled her finger toward him. “You’re sure?”

Reyla stepped between us and the Liege. “Don’t lay a hand on anyone in this room.” Flames of her magic swirled around her, lifting her hair and making the air crackle.

The Liege’s skeletal hand snagged Reyla’s wrist, and he flipped her arm over with surprising ease, revealing her pale, smooth skin. “No mark.”

She struggled to break free but couldn’t. “I’m not anyone’s bonded mate.”

“No, no you aren’t.” His head tilted. “Would you like to know where to find them? I’ll give you clues for the right price.”

She jerked away and rubbed the spot he’d touched. “Find what?”

“You will soon hold many pieces, both simple and grand, all with the potential to end or begin. I can show you the right ones.”

A subtle quiver rippled through her frame, and she clutched the arm of a nearby chair tight enough to blanche her fingers. “No deal.”

He sucked in a raspy breath. “Too bad. It would’ve made things much easier for you.”

“What are you talking about?” she shrieked, her face flashing florid.

“Promise first, and secrets will follow.”

“No deal!” Spooked, she backed away to stand behind Vexxion, peering past him at the Liege.

“What about you, precious younger sister?” the Liege asked Layla. “Do you wish to know if the child you carry will live long enough to feel the sun warming his face?”

Her hands covered her belly protectively, and when she met my eyes, the shock I felt at this announcement was mirrored there.

“I’m not pregnant,” she said. “It’s too soon.”

“Will his father be able to claim him, or will he one day belong to his grandsire?” The Liege pointed to her belly. “Surely you’d like to make a deal.”

“Stay away from me.” She backed around a table and snatched a blade up from its surface, brandishing it in the air. “I will not give in. I will not give in!”

“Enough,” I snarled. I studied each of my friends in turn. “Ignore him while I’m gone.” I flitted to our room and strode to the closet, where I tugged out the bag that even now thrummed.

Light glinted off something lying on the shelf where I’d placed the bag, and I stooped forward.

How had the mirror shards gotten here? I’d taken care to hide them with the rest of the stolen objects in one of the bureaus.

I’d planned to tell Vexxion about my latest visit to Ivenrail’s bedroom. My aunt must know. Had the crown responded to her call, or had she found it inside my suite?

Should I flit to the parlor or deal with the shards right now? They’d revealed themselves for a reason.

Look and you will finally see, the fairy told me. Was she referring to the mirror?

With a shake of my head, I tightened my grip on the bag and flitted back to the parlor, finding Vexxion holding the Liege in place with his threads while the others crowded around them both, brandishing knives and swords.

“Let’s kill him,” Zayde snapped, his face overcome with fury. “Then we don’t need to fulfill bargains.”

“Your mate wears one of my collars,” the Liege said in a voice as crisp as a long-dead corpse. “Do you dare trust it’ll remain there after my death?”

Zayde nudged Layla behind him. “Don’t threaten us.”

“Never threats. Only bargains.” The Liege’s head snapped around, his unseen face pointing my way, though his focus had dropped to the bag that pulsed with hideous glee in my hand. The throb vibrated through the cloth, sinking into my bones with a splintering pain. If I gave him the hearts, would that make him more powerful? I had enough threats to deal with already.

But I’d promised. “I’ll give these to you if you tell Vexxion your deal with him is complete.”

“He offered blood,” the Liege said.

My aunt thrust herself between us, holding out her arm with the soft underside facing the ceiling. “Then take mine.”

Leaning forward, the Liege delicately sniffed, nuzzling his nose against her exposed flesh. “Yes, sweet,” he purred, the sound reminding me of woodland sticks breaking beneath the paws of an enormous predator. “I accept your offer.”

“No,” I said. “Don’t let him touch you.” I flitted between them, holding up the bag. “Take these wretched things and do with them what you must. Go and don’t return. Leave us alone.”

The Liege’s head turned, and the crushing weight of his gaze fell on me. “I will take only a taste of the elder. Of him. Of you. And what you collected for me. That will fulfill my bargain with the high lord.”

“No more than a taste.” The shake in Aunt Vera’s voice rattled through the room.

“A deal?” Vexxion asked me and my aunt, and we nodded. He tightened his shoulders. “Me first.” He lifted his arm toward the Liege, shoving it into the folds, near the creature’s face.

A subtle slurping sound tore across my exposed skin, and my body prickled with cold dismay.

The Liege grappled with Vexxion’s arm, clutching it, leaning over it like a musician stroking a macabre tune from a broken instrument. His body swayed, and his growl clawed through the room.

Someone hummed, and the Liege paused, lifting his head to peer around with eyes we could not see.

“Enough.” Vexxion jerked his arm away from the Liege.

I stared at his limb, finding no wound.

The Liege smacked his teeth together with a husky clatter, his face remaining hidden within his robe.

“Me.” I shoved my hand into the darkness before I could cringe back and bargain to give him something, anything but this.

It didn’t hurt. I felt nothing as he slurped and snarled with excitement.

When my knees started shaking, I yanked my arm from his clutches. Again, no mark, though I felt . . .

Frowning, I circled inward, though I had no idea what I’d find.

Nothing. Nothing. I was unchanged. Was he?

“Here.” Aunt Vera held out her arm, and the Liege took it, drawing it inside his hood where his gaping maw hid. He undulated with joy as he took from my aunt.

When he released her arm, she staggered backward.

“You, lovely one,” he purred her way. “Will soon join us.”

“No,” she croaked. “Never.”

While we gaped at each other, the Liege drifted from the room with the bag of hearts in his hand.

Aunt Vera gasped and collapsed on the floor.
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We’d barely lifted my aunt up onto one of the sofas when a man I’d never seen before appeared in the parlor.

My growl ripped out. Before I could flit to him and thrust a blade against his throat, Zayde stepped between us.

“Don’t kill your emissary,” he said dryly, peering around me at my aunt who remained motionless. “Is she alright?”

“I don’t know,” I croaked, clutching my hands to my throat. “What did he do to her?”

Had the Liege killed my aunt? She was old. Weak. And dearly loved already.

I’d track him down and drive my blade so hard into his chest, it might very well come out the other side.

The emissary glanced between Zayde and me, momentarily paralyzed with terror, before he dipped forward in a deep, jerky bow. “High Lady. Allow me to, err, introduce myself.” Remaining bent forward, he stretched his hand out between us.

I looked down at it.

Zayde nudged my side. “Take it,” he whispered.

I slid my blade back into the sheath on my side and limply grasped the man’s finger.

“Yes, well.” He straightened. “I’m, err, Lord Dultrette. Of the southern-most Dultrettes?”

I continued to frown. “I’m Tempest.”

He flicked his wild gaze between me and Zayde.

“The Lydel High Lady prefers you use the name given to her when she was a small child,” Vexxion said smoothly, leaving my aunt to join us. “You can call me Beast, and I will rip off your arm if you keep touching my fated mate.”

“Beast,” Lord Dultrette reeled away from us both, his arms spiraling. “Controller!”

“Not any longer.” Death lingered in Vexxion’s voice.

Vexxion, I chided, rolling my eyes. I followed my emissary. “I’m afraid you caught us at an awkward moment, Lord Dultrette, but welcome.”

“Thank you.” He peered around me at my aunt who still hadn’t stirred.

Layla’s worried gaze met mine. “I’ll get a cool cloth. She appears comfortable enough.”

Then she was breathing.

“She’s not waking up.” The pain in Reyla’s voice wrenched my heart sideways. “Do something, Vexxion.”

I will remain at your side unless . . .

Can you help her? I asked. What did the Liege do to her?

I believe we should ask what he didn’t do. Why are we unscathed while she responded like this?

I hope she wakes up soon and can tell us, I said.

After leveling Lord Dultrette with a glare of warning, Vexxion strode over to kneel beside my aunt, gently taking her hand.

“Yes, well,” Lord Dultrette said. “Is, err, the lady alright?”

“We had an altercation here a moment ago. She’ll be fine.” She’d better be or that Liege might as well hand over his bone coin right now, because I’d be taking it from him within moments. “You’ve returned from Evergorne Court?”

“I have.”

Reyla and Airia came over to flank me, both gripping weapons.

Lord Dultrette’s breath stuttered as he gaped at them. He backed away from me quickly, falling onto a chair, where he remained.

“Allow me to introduce my enforcer.” I tugged Reyla against my side.

She gouged a smile his way. “I enforce the Lydel High Lady’s every wish.”

I tugged Airia forward as well. “And the commander of my dragon fleet.”

Airia gave him a level look that told him to behave.

“Were you able to speak with the Evergorne King?” I asked.

“Yes, err, I was. He agreed to send a fleet of ships that will land on the southern Lydel shore within days. Each contains three hundred fae warriors eager to battle at your command.”

“Wonderful,” I said. Finally, some good news. These soldiers, combined with our Lydel dragon riders, might be enough to win this thing after all.

That would leave me to kill Kerune and the king.

“He had, err, one condition.” Lord Dultrette sat up straighter in the chair, yanking on his dark blue tunic ornately decorated with silver braid. “If you don’t agree, he’ll turn his ships around.”

There was always a catch with the wicked fae. “What does he want?”

“A bride.”
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“Idon’t believe I heard you right.” My harsh words caused the air to shimmer around us. “He wants . . .”

Lord Dultrette rose from the chair, rounding it to cling to the back.

As if something that insignificant would keep me from him if I chose to attack?

“A bride. Willing, of course. He was quite specific about the latter. And she must be fae.” His eyes shot to Vexxion. “Not you, naturally, my high lady. You’re the Beast’s fated.”

We needed help, but I would not hand a woman over to an unknown fae king who could be even worse than Ivenrail. “Tell him to come here and make his plea. I’ll meet him and allow him to speak to some women. Maybe one of them will agree to marry him.”

“He was, err, quite specific,” Lord Dultrette said, his voice aquiver. “He’s also quite eager. You see, the other courts, his enemies, have allied themselves with King Ivenrail.”

“What?” I barked?

I needed to back off or he’d flit from here before I had the chance to get anything out of him, and I needed him.

“They’ve, err,” his swallow raked down his throat, “allied themselves with—”

“I heard you,” I said pleasantly, pointing to his chair while taking the one next to it for myself. “Please sit.”

“Yes, err, well.” He gingerly rounded the chair and perched on the edge of the maroon velvet cushion. “He stated that I’m to return to him with your answer immediately or his fleet will not put to shore on Lydel. He will then consider our tentative truce null and void.”

“How in the world does he expect me to randomly find him a willing bride?” I growled.

“I’ll do it,” Reyla said softly. She stiffened her spine and glared at Lord Dultrette. “I agree to willingly marry the Evergorne Court king.”

Airia’s back arched sharply as she stared at Reyla.

I burst to my feet. “Absolutely not. For all we know, he’s a monster.” From my prior experience with the fae—excluding present company—the odds were good he was.

“You just heard what the lord said.” Reyla’s pleading gaze met mine. “His enemies are mine. They allied themselves with Kinart’s murderer.”

“But—”

“She will wed him.” My aunt sat up, staring forward at nothing. “Reyla must marry him.”

I rushed over to her and took her hand, but she didn’t look my way. Color pinkened her cheeks, however, and her body no longer trembled.

What did you find when you examined her? I asked Vexxion.

Nothing. She started waking before I could cast even one spell.

“She must marry him,” my aunt intoned once more. “This, I see.”

A foretelling. Shivers tracked across my skin on needlelike claws.

I walked back over to stand beside Reyla, taking her hand. “We don’t need his fleet of ships or warriors that badly.” Actually, we did. Dragons and riders were not enough. I knew it in my heart, but Reyla . . . I sent her a pleading gaze, whispering. “Don’t do this.”

Stay here with me, I wanted to shout. I need you.

Her chin lifted, and she locked her gaze on Lord Dultrette’s. “I’ll do it.” Reyla turned my way. “I need to do it and not just because your aunt is stating it’s my destiny.”

“Please, don’t,” I croaked, feeling as if she was leaving me already.

Reyla’s devastation-filled eyes turning Vexxion’s way. “I’ll need more magical lessons before I leave.”

“I’ll help in any way I can.” He strode over and took her hands. “You don’t need to do this. Someone else can go instead.”

“I came to fairie for a change, and while I found it, my past keeps following. I still see him everywhere, feel his touch on my cheek, his mouth on mine. Maybe when I ran, I didn’t travel far enough. Evergorne Court could do it.”

“You’re sure?” He cupped her face, his thumbs stroking her cheeks. “Take time to think about this. Lord Dultrette can wait until the morning to return with our answer.”

Her chin lifted. “I said I’ll do it.”

“I’ll fight the world for you, little sister,” Vexxion said. “I’ve ached to bear arms in your name from the moment I met you.”

“It’ll be alright.” She gave him the sweetest smile. “Come see me. Please. Don’t make me be the one who has to travel to you all the time.”

“I promise.”

If this turned into a horrible situation, she’d leave. My friend was strong. She wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt or control her.

With a nod, she stepped away from him, facing Lord Dultrette again. “When does he want his bride?”

“Your agreement is sufficient for now.” He rose to his feet. “I’ll inform him that we have an agreement.”

“If he’s anything like one king I know, I’ll gut him before the wedding night,” she said fiercely. “If he behaves, I’ll treat him decently. I can’t make any promises other than that.”

“Yes, err,” Lord Dultrette said. “I’ll tell him that,” he frowned, “Reyla, the Lydel Court Enforcer—”

“And little sister to the Beast,” she added. “Don’t forget that tiny detail.”

He jerked in his breaths as he flicked his gaze between her and Vexxion. “That . . . That means you’re, err . . .”

Reyla scowled. “Unfortunately, yes. I don’t claim him as my father, however.”

The lord bobbed his head a couple of times. “Yes, well, err. I’ll tell him Lady Reyla of . . .” He swallowed hard. “Weldsbane Court, that is, has agreed to his, err, kind offer.”

Reyla snorted. “He might want to meet me first.”

“I’ll share your physical description with him, naturally,” Lord Dultrette said smoothly, quickly recovering his poise. He dipped a bow my way. “High Lady? With your leave, I’ll, err, flit to him with your answer. The sooner his ships arrive, the better. And may I say that I’m not the only one who is loyal to Lydel. When I return, I’ll speak with those who’ve remained hidden. Riders. Lords and ladies prepared to join you in this vital fight.”

“Thank you,” I said.

With a nod, Lord Dultrette flitted from the room.
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“He’s gathering along the border,” Aunt Vera shouted. Hitching her legs up, she clutched her face and rocked on the sofa.

“How many?” Vexxion asked, standing near the fireplace.

I hurried over and sat beside her, putting my arm around her back. “Are you alright?”

Her attention remained on him. “Dregs. So many flying dregs. We can’t count them all. He’s discovered how to make more, and they’re a churning mass of rage and dismay.”

“Dismay?” Zayde asked, joining his brother in front of the flickering flames.

“There’s no balance,” she cried. “No balance. He’s with them, driving them, feeding them power without end. We have to stop him!” Her head snapped around and her gaze drilled into mine. “You must stop him.”

“How?”

“Where a blood-red sun does sink,” she chanted. “In dawn’s embrace—it's there you must seek.”

“Can you tell us where this place is?” Zayde asked.

“Whispers will reveal what shadows keep,” she snarled, swaying on the sofa, knocking into me and Layla sitting on her other side.

“Did the Liege mention this?” Vexxion asked. Like me, he must recognize Iasar and Amronth’s riddle.

“Lieges. Lieges. Lieges.” My aunt tipped her head back and gaped at the ceiling. “I’ll do my part because we must restore the balance.”

Drask flew into the room and landed on the back of the sofa, looking from me to my aunt. He cawed and soared up around the outside of the room, hitting the walls as if trapped.

Vexxion lifted a window, and the crow flew outside only to dart back in and land on the sofa again. Watching Vera. Me. If only he could speak.

I rubbed my aunt’s back, wincing at her bones jutting against her frail skin. “How can we restore the balance?”

Her head turned my way, and the profound sorrow there roared over me like an enormous wave, toppling me under its suffocating weight. “Only you can do this, my sweet niece.”

“How? I assume you’re talking about the Blade of Alessa.”

“Yes, yes, the blade.”

“But I don’t know where it is or how to find it. Can’t you tell me anything else?”

“That’s all I saw,” she said sadly.

“Did the Liege hurt you?” Layla rubbed my aunt’s leg. Her starkly cratered face told me she felt as helpless as me. We had so little information and now, not enough time.

“The Liege shared,” Aunt Vera said.

“Shared what?” Reyla came over to sit on the table in front of us.

“Everything,” Vera moaned, cupping her face. “It was too much. Not enough. For a blade to be forged in light,” she chanted in a sing-song voice, “it must be torn away from thorn’s blight and veiled beneath the gaze of eternal right.”

“How can we do any of this?” Layla asked. “Where is the blade?”

“If a particular blade can end this,” Airia said sharply, “we need to find it.” She crouched down in front of my aunt and tugged her hands away from her face. “Can you tell us where it is? Be specific.”

Aunt Vera’s gaze spiraled around the room before she focused on Airia. “Yes, you know.”

Airia’s complexion took on a ghostly hue. “I don’t know anything. Where is the blade?”

“There are no sounds there,” my aunt said, her face knitting. “Not even the wind or a roar or a peep of a bird. Just endless sorrow you’ll never escape from.”

Reyla’s hand on my knee trembled. “I remember a place like that, and I hope I’m never sucked into that world again.”

The ether? I asked Vexxion.

He shrugged. I barely remember being there. I don’t have . . . visuals.

Is it silent there?

Yes.

How terrifying.

“Describe it for me,” I told Reyla.

“Sand.” Tears hitched down her cheeks. “Everywhere.”

“A wall,” Vexxion barked out. “I remember a wall.”

“It was too tall to climb. I walked forever, and I couldn’t find a way past it.” Reyla wiped her face. “I wanted to give up. I’m not sure why I didn’t.”

Vexxion walked over and eased her to her feet, putting his arms around her. “You’re never going back there again.”

She looked up at him. “I wish I could believe you. We’re barely holding on here. Once he attacks . . .”

“We’re not alone,” I said. “Zayde, can you notify Lord Dultrette that they’re gathering on Weldsbane’s southern border? The king has annexed the mainland portion of Lydel, and I doubt he expects resistance. Anything Lord Dultrette and his friends—our friends—can do to slow them down is welcome. We need more time to figure this out.”

Zayde dipped his head my way. “Consider it done.” He flitted from the room.

“Evergorne Court’s army will land on the southern shore soon.” I bit down on my lower lip as I decided what we needed to do next. “Airia?”

She straightened and nodded.

“Prepare the riders. We’ll meet them on the southern most part of mainland Lydel and keep the advancing army from surging across the sea to take what’s left of my court.”

“I’ll sound the alarm.” She hurried from the room.

Madrood? I called out, trying not to give into the panic slashing through me.

We’re ready, High Lady. Give the command, and we ride.

Warmth surged across my soul, and my eyes stung with tears. Airia’s sounding the alarm. Armed riders should be arriving soon. They’ll have provisions with them. Food. Extra weapons—

I know what you mean.

I explained what had happened. We need a strategy. We can’t fly right at them with our full force.

Dragons are never consulted about battle strategies, he said quite carefully.

Maybe they should be. I assume you’ve battled at one time or another. Maybe. He could’ve spent his entire life pinned to Ivenrail’s side, dispensing fire at the king’s command.

Madrood huffed. Despite the monster on Bledmire’s throne using me to burn whoever offended him, I was given full training. When I was younger, I even flew riders from one of the fortresses. I don’t enjoy burning people, though there are exceptions. I do, however, enjoy burning dregs.

We have no choice but to destroy them. I ask again. Do you have ideas?

He laid out a plan that brought a feral grin to my face.

I shared it with my friends, explaining where the idea came from.

Vexxion nodded. “I suspected that beast might have a suggestion or two. Wise of you to ask him.” The pride in his eyes made my heart surge up into my throat. I didn’t need anyone to prop me up and give me support to do this, but knowing he loved me and that he supported me meant everything.

Zayde flitted back into the room, breathing hard. “Lord Dultrette is gathering a formidable force.” He glanced Vexxion’s way. “I took the liberty of giving him permission to cross into Weldsbane. They’ll come at them from behind.”

“Perfect.” Vexxion flashed a rapid grin. “It’s all coming together.”

“Except for the blade,” I said, looking from one friend to the next. “I assume it’s hidden in the ether.”

“Even if you could find your way there, no one could pull you back,” Vexxion said. “I’ve never been able to master that spell.”

Zayde shook his head.

“I have to find a way.” I slid off the sofa and gazed at my aunt. “Thank you. I couldn’t do this without you.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Don’t go there. If you do, you may not find your way back.”

“Did you see this?”

She shrugged.

“It could be the only way,” I said.

With Madrood’s plan in mind, we split, each taking a task to put into motion. Dragons and riders from Lydel would fly across the channel and some flights would continue to the northern Weldsbane border to meet up with my rogue forces. Zayde and Layla would go with them to help lead the flights who would ready themselves to attack from the northern and western flanks.

Airia would fly with one of the forces hitting them from the east.

Reyla would meet those sent from Evergorne Court on the shore and give direction. “I’m the best suited for that. Don’t you agree? I’ll ask them about the king. Get an idea of what I’m dealing with.” Her spine stiffened. “He wants a bride. Other than willing, which . . .” She shuddered. “Fuck that. But he didn’t clarify exactly what kind of bride he hoped to receive. If he believes I’m fluffy, he’ll soon learn not to get in my way.”

I hoped things worked out for my friend. She was going into this without any knowledge of what she faced.

“What do you see for Reyla?” I asked my aunt.

She tilted her head around to gaze at my friend. “Danger.”

Reyla snorted and tapped one of the many blades strapped to her body. “Let it come for me.”

“A test,” my aunt added.

“What kind of test?” Reyla’s eyebrows lifted.

“I see the word, not the meaning behind it.” My aunt appeared to be recovering. If that Liege was here, I’d drive a blade through his chest for scaring her. She frowned once more, staring down at her clasped hands on her lap. “An uncertain ending.”

“Nothing new there, but thanks for trying.” Reyla sighed and strode toward the hallway. “I’ll go get ready.”

“Don’t leave without saying goodbye,” Vexxion snarled.

She huffed and kept going, calling over her shoulder. “Goodbye, suddenly irritating older brother.”

It would take time for them to get used to the idea they were siblings and sort out the role they would play in each other’s lives.

“I’m with you, Fury.” Vexxion’s hand landed on my shoulder.

Madrood and a few other dragons would remain here. Me, Vexxion, and my aunt would remain on the island, though not for long.

Once the king’s army reached the edge of mainland Lydel, Vexxion and I would leave to join those attacking from the south.

Despite her protests, my aunt would remain here.

Our full force would confront the king from all directions.

If we didn’t stop him, there’d be no one left to confront him.

May the fates protect us.
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Vexxion, my aunt, and I ate a quiet dinner together before we retired to our rooms for the night. With our door shut, I walked over to Drask’s perch, and he hopped off to land on the windowsill, peering out through the closed glass.

Vexxion followed and wrapped his arms around me from behind.

“Do you think he wants to go outside?” I asked.

“We can open the window. Then he can decide.”

“When I found him, he was horribly injured. His poor wing still doesn’t work right.” Like me with my scarred leg. We were quite the pair. “Someone hurt him badly.”

“I’ve thought about this. I found him in an abandoned nest and raised him.” He sighed. “I was scared.”

“Did you think he’d die?”

Drask crooked his head to look our way before turning back to the window.

“I worried he’d live,” Vexxion said.

“You thought Ivenrail would kill him.”

“He threatened to do it often enough. For whatever reason, he was afraid of Drask. He’d snarl whenever the crow came with me to the throne room. I wasn’t as bold as you, bringing him to the dining room.”

“That’s me. Impulsive.”

“Loyal. You know Drask stresses when you’re not around.”

He did. I didn’t know if the Drask who was left cared about me one way or another. My heart hurt, though it shouldn’t. What had I truly lost?

Something I didn’t even realize I had.

“I didn’t give him a name,” Vexxion said. “And I regretted that after he was gone.”

I stroked Drask’s back, and he preened, peering up at me with inky eyes full of . . . nothing and everything. I couldn’t tell what might be left. “I think your mother’s spirit was with him all this time.”

Vexxion paused, clearly thinking, before he finally nodded. “I believe you’re right. When he was with me, I could feel him supporting me if only in a birdlike way. When he left me, she went with him. She knew you needed her more than me.”

“I think she also needed to make sure Reyla was alright. I wish I’d known it was her all this time.”

“Would you have treated him any differently?”

I shrugged. “I might not have scolded him every time he followed me to the bar. I worried someone would hurt him. His wing healed, but it was never the same. You see how he flies.”

“He’s still your Drask.”

I turned in his arms, taking in the sadness on his face, the way his soul appeared equally cratered. He would’ve given anything for even one more moment with his mother. I’d had her with me and hadn’t even known she existed.

“I’m grateful she was with you,” he said. “She watched out for you and Reyla when I couldn’t. I believe she guided me there that day. She knew it was time for me to find you.”

“To put all of this into motion.”

“To love you, Tempest. Forget the king and the dregs and whatever it is that Liege plans to do with the sack you gave him.”

“Five hearts from Ivenrail’s room.” The third part of my bargain.

“You returned there?” he rasped.

“I had to. We both do what we must. Always.”

Cupping my cheeks, he stared into my eyes. “Love you.”

I pressed myself against him, desperately trying not to cry. We had very little time left for each other.

Forget battle strategies and the Blade of Alessa and whatever you need to do before you can wield it, he said. Right now, there’s just us. I love you. If nothing comes of this, if we don’t make it through the battle, we will have had this. You. Me. It’s a blessing, and I won’t let him take that from me too.

Vexxion. Desolation crushed me. Each heartbeat was a countdown to an inevitable end. My throat tightened and tears blurred my vision as the terrifying reality sunk in. We may only have now.

But when did we ever have anything else? I worried more about losing him than myself. Even the thought made every breath torturous, heavy with grief that would drown me. Our dreams might soon be dashed against the jagged rocks on the shore of Lydel. I love you. Let’s make now last a lifetime.

Dance with me?

I smiled through my tears. Here he was again, soothing my sorrow and bringing out my smile. Here?

Why not?

We’ll bump into things.

How his beautiful sapphire eyes sparkled with humor. Not if you let me lead.

My laugh snorted out. I’m still not a good dancer.

You will be one day.

You have more hope for me than I do, I said.

You’re perfect. Remember that. Everything you are and everything you will be is . . . exquisite.

I melted into his arms, and he swept me up, swirling me around as he hummed.

I was wrong to think this man was made up of only sharp edges. He was imperfectly perfect, which was exactly what I needed.

I’d love him until every part of me no longer existed.
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I woke sometime during the night and rolled over to face the window.

Drask’s inky gaze met mine before he twitched his head toward the other side of the room. Unease slashed through me, leaving claw marks behind.

I slipped from the bed.

The moon remained hidden behind heavy clouds, but something sparkled on the other side of the room. Mesmerized, I tracked in that direction, finding the mirror fragments lying on a broad table. Each facet winked, nearly blinding me, as if someone shifted them in sunlight.

Look, and you will finally see.

I whirled around, but the fairy I’d freed from the wax didn’t float in the air behind me. Her words did, however, echoing softly in the room.

Vexxion stirred on the bed before his breathing deepened.

This is for you, not him.

Yes.

With trembling fingers, I gently slid the shards into place, assembling them until they slowly reformed the mirror. Each piece I moved into position fused itself into a solid, as if it had never been broken.

Finally, with only one sliver left, I paused. Was this a mistake or . . . No, this was a gift, and despite gifts burning me in the past, I needed to see what the king had been keeping hidden.

With a careful nudge, I tucked the last piece into place. The mirror flashed light before going dark. Swirls erupted below the surface, and I leaned closer, determined not to miss a thing.

The smoke cleared, and I gazed down at the center of a village, though from a distance. Mountains loomed far away on the right, and the wasteland spread out on the left.

I’d been to many villages like this on the border to battle dregs. And me, Reyla, and Brodine used to sneak out during festival times to slip into the role of a villager. We’d dance to bright music, drink too much wine, and tumble together, laughing.

This scene didn’t show a festival. No flags fluttered in the air, and the people wore simple clothing, not their best carefully donned for a celebration. Vendors had set up tables along the outside of the village square, and they shouted about their wares, desperate to lure shoppers close for a sale.

People strolled around, stopping to buy food or whatever item caught their eye.

Men. Women. Children.

Families.

They smiled and laughed.

A few guards walked among them, appearing as distracted by the goods for sale as the villagers.

Why didn’t any of them look to the sky?

We’d given numerous lessons to the villagers, showing them simple ways to hide. We’d run classes to teach them how to battle attacking dregs. A few joined our fortresses, and we turned them into riders. Others mastered sword battle and remained to protect their friends, family, and neighbors. Down to each tiny baby, everyone knew that you always kept part of your attention on the sky. Otherwise, you’d miss a dreg attack, and then it would be too late.

Not one guard stood outside the village, facing the wasteland from where the next attack would come.

I was tugged closer to the village until I hovered so near, I could be one of the villagers walking past with coins jingling in my pocket.

A child’s laughter trilled out, and I turned, smiling as the little girl raced among the villagers while her doting mother gave chase.

The little girl raced toward me.

She passed through me.

Ghosts of a past long forgotten.

I’d already seen why I’d come here to this time that no longer existed, this place that had long been abandoned.

Reeling around, I studied each person’s neck to confirm my suspicion.

Every single powerless wore a simple necklace with pendants I’d seen before. We collected them as trophies. Pinned them to tunics to give us good luck.

And the king collected them like every other treasure hidden away inside his bedroom.

“Bone coins,” I hissed.

The mirror dimmed before it melted, disappearing into the top of the cabinet. It had fulfilled its task, and it was no longer needed.

Finally, I knew what I had to do.

I flitted to Brodine’s room. Had anyone bothered to enter his suite since I killed him? Striding to his closet, I thrust the door open and stepped inside. I was swamped by his scent I knew well from sitting with him in classes, lying beside him in tall grass to gaze at the stars, and from all the traitorous hugs he’d given me since he appeared like a hero at the fortress to save me.

My moan of sadness slipped out. I missed the person I’d believed in, my friend I’d loved, even if it had all been a lie.

I pawed through his clothing, focusing on the jangle, and ripped the bone coins from his leather tunic when I found them.

No more trophies, Bro. I’ve come to claim them.

I rushed to my own room, but despite going through every leather outfit I owned, I couldn’t find my small bag of bone coins. Where was it? I searched the entire room but didn’t see it anywhere.

Vexxion slept through it all.

That’s when I remembered something. Jessia took me to see the flying dreg, and it lumbered to its feet. Shocked, I fumbled with my leathers, scrambling past my pockets to pull my blades.

Something shifted by my feet, but I ignored it. This wasn’t the time to check out a rock or whatever it might be.

What if I’d dropped something and stepped on that?

Jessia wrote in the journal that she’d found a pouch containing three bone coins outside the flying dreg’s cage, and I’d bet anything they were mine. My pouch had contained four, but one was stolen.

No, not stolen. Reclaimed. Taken by the dreg.

The fates sure did enjoy playing games with our lives.

Since I needed to collect as many of them as I could, and Jessia had burned the ones she found, I flitted to Reyla’s room. I stood by her bed, hating to wake her.

She roused on her own, perhaps sensing me watching. We’d honed our instincts into devastatingly effective weapons, and I would’ve been surprised if she hadn’t woken up.

She sat and shoved her hair off her face, giving me a few sleepy blinks. “What do you need?”

“Do you still have your bone coins?”

“I think so. I don’t know.” She waved to a leather rider outfit lying across a chair on the other side of the room.

I crossed to the shirt and took them from the side pocket.

“Why do you need them?” Her voice stretched through a yawn.

“I think . . .” I didn’t dare name it. “They may be the secret we’ve been looking for.”

A way to restore the balance? I hoped I lived long enough to find out.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I’ll let you know later.”

With a nod, she flopped back down onto the bed and dragged the covers back up over her frame.

After sucking in a few breaths and steeling my spine, I flitted to the king’s sitting room.

Spying no one around, I walked carefully around the furniture to the king’s bedroom door. My aunt said he was advancing on the border with the dregs, but I still needed to be careful. He knew I’d stolen some of his treasure. He must realize I’d figure out the meaning of the items I’d left behind.

Had his distant relatives stolen the bone coins from the powerless? I hadn’t assembled all the pieces of this puzzle in my mind, but I suspected the coins would play a pivotal role in the upcoming battle.

The dregs thirsted for the bone coins.

The Lieges had taken them.

If there was a connection, I was going to find it.

“I should’ve taken the jug of bone coins the first time I saw them,” I whispered.

Unless the time to take them was now. The fates still played their own game of Wraithweave, and even they might not yet know the final outcome.

The closed door gave way at my touch, easing inward without making a sound, and I stepped inside his bedroom.

A suffocating tightness gripped my chest, and my every breath became a ragged struggle. I gripped the hilt of my blade; one I didn’t remember pulling. Slick sweat coated my palms. A pit opened in my stomach, its emptiness making bile roar up my throat.

Darkness cloaked the room, a heavy, cloying thing that made breathing feel as if I’d been dragged down into deep water.

Time stretched out unbearably long yet blindingly short all at once.

Don’t linger. Take what you need and get out of here.

These words came from my self-preservation dangling over a cliff by a mere thread.

The urn stood near the bed, and I crept toward it. Only now did creaks ring out, the ancient floorboards announcing that a thief stalked in their midst.

Pausing, I studied the made bed, grateful the king didn’t lie beneath the blankets.

We have a surprise coming for you, you nasty thing, I whispered in my mind to one certain king. My feral grin rose as I stooped down and cupped the sides of the urn with both hands.

So many bone coins. They whispered of the past and the future, their words making the droplets of sweat on my temples razor down my cheeks faster.

I straightened with the urn in my hands, finding it surprisingly heavy.

I gathered power to flit back to Lydel . . .

Someone grabbed me, binding me with magic too much like Delaine’s. The High Advisor was dead but—

“Stealing, are you?” Kerune purred by my ear.

My flit didn’t work, but everything inside me had not yet frozen. I flung my power at the urn, and it shifted from my hands, moving to Lydel.

With a grunt, Kerune flitted us to the king’s dungeon.

A blink, and I hung on the very same wall where I’d found Vexxion, my hands stretched overhead, chains linking around my wrists.

I shrieked toward my well, but I could no longer call my magic.
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Ibolted upright in bed and touched the empty blankets beside me, finding them warm but chilling much too quickly.

Fury? I whispered in my mind.

She didn’t reply.

Something dreadful had happened to her. I knew it.

Where are you, Fury? I asked. Answer. Please.

Stone cold silence echoed in my mind.

Closing my eyes, I reached out to her and was stunned to find her far from here.

Bledmire.

I flitted to the aerie, startling the dragon penned within the stall Glim used when we stayed here. Hushing it, I backed to the gate.

Show me if you can’t tell me. I barked.

An image of the dungeon appeared in my mind, the very cell where Ivenrail had hung me so many times to deal out his version of punishment. The same cell where he’d murdered my mother.

Through her eyes, I watched as Kerune paced back and forth on the stone floor in front of her. He paused and waved a blade in her face, a snake about to strike.

I flitted, landing behind him and snapped out my threads, coiling them around his throat, jerking them tight.

Fury’s eyes widened, but she didn’t call out.

A quick glance suggested she hadn’t been injured—yet.

I sent power roaring toward Kerune, but it slid around him. Warded. He’d quickly discover I was as well. Each attempt would drain us slower than an attack on someone with lesser magical defense.

Kerune dissolved my threads and spun to face me, gouging up with his blade. The cold stone walls of the dungeon pulsed as if they closed in around us. A trick of the mind I ignored.

Renewing my threads, I swiped a band of them out to trip him, but he leaped, tumbling up over my head to land behind me.

Our ragged breathing echoed in the room, punctuated only by Tempest’s struggles to break his magical bindings.

“Welcome,” he said with a smirk, stalking toward me. “So nice of you to arrive in time to watch the show. I was about to slice your sweet little mate to pieces.”

His taunt meant nothing. I’d end him now and rescue my fury.

“Try,” I growled.

His smile barely slipped, and the twitch of his right jaw told me he was about to strike. He stabbed with power, a drift of smoke, not anything tangible. Mist-wielder? I hadn’t known that about him. He was wise to keep this skill hidden.

I deflected his mist with my threads, slicing through it. It dissipated as I stepped through the strands, striking out at his throat with the long knife I’d magicked into my hand.

He regarded me with a twisted smile, his eyes dark pools of malice. My grip tightened on my dagger's hilt. I’d gut him the second I got the chance, then burn him to ashes.

I sent my threads to Fury, and they grappled with her bindings while Kerune and I circled each other.

I should’ve killed him years ago when he poked me with magic. Older than me, he’d been strong back then, more powerful than me.

Could I strike him down now?

Kerune lunged forward with a feral growl. Our blades met with a sharp clash that echoed in the room. I parried his attack, smacking him with my threads.

Toying with him.

He reeled backward and swiped his hand across his face, grimacing at the blood on his fingers.

“Can’t hurt me easily now, can you?” I snarled, still struggling with my threads to break the ties pinning Fury to the wall.

“Once you’re tied beside your mate, I’ll play with her, and you can watch,” he sneered, snapping out again with a clump of mist.

I flitted to the right and whipped him with my threads, adding flames that caught the back of his tunic on fire.

His mist engulfed him, extinguishing the fire, but he winced when he moved. Good. I’d blistered his skin. I hadn’t hoped for more than that.

He lunged at me, his blade striking up. I latched onto his wrist and twisted. His hoarse cry of pain rang out, and his mouth thinned with rage. A flit, and he came up behind me, again driving his blade toward my flank. I whipped threads around his upper arms and snapped them tight before flinging them outward, taking his arms along with them.

A sickening pop told me I’d dislocated one of his shoulders, confirmed when he bit back a groan. His mist coiled around my threads, and I let them slip away before he could scorch them. They snaked around me, poised to strike a final blow.

His smirk lost its infuriating confidence, but it would take more than a damaged shoulder to eliminate this threat. Like any of the fae, he would’ve already repaired the injury.

Moisture dripped down the wall somewhere behind me, an incessant plink that had haunted me long after I’d left this place. It drilled into my mind, and for a moment, I was back there, tied to the wall while the king lifted my chin with magic, making me watch while he tortured my mother.

Kerune flitted to my right, then deflected to the left, snapping his body around the room until his image blurred. I tracked him with my threads, letting them be my eyes, and I was rewarded when one sliced deeply into his calf.

He hobbled, telling me the poison I’d infused into the thread kept him from healing. I found grim satisfaction from the splotches of blood he left behind on the stones.

Voicing a battle cry, Kerune landed in front of me, plunging his dagger toward me with predatory swiftness. I parried his strike with threads and snapped his arm out again, jerking it from its socket, dragging out his hoarse cry.

Rather than play with him further, I struck with a series of rapid dagger slashes, cutting his arm, his thigh, and leaving a deep gouge across his chest.

With a snarl, he struck at me with his knife, and the air rang with our grunts as we blocked the other, our blades whirring through the air.

My heart thundered in my throat and sweat coursed down my face as I continued my relentless fight for survival. We were too evenly matched both in physical combat and with magic.

I needed to end this, but how?

We slammed into each other, and I shot flames into his face. Energy lit up the room, his red countering my blue. The magic traveled through our weapons, adding another layer to the battle, turning each moment into a dance on the edge of disaster.

We came together, grappling for purchase, beating at each other’s wards with our power. His mist closed in from behind me, its acrid stench scorching my lungs.

Hesitation meant death.

I focused inward, channeling pure energy from my court’s core into my outstretched hand. A burst of light erupted from me, blasting his venomous cloud apart and scattering it against the dungeon walls. The room cleared, and I sucked a deep breath of untainted air.

Kerune's eyes narrowed with frustration, he moved with blinding, magically enhanced speed, flitting to where my fury still hung from the wall.

With his blade pressed against her throat, he sneered. “Drop your dagger. Lower your wards. Or I’ll drive this knife through her, into the wall.”

Her gaze pleaded with mine, and I knew what she asked.

Let her die. Use the distraction to kill him.

I gave her a subtle shake of my head and dropped my blade and my wards.
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“Sorry, love,” Vexxion said softly. “I’ll never sacrifice you to survive.”

We were both too eager to die for the other, but while I wanted to curse him for not taking the chance he’d find with my death, I understood.

Love you, I sent out, hoping it reached him.

Warmth coasted across my soul, telling me it had.

“Aren’t you two sweet?” Kerune’s lips twisted into a sneer. “Both willing to die for each other. Too bad the king wants her alive.” A flick of his hand sent Vexxion against the wall, pinning him in place with bands like the ones holding me away from my magic. He kicked Vexxion’s dagger, and it clattered when it hit the wall.

Advancing on Vexxion, Kerune snaked his knife through the air. “You, however, I’ve been told to eliminate.”

“No,” someone snarled.

My breath jerked in at the word, and my eyes widened as Airia appeared in the cell with us.

It was her—yet it wasn’t.

The voice was right, but her form had morphed into a thing of grotesque elegance, a being made up of carmine-red scaly skin. Her hollow eyes bored into my soul with an eternal hunger that made me shiver despite knowing she was a friend. Her hair, once lustrous and dark, now fell in gorgeous, red-tinged misty shadows around her face. Her skin stretched thin over her muscular limbs, and her fingers ended in long claws capable of unspeakable harm. Wisps of her dress clung to her frame. She was a glorious, monstrous princess.

No, the regal slant to her head told me this was a queen of all she surveyed.

“A wraith,” I hissed. “You’re the wraith.” From the board, the one hovering near the high lady.

I suspected the Airia I’d worked with in the castle aerie had died and the wraith took her place. Had she come to defend us, or would she strike the final blow?

“High lady,” she said in a voice cut through with shards of glass. She floated across the floor and stopped beneath me.

Kerune continued to snarl about all the things he’d soon do to me.

Do you see her? I asked Vexxion, and he frowned, shaking his head.

My friend had loosened my magic enough that I could speak with him.

She was darkness herself, and while I should cringe from her, I smiled.

“Welcome, Airia.” I shoved the words up my throat, making them burst through Kerune’s binding magic. “Have you come to play?”

“I am the spell. I am the answer. I am the wraith.”

A shiver rippled across my skin.

Life was mirroring the game of Wraithweave, and I suspected the fates were playing their own game.

No one played the wraith; the wraith played itself.

In Ember’s Shadow, it said that if the rules of the treaty were broken, a spell would be activated. Kerune killed most of the Lieges. Had that activated the spell?

“Tell me what you need, High Lady.” Airia’s voice was a harsh shriek. A whisper capable of fracturing bones. A slice made with the sharpest of blades.

“End this,” I said.

Magic spun around her in reddish gray and white bands, tightening and expanding until it blurred into a pulverizing mass. With a smile that would still the heart of the most brutal fae king, she flung the magic at Kerune.

His body incinerated.

Wind burst through the room, removing the pall of his death with it.

She morphed into the deep red, scaled creature I’d freed from a small painting in the foyer not long after I’d released the marscapoles. Rising onto wonderfully thick hind legs, she extended her delicate, spike-tipped wings and dipped her head, almost placing her chin on the floor. “My debt is paid.”

A pop, and she disappeared from the room.

My chains released, as did Vexxion’s, and we fell to the floor.

Rising, we staggered, meeting in the middle of the room, wrapping our arms around each other.

His kiss took away my fear and horror, and when he lifted his head, he stroked my face with his threads and stared into my eyes. Are you injured?

I shook my head. I’m fine.

Good, he said grimly.

We flitted to Lydel.
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We only remained at my court long enough to dump the bone coins into bags before we dressed in new leathers and flitted to the border between Weldsbane and mainland Lydel.

At the sight of Ivenrail’s attacking force, I sucked in a breath, overwhelmed by what we’d soon face. A mass of at least two thousand winged dregs soared and dove above the enormous fae army spread out across the enormous plain.

The dregs wore scaled armor to deflect dragon flames. It shimmered steely gray in the harsh sunlight, blindingly reflective. Even at a considerable distance away, the air hung thick with their guttural growls and beating wings. The scent of sulfur and smoke invaded my nose, stinging like the ashes of some poor soul burned by dragon fire.

They flew toward us before darting back, teasing us with what we’d soon face. Wind from their enormous wings gusted me like the smack of damp palms across my face. Their claws dangled beneath them, and when one came too close to another, they shrieked and struck out, raking one another before peeling away.

Two-story-tall, furry beasts with long fangs and enormous horns jutting up from their heads paced at the front of the king’s army, their muscles tense, their glowing yellow eyes glaring at anything that moved. Spiked collars dug into their flesh, connected to chains binding them to the ground. The air vibrated with their low snarls, deep, guttural sounds that tore through my bones. The pungent odor of sweat and rage swirled through the air, a biting stench I’d remember until my dying day.

As they strained against their chains, their fur bristled, and their claws gouged deep grooves into the earth. Each pull on their bindings sent metallic clinks echoing across the plain. Poised for release, they’d roar toward us, their horns slashing, and their fangs ripping through anyone standing in their way.

The king’s fleets of dragons spiraled in the air, guided by black-cloaked riders, another force we’d have to defeat before I could reach Ivenrail.

A tall, colorful tent with bright green fluttering flags mounted on numerous peaks had been set up well above from the fury. Ivenrail must wait there, eager to stride out from the splendor to command his vast force on a collision course with mine.

“You’re here.” Reyla came up behind me, giving me and Vexxion each quick hugs. “Evergorne Court made good on their promise.” Her head tilted to the mass of fae warriors stretched out behind us, bristling with weapons, their power pulsing in thick waves. “Six hundred soldiers.” She gave me a pert nod. “All with magic and armed to take on this challenge. They’re seasoned, too, fresh from battle on Evergorne’s borders. This is more than I’d hoped for.”

I wanted to ask her thoughts on Evergorne in general, but this wasn’t the time.

“Layla and Zayde are with the combined Weldsbane and Lydel force?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Zayde’s fired up to fight, of course, and even Layla picked out a dragon to ride, but I’m sure Zayde will hold back if for no other reason than to protect her. Which . . .” Her gaze dragged away from mine.

Layla was my heir and needed to be protected at all costs. They might make it through this. As for me? Only time would tell.

Sorry I didn’t have more time with you, sister, I called out to Layla in my mind, though I knew she’d never hear me. I still had to speak the words. I love you, and I’m glad I found you again, my Layla.

“Dragons and Lydel riders also arrived from the island,” Reyla said. “But I can’t find Airia anywhere.” Her brow knit. “I’m worried.”

“She won’t be joining us.” She’d already helped, and I’d owe her forever. I hoped wherever she was now, she was safe. “It’s just us three now, plus our allies.”

“Fuck.” Reyla’s feral smile grew quickly, shoving aside her flash of fear. “Love the odds.”

“We just need to distract him,” I said.

Vexxion squeezed my hand. What are you planning, tiny storm? he purred in my mind. Whatever it is, I will be a part of it. No arguing. No demanding I remain behind.

My task must be done alone. But as he’d said, there’d be no arguing about it.

I just wouldn’t tell him.

“Who’s commanding the riders now?” I asked. “I need to speak with that person.”

Reyla grunted. “Airia set up a solid chain of command with one top general ready to step in and replace her at any time. I can go to her for you. What do you need?”

I hefted one of the many sacks I’d filled with bone coins. “Every single rider needs to take a handful of bone coins and fly above Ivenrail’s dregs. I want them to drop the coins down onto the dregs and flee the area as fast as possible.”

“No way,” Reyla said. “Remember? We were told never to let dregs near bone coins. That’s part of the reason we take them from the Lieges.”

“Why do you think we were taught not to let dregs near bone coins?”

She shrugged. “Bone coins make them more powerful.”

“They’re the powerless. They have no power other than what the king cast upon them.”

Yes. Vexxion’s hand swirled up and down my spine. This is why you’re leading this army. Your storm is waiting, Fury, poised to blast across this world. I can’t wait to see it happen.

Reyla’s face scrunched. “Are you saying we were tricked?”

I shared the mirror vision of the powerless, each wearing a bone coin around their neck. “I don’t have confirmation, but I suspect if they have their coins back, it’ll block the king’s power.”

“And they’ll no longer be dregs?” She scratched the back of her neck. “What if your theory’s wrong and it only makes things worse?”

I swept my hand toward the king’s vast army. “Do you think things can get worse than they already are?”

“I’m willing to try it.” Reyla’s gaze met Vexxion’s. “We only have two hundred and fifty or so dragons and riders. That’s not enough to cover this many dregs. We need everyone.”

“I can’t go with you,” I said. “Take whoever is willing to fly. Pair people up if you have to. If this works, it’ll strike a devastating blow to the king.”

“And if it doesn’t?” she asked.

“We’ll try something else.”

“Alright.” She grabbed the bags from the ground by my feet and spun to run toward the dragons.

“Love you, Reyla,” I said.

Pausing, she turned, studying my face. “What are you planning?”

So much. “Nothing.”

“Hmm.” A flick of her finger reinforced the ward she’d gifted me. Frowning, she scanned my frame before she gave me a quick nod. She turned and raced across the open area, darting around Evergorne warriors preparing for battle and surging up a steep hill where our flights of dragons waited at the top.

“She needs you,” I told Vexxion, not meeting his eye. I strengthened my mind’s wall, adding thick forests and stone and even a band of glowing magic. I couldn’t allow him to know what I planned.

What will you be doing while we’re tossing bone coins at dregs, Fury? he asked in a deadly voice.

I lifted my chin. “I’m going after the Blade of Alessa.” After I’d finished completing the second part of the Liege’s first favor. Why that spell in particular?

The blade has been missing forever, Vexxion said. Where do you think you’ll find it? He gripped my arms and turned me to face him, releasing me only long enough to tip my chin up with one finger. I’m going with you.

“You can’t. I have to do this on my own.” Please understand. I love you. I’ll come back to you if I can. Know this.

Fury!

Trust me. Please.

Before he could hold me back, I flitted to the top of the tallest hill overlooking the plain, where I gathered my power. Once I’d formed a churning mass, I flung it at the flying dregs.

Like with the one at the cage at the fortress, nothing happened.

Why had the Liege insisted on this? I might never find out.

I flitted inside Ivenrail’s tent, landing on the plush carpet lightly enough he didn’t realize I was there.

Until I stepped toward him.

His low laugh rang out, and he gave me a slick smile. “What did you come to steal this time, rider?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I taunted.

A whip of his power flung me onto his throne, the only chair in the room. Vines snapped up from the floor and bound me quickly.

I didn’t struggle. I didn’t pull on my power.

I allowed him to do this.

He sidled over to stand in front of me, tipping back my head to scan my face, using a finger just like his son always did.

“Are you planning something, Lydel heir?” he asked in a slithering voice.

“I’m High Lady of Lydel Court, if you please,” I said with a grin. “I’ve swallowed my court’s core.”

Come and get it, you slimy fucker.

With a growl, he slammed his thumb against my forehead.
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Fury! Vexxion’s cry echoed in my mind. It sunk into my skin and warmed me—though only for one instant.

The king sucked down my power, guzzling it like it was the finest wine, until he paused and tugged his thumb away. His brow creasing, he stared at my face. “You’re not her, but I taste . . .” He took a quick, startled breath. “She cast a ward on you. Where is she?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“Where is she?” he bellowed. “She’s mine.”

“Your daughter will never be yours.” I took slick pleasure in shouting the words in his face.

“I’ll steal the information from you, then.” His growl rang out, and his thumb smacked against my forehead again.

He drank. And drank. Slurping my power down, taking more and more, to the point he staggered. Still, his thumb remained in place, and his magic barraged my mind.

I held him back, refusing him entry, refusing to give him her name.

But he was going to drain me. Drag every bit of the goodness from deep inside me until there would be nothing left but despair and sorrow.

Don’t do this, Vexxion snarled. Do. Not. Let. Him. Do. This!

Please, Vexxion. Stay away. I built a bigger wall and sent Vexxion an image of me standing in the king’s sitting room, my body bent over the Wraithweave board.

He flitted there. I sensed it.

This provided the distraction I needed to give Ivenrail time to swallow so much of my power that I . . .

My sharp laugh barked out inside the tent, and for an instant, fear flashed across Ivenrail’s face.

Before he could jerk his thumb away, I . . .

Leaving my body behind, my mind traveled to the tapestry hanging on his bedroom wall, where I reached up to stroke the canopy behind the king and queen. I’d only remembered this part of the tapestry the day before and something clicked in my mind. A dark blue arch stretched across the top with a slice of white below, almost as if someone had purposefully cut the fabric.

Or stitched the white to leave a clue—for me.

My gaze sunk into the queen’s, and for a moment, I felt the soft stroke of fingers across my brow.

Mama?

“Deeper still lies the hidden breach,” I whispered, choking on my gasp when the white slice in the tapestry shimmered. “Through a sapphire canopy beyond Nullen reach.”

I was gently tugged from Ivenrail’s room, drawn into the image and . . .

In a blink, I stood on sand that shifted in rippling waves beneath me, all sound swallowed by this vast, treacherous world. A steep, endless wall rose behind me, and pale, milky white heat shimmered in rippling waves across the enormous plain.

Fear clutched my heart and squeezed tight enough to pulverize it, but I stilled my mind. My thoughts.

I would not be afraid.

Now that I’d found my way past the first part of the riddle, I allowed other parts to wash over me, analyzing the lines I’d figured out.

“Seek a land with a lady unjustly dethron’d,” I said, my words pinched away by this horrifying land around me, a spliced world that was neither here nor there nor anywhere in between. “My parents were unjustly dethroned,” I declared. “I was unjustly dethron’d. I finally reached Lydel by chasing down the crow in silvery flames.”

Drask. My beloved Drask. My friend and defender.

“Deeper still lies the hidden breach. Through a sapphire canopy beyond Nullen reach.” I knew the tapestry contained a clue, but it was only this morning that I realized that the splice behind the king and queen—my parents—might give a traveler access to the ether.

I couldn’t arrive in my body, because Vexxion was right. No one would be able to pull me back.

But traveling . . .

I was taking a big chance, but I had no other choice.

Ivenrail knew I had the potential to end his torturous reign. The foreteller revealed this before she took her own life. I was sure the answers I needed were here in the ether.

My voice shook but my will remained strong. “With the Blade of Alessa, I promise I’ll right the wrong done to our world.”

I stepped out into the bleak landscape that stole hopes and dreams, my feet sinking deep, the sun hovering on the horizon stabbing my eyes. “Split between realms where the horizon meets the world beyond,” I cried. “It's there you must seek!”

The words shot out of me, and the air started swirling, snatching up sand, forming a storm unleashed by my fury. This gale would take an imperfectly perfect woman and transform her into something that could help restore the balance.

I still hadn’t figured out a few lines of the riddle, but I suspected I’d soon understand.

Everything I needed was here in the ether. I just had to find it.

And I knew how.

“Gaineos?” I roared, my words echoing, shooting across this land without dreams and ricochetting back at me. “I need a favor.”
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Alow shuffle slid across the plain, the only sound I heard in this hollow land other than the rapid thrum of my heart.

Even Vexxion could no longer reach me.

Had I made a mistake? I may have cursed myself by allowing the king to drain me enough to be allowed access to the ether. But I hadn’t fought when he bound me with vines despite proving I could make them release me. I’d sat passively as he stalked over to me and slammed his thumb into my forehead. I’d fed him my power as he drained it, depleting my well so low, I could see the rocky bottom.

I’d sensed my sacrifice must play a role in this. I was nature, and I needed to bend.

“Your path will ssssplit ssssoon,” Iasar had hissed. “It issss not here or there or in the worldssss beyond. Find it.”

Vexxion’s vision showed a world like this. Reyla confirmed the image. This was the path I needed to follow.

A shimmering figure appeared on the plain, galloping quickly over to stand in front of me.

Gaineos dipped his head forward. “Have you come for your favor, High Lady?”

“Can you take me to the Blade of Alessa?”

His head tilted and he scrutinized my face. “Why do you seek the blade?”

“To kill—” Actually it was so much more than that. “I will use the blade to right the balance.”

He released a grim smile. “If you sought it only to kill, I would leave you here despite owing you this journey.”

“I have to free the powerless and Nullens from the entrapment placed upon them long ago.”

“Doing this will break the treaty. Do you know what will happen after that? The veil will fall.” He snarled, his hooves sinking into the sand as he paced. “The high fae will overrun those you call Nullens.”

“The Nullens have been bound by the fae since the treaty was formed.”

He huffed, his breath blasting across my face. Everything was amplified and muted here, all at the same time. “This was their decision.”

“Things have changed. The magical suppression has to end. Those Nullens who want to use the power they were born with must be free to make that choice, not have it stolen from them. The Claiming must end. No one should be forced to serve others as wells of power to be drained or as servants subject to the will of the wicked.”

“And what of the powerless?” His gaze locked on mine. “What will happen to them once you end the treaty?”

“I can’t believe they agreed to be turned into dregs. The Lieges . . .” I frowned, thinking. “They’ve always been in control of the dregs, yet they have some power as well. I gave them hearts. Aunt Vera, Vexxion, and I gave them blood.”

“You did what?” he roared.

I would not defend myself for taking the only path that held a scrap of hope for something better.

And then it hit me.

Sucking in a deep breath, I watched his face cratered with anger. Yet his eyes . . .

They studied me with a slyness I was only learning to master myself.

This was another test.

“The Lieges are their protectors, aren’t they?” I asked, holding back the beginning of a smile when his eyes flashed with excitement.

“Do you believe Lieges who drove carts and commanded the dregs to overrun villages are capable of protecting anyone?”

“Only the powerless can center the balance, and someone needs to protect them. The Lieges have always been bound to the dregs, yet now they also serve a new master, Ivenrail.” Perhaps his father before him. How far back in his family did this torturous plan go?

“I ask you,” he said in a cryptic voice that shot out across the plain and returned to slam into me, nearly knocking me over, “how will wielding the Blade of Alessa restore the balance?”

“Whispers will reveal what shadows keep. To lose all hope or dare to take the leap.”

His unearthly blue eyes widened.

“I took a leap by coming here rather than allow Ivenrail to steal all hope.” I lifted my voice, and it rang across this world like the chiming of a pristine bell. “When nature bends and true love speaks with all its might, only then will justice end this bitter blight. Don’t you see?”

“Tell me,” he intoned.

“My love for Vexxion and his for me will bring about the change we need.”

“If it’s used well.” His gaze narrowed. “What will happen to those who have less power once you break the spell binding them?”

“I can’t promise I’ll be able to protect them.”

“Then you’re not the right one to wield the blade,” he shouted, his voice smacking into me before it was sucked away by the ether.

“I’d be lying if I told you I could do that. All I can promise is that I’ll try. Hope and love can build a better future. I trust that together, Vexxion and I can make a difference, that we can vanquish those who seek to harm others. That we can set a new course for everyone in faerie. And when I say faerie, I mean the entire continent, not just those living beyond the veil. The fae, the Nullens, the Lieges, and the powerless.”

He grunted.

I met his gaze with steel in my own and rooted my feet firmly in the sand. We were wasting time when I had so much left to do. “Take me to the Blade of Alessa. With it, I will free the powerless, restore the Lieges to their role as protectors, and end this blight spreading across our world.”

Gaineos smiled. “Very well, tiny storm. You have done well so far.” He stretched forward with his front hooves, lowering his chest until it nearly touched the sand. “Climb on my back, and I will take you where you need to go.”
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Fury was gone. I couldn’t reach her in my mind, and it wasn’t because she’d erected a wall to keep me out.

She was no longer . . . here.

After flitting to the king’s sitting area, not finding her near the Wraithweave board, I returned to the battlefield, desperately peering around.

My fury had tricked me. So clever.

“Where are you?” I hissed.

I wanted to attack Ivenrail and finally, finally end this. I’d craved watching the life leave his eyes from the time I was five. I owed this to my fury and to my mother. To myself.

But Fury had asked me to trust her, and for once, I would not storm or thrash around, venting my rage.

As always, I would act for the good of others.

“Who wants to go on a dangerous mission?” I cried out.

Shouts echoed as many of the fae bristling with weapons stomped closer, gathering around me in a furious, determined mass.

“Take a handful of bone coins from Reyla and wait for instructions. This way.” They streamed behind me as I hurried toward the dragons.

I stopped in front of my sister, noting the bags lumped by her feet. Scooping one up, I handed it to her. “Fly with Madrood. He’s cranky and in some ways, inferior as far as dragons go, but I imagine he’s capable of carrying you above the dregs while we complete this task.”

I heard that, Madrood snarled in my mind.

I didn’t think you understood speech.

He said nothing.

Selective, eh?

I’m special.

I just rolled my eyes. Are you with us or are you only with Tempest?

A long pause followed before his eyes blazed with unspent wrath. She left us.

The stark desolation in his voice pierced through me, reminding me all over again that I couldn’t reach her. I mirrored the feelings back at him. She went for the Blade of Alessa, but she asked us to do something for her while she was gone. I’m going to follow through with or without your help.

The true blade?

Yes.

Then I will allow your sister to ride on my back, he grumbled. And I will chastise Tempest when she returns.

No one chastises my fury but me.

He snorted. So, you believe. She has no master.

She’s a force all on her own. Beyond even my command, and I didn’t want her any other way. My belief in her had strengthened me from the moment I met her. No matter what happened between us, it had never wavered. I’d be a fool to allow it to falter now.

Reyla shot the silver dragon a sharp look and brandished the sword in her hand. “If that fiend of a dragon tries to burn me, I’ll gut him.”

I heard that as well, Madrood drawled. Why in the world would I bother?

“He told me he’ll be delighted to carry you wherever you wish to go,” I said with a smirk that faded too fast. I trusted Tempest, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t worried.

“Yeah, sure.” Reyla slid her sword into the sheath running down her spine and hefted the bag. “Are we sure this is the right thing to do?”

“I know it is.”

“Then we’ll do it with all our hearts.”

“Hey.” I snagged her arm before she could stalk toward Madrood, holding her back. “Don’t do anything dangerous.”

Her eyebrows lifted, and I was struck all over again by how much she resembled our mother. Grief bites deeply, but the numbness that follows soothes the pain. I gave my sister a real smile. It might come out crooked, but I wasn’t used to showing my happiness to anyone other than Fury.

“Jeez, Vexxion,” she said. “What’s happening to your face?”

“I, um . . . sister.” When was the last time I’d lost the connection between my brain and my tongue?

Her arm flipped toward the teeming world around us. “How in the world do you expect me to avoid danger here? We’re battling for our lives.” Her scowl deepened. “In case I wasn’t clear earlier, I’ll reiterate it now. Don’t ever try to tell me what to do. I accept we’re related. I might even allow myself to care for you. But don’t push it.”

My laugh burst out, making Madrood jump and those waiting nearby startle. The Beast’s hide had slid to the side, exposing a part of me no one but Fury had seen for too long.

“Be careful,” I barked. “I, um . . .”

Her face softened, and she dropped the sack of bone coins and lunged into me, wrapping her arms around me. “You too. Don’t let anyone impale you, or I’ll have to add them to my kill list.”

“I’ll do my best.”

My sister was going to be alright. I didn’t know what marriage to the Evergorne King might bring her, but I hoped it let her find joy. She deserved it after losing someone she loved.

I, of course, would send word ahead that she was to be treated with respect or the entire continent would feel my wrath. What good was my reputation if I couldn’t use it to protect those I loved?

And I already adored my younger sister.

She backed away and sent me a sweet smile, before she scooped up the bag and jogged toward Madrood.

“Each of you,” I told those waiting around me. “Take a handful of bone coins from the bags and select a dragon. They’ll cooperate.” I shot Madrood a glare.

Yes, yes, he said. I already spread the word. Do you think I’m useless?

I did not reply.

“Fly over the dregs, getting as close to them as you dare,” I said. “And drop bone coins onto them.”

“That’ll make them worse, won’t it?” someone called out.

“It won’t.” I said with conviction. “Trust me.” I pressed for another smile, and it must be a hideous, gruesome thing, because riders reeled away from me and diverted their eyes to the ground.

But every one of them grabbed bone coins and raced toward dragons.

I scooped up my own and sought Glim.

Mounted, we took to the skies.
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Gaineos raced across the vast sandy wasteland. The sun poured down, drenching me in heat and drawing out my sweat. It was all I could do to breathe in the sweltering air.

I clung to his back with my arms around his waist and my thighs tight across his steed flanks.

We’d only traveled a short time before darkness fell, the death of the day and the birth of what could be an endless night. A dark sky soon arced overhead, lit only by tiny, flickering lights.

My heart wept for my friends who’d wandered here, barely clinging to the hope in their hearts.

“The lights above are lost dreams,” Gaineos said softly.

“Split between realms where the horizon meets the world beyond,” I whispered. “Half 'neath stars where dreams unspoken are drawn.”

“It’s all that’s left of those who came here and remained.”

My heart dropping, I stretched my neck back to imprint them in my mind. “There’s no way to bring them back?”

“Their physical forms have left your world, leaving no home to return to. Others were eaten, their hopes and heart consumed along with their flesh.”

Their sadness whispered through me, soft sighs of pain, all that was left of them now. If I hadn’t pulled Reyla and Vexxion back from this place, would their stars flicker above me?

“By coming here, you have chosen a new path,” Gaineos said. “A better one.”

“Will I remain on this path until the end?”

“There are still twists and forks ahead. Think with your heart, and you’ll know which way to travel. Look. Dawn comes.”

“So quickly?”

“Did you expect anything else on this journey?”

Blood-red beams stabbed into the sky along the horizon, sending the dreams back to wherever they hid during the day.

“It waits where a blood-red sun does sink,” I said. “In dawn’s embrace—it's there you must seek.”

Soon, full light pierced the desolate, sandy landscape. The sun baked me once more, scorching my exposed skin and making sweat hitch down my spine.

“We’ll arrive soon,” he said.

I peered around his torso, spying the low building I’d seen in Vexxion’s mind, jutting up from the sand far ahead of us.

Would I find the blade there?

Sand shifted to our right, and a snake-like creature erupted from the ground, its scales glistening darkly in the sunlight. It coiled up before slamming down onto the sand beside us, rocking through this world and maybe even the ones beyond.

Gaineos snarled, and with a shriek, the creature dove back into the sand. The harsh, biting wind soon smoothed the surface, leaving nothing but an untouched wasteland behind.

“Foolish to challenge me,” he muttered, riding on.

We continued across the sand unmolested, and soon, the structure loomed ahead, growing larger as we got closer. His pace slowed as we approached and he finally came to a stop, his hooves still buried in sand.

“I must leave you here,” he said.

Pitted marble pillars spanned the front of the dull stone building like silver trees lost in a forgotten world.

“Where no foot treads and no eye shall see,” I said softly. “Guarded by silence, as if held within trees.” This was it, the place where I would finally find the blade.

Gray tufts of what looked like torn fabric stretched across the top of the tree-like pillars, a wraith canopy fluttering in the harsh wind. Darker, steely steps jutted up from the sand, smoothing into a dirt-dusted path leading to a broken archway where darkness lurked beyond.

“The blade’s here,” I said, sliding off his back.

“You will seek it here.”

I turned back to him. “Thank you for helping me.”

He rubbed my arm. “What one seeks often leads to a true path within.” He nudged his head toward the building. “Hurry. You don’t have much time.”

With urgency driving me, I pivoted and took the steps two at a time. I strode along the path, grinding sand into the surface beneath my boots before rushing through the archway into a large open room. Frescoes of battles and kings and queens long forgotten covered the walls, the paint cracked and peeling. The relentless wind found me through the gaps in the wall, whispering hurry, hurry.

“Where?” I called out, my voice ricochetting around me.

An inky black altar stood in the center of a platform on the far side of the room.

I jogged across the broken mosaic floor tiles patterned like those at the Claiming.

Welcome, a low voice hissed, clawing across my mind, my skin, and my soul. Have you come to claim me?

“I’ve come for the blade,” I shouted.

I leaped onto the platform, striding over to stand in front of the onyx altar. Sand from a thousand years coated the surface, and I swept it off with my arm, exposing words I spoke aloud as if casting a spell.

“Soft voices hint at secrets cloaked. To bow to fear or brave the unknown. Beneath the dark, dreamless expanse, something hidden sleeps—far from helpless hands and distant leaps.”

The top of the stone altar shifted, sliding away from me. It tumbled off the back and a bang erupted when it hit the mosaic floor.

I leaned over to peer into the opening . . .

. . . finding nothing inside.
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As I flew Glim up into the broad expanse of sky above the dregs, cries erupted from the air and ground, creating shockwaves that blasted across faerie.

Horns rang out.

The king’s army bellowed as they swept down the grassy hillside to the plain, where they met up with our soldiers and friends below. Beasts slashed out with their horns, impaling fae lords and ladies alike, and their shrill cries of pain dragged tines across my soul.

Dragons carrying riders swept up from the ground in a furious wave, some engaging the dregs while others flew higher, struggling to get above the swarming mass. Each rider clutched bone coins; their faces resolute.

Others flitted from one location to another, lashing out with magic to drop those we battled or gouge deeply with a blade. Hoarse bellows of pain and victory shot through the world around me.

Other dragons flew up to level off beside Glim, and my heart pounded with a sense of unity and shared purpose. These riders trusted me. They believed in our cause. Determination solidified my core—I couldn't let my fury down. Pride surged within me, but not for myself—for them, for us together. A quiet resolve settled over me like a comforting weight. We would push forward as one. Together, we were unstoppable.

Dregs dove down on our army, snatching fae and plunging back upward, only to rake their claws through the person and drop the pieces to the ground. Many of our soldiers flitted from dreg grips, slashing out with magic to kill the dreg before rejoining the battle below.

Ivenrail’s relentless army stomped toward the southern shore, cutting down anyone standing in their way. My eyes stung with tears at our soldiers’ bravery, at how they continued marching toward what could be their end. Their strength remained true, and I could do nothing less.

“Higher,” I called out to those flying near, and we shot upward before leveling out.

I swept my gaze across the carnage below, cheering on our relentless force who wouldn’t give up until they could no longer send magic or eliminate foes.

Someone nearby cried out, and I spun, my jaw dropping.

The sky split, and beings of all sorts rushed through the gap. Trolls carrying enormous hammers flew on beastly creatures with wings that soared down to land on the ground. The trolls leaped off and stomped toward Ivenrail’s force.

Pixies darted here and there, stabbing the treacherous army whose only goal was to conquer the world for their master. Fluffy challs jumped onto faces, clawing through flesh, sending those they attacked spinning while crying out in terror.

Marscapoles fought alongside centaurs and gnomes, ogres and griffins. This mass of creatures was no longer bound to the whim of a monster. Tempest had freed them, and they’d come to pay her back for her kindness, to help her defeat the threat to all of faerie.

Their belief in our mission ignited a fierce determination within us all. This was no longer just my or Tempest’s plan but ours. We would triumph or fall, but no matter what, we’d do so together. Each beat of my heart sent a mix of pride and resolve through my veins, charging me with fire.

I sent my threads down, and they wove among our soldiers, cutting down one attacker after another. They drained power to restore my own and greedily drank down the hoarse cries erupting from the throats of those falling.

Knots twisted deep within my stomach, but just as quickly, they unraveled as I took in every brave move our forces made. It was a strange balance of paralyzing fear tempered by an overwhelming surge of hope. We would bleed today. We would suffer tremendous loss. But something inside me whispered it wouldn’t be for nothing.

Lord Dultrette’s riders and soldiers attacked Ivenrail’s from the north and the west, driving into the king’s army with blades and magic slashing.

Iasar and Amronth’s blue fire scorched paths through the barraging beasts, cutting them and leaving only ashes behind.

When Iasar’s steely gaze met mine, he nodded. I didn’t find forgiveness there, but I did find a bit of acceptance. That was enough to make me stiffen my spine and swipe away the tear trickling from my eye.

“We’re using the coins,” I said. “My sister is using the coins.”

“Sssshe issss the one.” He peeled away from me, returning to battle.

“Ready?” Reyla called out, her voice a mix of excitement and stark terror that was mirrored within me. This would work. It had to work. My sister looked my way as if awaiting my command, but she was the force behind this venture. Tempest’s friend. My newfound family. All I had left of our mother.

I saluted her, and the grin I gave her made my face ache, but the feeling was echoed in my heart.

At my nod, she sucked in a breath and held her hand full of coins overhead. “Drop them. Drop them!”

I flung out the bone coins warmed from my skin and watched as they toppled through the air, their jewels sparkling in the sunlight.

A few dregs shuddered.

Every single one of them looked up and . . .

. . . I felt a waiting spell unfold—Tempest’s spell of unleashing.

Inside the pristine, gleefully gruesome tent at the top of the rise, Ivenrail roared.
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“No.” My voice shot around the room and slammed back into me, making me stumble, jarring my hip against the stone box. “Where’s the blade?” I pawed inside the big onyx box, scrambling my nails across the smooth bottom and sides. “There’s no blade here!” Jerking my head back, I peered around as if a figure might appear beside me. They’d give me a benign smile and tell me another twist to the riddle before they handed me the glorious, wonderful, mythical Blade of Alessa.

No one appeared.

The riddle remained unspoken.

Diving inside the box, I landed hard on the bottom and ran my hands along the cold stone surface, seeking a hidden catch or compartment that would open, revealing where the blade had been hidden.

“Where is it?” I bellowed, my words snapping back to hit me.

I tumbled out of the box, landing hard enough on the mosaic tiles to knock the wind from my lungs. With my gasps ringing out, I stumbled to my feet and reeled this way and that, looking for a clue that would tell me what I needed to do. Tears fell from my eyes, and I let them fly.

It couldn’t be over already. I’d come so far, suffered so much. I’d sacrificed everything to reach this moment.

I leaped back up onto the platform and rushed around to the cover, swiping away the sand that had already collected to read the second bit of words inscribed again, because they reminded me of the riddle.

Beneath the dark, dreamless expanse, something hidden sleeps—far from helpless hands and distant leaps.

Something hidden sleeps . . .

“Something hidden sleeps.”

Many believed the blade had been forged by trolls, but what if there was no blade but something . . . hidden instead?

In Ember’s Shadow, I read that the sword was lost but if found, it could fulfill the will of the cursed heart. A weapon isn’t always the right choice in a time of great need, the book said. All it takes is the will of a true hero.

Oh . . .

Calm swept away my dismay, worry, and fear, and hope surged within me, filled with that of all those who’d been lost in the ether, those whose lights still twinkled here at night.

The dreamless spoke to me, and I listened.

“Thank you,” I finally whispered. “I understand.”

Go . . . they cried out.

“Only if you come with me,” I told them.

Closing my eyes, I pictured my well, finding it full once more. I gathered every bit of power and massed it together in a mighty ball that churned and flamed.

I sent it out, blasting it across the ether.

And they answered.

Echoes of the battle stomped through my mind, and those I’d just freed joined in with harsh cries, slashing their blades, giving everything they had to defeat the monster who’d stolen their lives from them.

Dragons soared overhead and bone coins rained down on the dregs who . . .

Drawing a wisp of power, I traveled again, leaving the ether. I slipped through the slice in the tapestry and then, to the middle of the plain. Around me a fearless army of those freed from the ether battled alongside our allies from Evergorne, Lord Dultrette’s friends, the people my mother protected at Lydel, and the creatures and beings I’d freed from Ivenrail’s portraits.

All friends allied to this cause.

Beasts ripped through my army and Ivenrail’s wicked fae lords and ladies wielded gruesome magic, slashing through my people in broad sweeps.

Guttural cries overhead called to me, and I tipped my head back, watching as the stones in the bone coins winked in the sunlight. Dregs snatched coins from the sky, their shrieks echoing around me. The moment they touched a coin, they shuddered and dove away from the dragons, toppling toward the ground. Their magic-spawned wings fluttered as their bodies succumbed to death spirals.

They changed as they fell and people—glorious, powerless people—landed squarely on their feet, peering around in bewilderment. Some cried out and ran across the plain toward the low hills, seeking safety, while others grabbed swords from the fallen and charged toward Ivenrail’s army.

Five Lieges stood at the top of the tallest hill, their tattered robes whipping around their skeletal frames in the stiff wind. Their glowing eyes took in the carnage below.

Aunt Vera flitted to join them, and when she caught my eye, she dipped her head my way.

With their hearts returned, they can now be whole once more, she said in my mind. The balance, such a precarious thing, can be restored. It’s time for me to do my part.

I would kill Ivenrail, but she . . . What do you plan to do? Panic cut through my voice.

Everything, she breathed. Her face softened, and it was all I could do to breathe. You’re the joy of your mother’s heart and the power of your people. Just as I will serve a greater purpose today, so must you. You know what we need, sweet one.

“I do,” I croaked, my eyes stinging. Restoring balance would come at such a great cost.

A low hum rang out, and soldiers around me paused, seeking the sound. Beasts stopped slashing their horns and sucked in deep breaths. Monsters and people alike came to a standstill, their weapons dropping to their sides. All turned to face the Lieges who’d formed a circle with their hands linked together.

Aunt Vera stood in the center.

“For Lydel,” she shouted, her voice blazing with feral excitement. Her words shot through the air, churning past me in a furious wave.

Her hands lifted as if conducting a grand concert, and the hum erupting from the Lieges grew to a din that pierced the very air around us.

The powerless stormed toward the hill, massing around the Lieges and my aunt. With hands clasped, they bowed down before the Lieges, worshiping the cloaked beings who would protect them while they restored the balance.

My aunt’s gaze met mine. Live in peace, sweet one.

Her arms dropped, and light blazed across this world and beyond, a flash of power so bright everyone gasped and shielded their eyes.

I stumbled backward, barely maintaining my footing.

The light winked out.

In the place of the five tattered Lieges stood pristine, glowing silver pillars, sentinels who would watch over the powerless once I’d finished helping them restore the balance.

The powerless bowed again before streaming across the plain, touching one person after another. Each shuddered and dropped their weapons.

My aunt was gone, fused with the Lieges.

“No,” I whimpered. “No!” I flitted to the top of the hill and walked among the pillars, touching each warm stone statue, seeking the woman who’d protected me, loved me, and given what she had left to ensure this world would finally be rid of a monster. “Aunt Vera. Aunt Vera!”

My words shot around me, blasting across the plain and those who stood stunned by what had happened.

You know what you have to do. Her words echoed in my mind.

“Aunt Vera,” I cried, letting my tears fall.

Oh, how I’d weep. But if I understood anything, it was sacrifice. All of us would do what we must to make sure good triumphed today.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I’ll miss you.”

Blinking fast, I tipped my head back, seeking a sapphire dragon with a rider I craved above all others.

I found the dragon, but . . .

Glim held no rider.

I knew where I’d find Vexxion.
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Itraveled to Ivenrail’s tent and fused with my body still sitting in the throne, held in place by vines that slithered and spit as they coiled across my skin.

“You’re missing something, my boy,” Ivenrail snarled from my right.

He stood in front of Vexxion who stared forward, pinned by his treacherous father’s magic.

With a cackle, Ivenrail lifted a vine collar and unhooked it, dangling the heinous thing in front of Vexxion’s face. “Fortunately, I brought you a new one. Allow me to correct the situation.” His grin spread wide. “Your first task? I want to watch while you kill your fated mate.”

Vexxion, I cried out in my mind.

I struggled with the vines binding me to the chair, but they only bit deeper. With rage roaring through my veins, I drew up power and blasted through them. They withered and twisted, their whimpers slithering around me like the mew of newborn challs.

“Go,” I commanded, and they slunk back into the ground at my feet.

Ivenrail leaned toward Vexxion, the thorny collar winding between his hands, a living, vicious thing eager to bite through his skin and establish control.

I love you, Vexxion whispered, his soft words stroking through my mind. He nudged his head to where his family blade lay on the floor. If I knew him, he’d magicked it from the sheath at my side, determined to die as long as he took his father with him.

Didn’t he know?

This task had always been mine.

With a grumble, Ivenrail stretched the collar around Vexxion’s throat.

I made the world . . . slow.

Whipping out my arm, I called to the blade, and it snapped off the floor, the hilt landing squarely in my hand.

There was no Blade of Alessa, not in the true sense. Nothing physical or indestructible. Nothing someone could command to do their evil will. The only blade I needed existed in my heart and that of the man I would love until my dying day and beyond.

I infused his family dagger with my power, combining it with his and his mother’s, my mother and father’s. I added the blood and tears of everyone who’d suffered in this land and the ether under the hand of a monster determined to wrest control from those without power.

A quick slice on my arm made blood well, and I bathed the blade, infusing it with all that made me who I was and who I might one day be.

“When nature bends and true love speaks with all its might,” I said, my voice churning through the air. “Only then will justice end this bitter blight.”

I leaped onto the king’s back and lifted the blade. “For Vexxion!”

With a grunt, I plunged the dagger down, thrusting it through this feral carcass’s hide.

“For Mayline and Ellyn!”

I drove the blade into him until it pierced through his wretched, wicked heart.

The collar he held burst into flames and across this world and beyond, I felt every single Nullen collar burn along with it, leaving people bewildered but finally free from the brutal grasp of the wicked fae.

“For me and my friends,” I snarled, pushing harder.

Ivenrail toppled to the side, and I went with him, riding him as he landed hard on the floor. I tightened my grip on the blade and twisted it back and forth, churning his heart to a pulp. Eviscerating it until it stopped beating, stopped sending lifeblood through his veins.

Only then did I wrench myself up and off him.

I gathered power from my well and sent it at him, burning what was left. I kept the flames spiraling until only a pile of ashes remained, all that was left of the terror that had held faerie in his vicious grasp for too long.

Striding forward, I kicked the pile. Wind gusted through the tent, carrying with it the scent of black roses tipped with silver.

Mama? Her soft fingers stroked my brow, and her whisper of a kiss met my cheek for the very last time.

Her wind lifted the ashes and carried them out to scatter them across the plain.

The cacophony of battle died in an instant.

I strode to the tent opening, watching as the enormous, slashing beasts disappeared and the surviving wicked fae flitted to places they hoped to hide.

A cheer went up among the victors. A cheer for us and each other. For a future I hoped the fates would help all of us deliver.

It was finally over, but at what cost? My soul felt torn yet born anew. Tattered and healing.

A sound behind me sent me spinning.

Free from the vines that had been eager to bind him once more, Vexxion stood before me, as gorgeous as when I first met him. His thick black hair was still a touch too long, and just like back then, I itched to run my fingers through the strands and tangle them up.

The same network of scars twisted from beneath his black tunic collar, snaking around the right side of his neck to his nape.

As I stared at him, his full lips twitched upward in a smile just for me.

This man had exposed my every secret, my every desire, and all the best I had to offer. He’d laid me bare for the entire world to see, and the thought of that no longer scared me.

All he saw was me.

And that was enough.

Precious love, he rasped in my mind. Come be mine forever.

When he held open his arms, I leaped into them.
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A Week Later

The ceremony was about to begin.

I stood waiting in a room outside the courtyard at Lydel. Today, I’d marry my true mate, the only man I’d ever love. My Vexxion.

“You’re gorgeous,” Reyla said, tucking a stray strand of hair up into the ornate arrangement on the top of my head. It had magically appeared as soon as I’d donned my gown, and I sensed Airia’s involvement, though she hadn’t made an appearance. “Vexxion is going to swoon when he sees you.”

“Swoon, huh?” My low laugh hitched out. “I doubt anything could make that man swoon.”

“Only you, friend. Only you.” She gave me a quick hug. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

The ship had arrived to take her to Evergorne Court, and they’d set sail with the tide tomorrow morning. I wasn’t sure when I’d see her again. With so much going on here in faerie, we couldn’t travel with her, let alone be there when she formally wed the king.

He’d sent a proxy to stand in for him at the binding ceremony that would take place while they were at sea.

“I’ll see you as soon as I can,” I said. “Even if I have to fly Madrood across the ocean to reach you.” Vexxion had warned me not to flit there. He said magic was different in that world, and there was no guarantee I’d survive the journey even if I locked my mind on my best friend.

“Madrood might have some say in that,” Jessia said, rising from where she was sitting on one of the upright chairs. Dressed in a formal uniform, she strode over to stand in front of me. Her gaze skimmed my frame before she nodded. “Beautiful.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “You look a lot like that portrait of your mother.”

My favorite picture hung above the living area mantel here at Lydel. I loved it because Aunt Vera stood beside her, her face unlined, and her eyes sparkling with joy. They were finally back together once more.

Oh, how I grieved. But I smiled through my tears. They’d sacrificed everything to ensure I could stand here in our newly formed faerie, ready to marry my fated mate.

As Gaineos had predicted in the ether, the veil had fallen. Zayde took control of Bledmire Court with Layla by his side. They’d held a small wedding, and we’d attended just a few days ago.

Vexxion and I planned to unify Weldsbane and Lydel into one court.

Riftflame’s High Lord had come to our wedding and was eager to talk about an alliance—too late, but certainly welcome. We’d put him off for a few weeks.

Already, new treaties were being formed, ones that didn’t place lesser or powerless below any other.

The Nullens who now called themselves fae were learning how to control their magic and making their demands known. The high fae had much to make up for.

The Lieges remained in a stone circle, watching over this land from one edge of the continent to the other. They had acted only once, when a high lord tried to control one of the lesser fae. He’d turned into smoke and was swept out to sea. No one had dared tell the lesser fae what to do after that.

As for the powerless, they were settling in the valley below the Xandest Mountain Range with the fortresses looming above. Some planned to take jobs at the fortresses themselves, while others were talking about hiring those who could perform magic to work on the wasteland. They hoped to turn it into a lush landscape, something it had been so far back, no one remembered other than them.

The door opened, and Layla stepped inside. With a hand on her belly, she hurried over to stand in front of me. Her smile swept through me like a fresh breeze and a beam of the prettiest sunshine. With a laugh, she grabbed onto my shoulders, staring into my eyes. “They said to tell you it’s time.” Her smile only grew bigger. “Vexxion’s waiting, and he looks amazing. Not as handsome as Zayde,” she winked, “but he comes close. There’s something special about our men, don’t you think?”

“They’re wicked, and we love them even more for that reason alone.”

“They sure are.” She winked again.

She felt good, and a foreteller said she’d deliver a healthy son. I couldn’t wait to hold my nephew in my arms.

Since they’d taken over the court, Layla told me Bledmire had changed, that laughter rang out, and they planned to refurbish to give the place a cheerier atmosphere. For now, neither Vexxion nor I had any interest in visiting beyond the few trips I’d make to free those still trapped inside portraits.

Vexxion and I planned to magically build a glorious manor on the cliffside border between Lydel and Weldsbane, and we’d move in once it was finished. The aerie would be complete at about the same time, and Madrood, Glim, and some of the other dragons who’d fought against Ivenrail’s army would settle there. We’d insisted on no gates and no barriers to keep them inside stalls—fresh ideas that had spread across the continent already, now that everyone knew it was possible to bond with a dragon.

“Are you ready?” Layla asked softly, straightening the jeweled strand dangling from my ear. “There’s so much love and hope in Vexxion’s eyes. He’s . . . He loves you. Not one person out there doubts that.”

Including me.

We’d purposefully not spoken in our minds since yesterday, wanting today to feel like a new start for us both. To think we’d come close to dying. I still shuddered when I pictured Ivenrail standing in front of Vexxion with a collar in his hands.

“Thank you.” I hugged my sister; grateful I’d found her and that she’d stand with me today. Only she and Reyla would walk with me down the aisle, though I sensed my mother and Aunt Vera would float in spirit nearby.

Other than my magically arranged hair, we hadn’t heard from Airia. The wraith chose the game; she was not chosen.

I had a feeling she’d show up when she was most needed.

“Your flowers.” Jessia handed me my bouquet and kissed my cheek before striding over to slip out the door to join the other waiting guests.

Once we were ready, Layla opened the door and nodded to one of my generals waiting outside. His gaze swept across me, and his grin split his bearded face.

“Lovely, my high lady,” he said. “Simply lovely.” He gave us a nod before striding toward the courtyard where he’d take his place at the end of the aisle to salute me as I passed.

We walked sedately through the hallway and stepped out into the blinding sunshine.

Dragons waited, lined up on either side of the path that would take me to the man I’d soon marry. When we appeared, they dropped down in grand bows, the bows and flowers we’d adorned them with shifting.

Only Madrood stood close the alter, to Vexxion’s right.

Drask perched on the dragon’s back, watching the procession. We’d seen no evidence Vexxion’s mother remained with the bird, and we suspected we never would again. She’d protected us for as long as she could, but now her spirit had traveled to be with those she’d loved.

I hoped she’d found peace.

I paused at the head of the path while my friends continued toward the archway where my love, my mate, my dream of a wonderful future waited.

Vexxion’s gaze met mine, and my heart flipped over.

His sapphire eyes I’d adored from the moment I met him glimmered with an intensity that pierced straight through my heart. The curve of his smile was both gentle and unrestrained. So much joy shone in his eyes. Lines of tenderness edged his lips, revealing a love so pure it seemed fragile. But the strength of our love had seen us through the worst, and it would continue to protect us as we savored the wonder of the new life we’d face together.

His gaze held me captive, unwavering and full of pure adoration. A wave of warmth surged inside me, and my pulse quickened as if drawn by an unseen force. Every fiber of my being was electrified by his undeniable devotion.

Time itself had paused to honor this moment between us.

You’re gorgeous, my love, he said in my mind. Elegant.

And you look refined. Lovely.

We both smiled, remembering the words he spoke to me long ago at the fortress. They’d become a mantra we used to tease each other—until we fell into bed and lived them together.

Beautiful, he added.

Exquisite, we said at the same time.

Come be my love, my forever bride, the only woman I’ll ever need, he said softly.

I started down the path, following Reyla, my gaze locked on Vexxion waiting at the end.

You’re the anchor that steadies my storm-tossed heart, I whispered, my throat tight with emotion. In your eyes, I've found a mirror of my soul's longing.

Our love is woven into my every heartbeat, he said. Together, we’ll create a sanctuary where our souls will forever be safe and free.

As we spoke our personal vows, it was all I could do not to cry. I held it back. I wanted to see my love and stand with him with clear eyes.

As Reyla and Layla walked over to stand on Vexxion’s left, leaving the spot beside him open for me, the faint scent of roses filled the air. I pulled it in, my heart pinching tight.

“I’m thinking of you, Mama,” I whispered. “Thank you for loving me. For protecting me. I promise I’ll take care of your roses.”

I walked over to stand in front of Madrood, gently stroking my fingers down his long snout. He huffed sparks, though he took care not to get any on my dress.

A blessing on you both, he said, and I could tell he spoke in both my mind and Vexxion’s at the same time. May the fates bring you joy.

“Love you, Madrood.” I leaned forward and kissed him between the eyes.

He huffed again and shook his head, but I could tell he liked that I’d done it.

Leaving him, I continued across the open, flower-strewn area and stepped up onto the dais where the elder waited behind the man I loved.

When I reached Vexxion, he took my hand and turned me to face him.

Back at the fortress, I’d never dreamed I’d find someone like him or that my future could contain so much heartrending sorrow.

A storm had raged across our land with a ferocity unlike anything seen before, tearing through armies and shattering lives. Dark clouds had swallowed every hint of light, as if hope itself had been lost in the depths. But storms didn’t last forever. Gradually, the winds calmed, and the rain slowed to drips, leaving only sodden leaves and a quiet assurance that something better was coming.

We all now stood on a land bathed in sunlight, one washed clean by nature’s wrath.

Every ending held a new beginning.

I’d found mine in Vexxion’s arms.
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