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Whoever fights monsters

should see to it that in the process

he does not become a monster.

- Friedrich Nietzsche
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A War of Three Kings Recap
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Aldrin is captured, tortured with deprivation, and questioned by the father and grandmother of the woman he loves, while convinced she abandoned him to this fate. Keira searches everywhere to find where they have imprisoned him and fails. After Aldrin’s damning secrets are revealed, Keira questions whether she knows him at all, or if he is the possessive, toxic fae who has hunted her across realms for decades as her family claims.

While being interrogated, Aldrin exposes the truth behind the magical pregnancies to Edmund. He strips away the Lord Protector’s glamour, revealing that not only are he and his offspring fae, but his biological father was also a Tuatha Dé Danann god.

An uneasy truce is struck between the fae captives and the humans of the North when news reaches Appleshield Castle that King Finan is marching an army on them to claim Keira by force. Aldrin vows to fight for her life and freedom, even if she never wants to see him again. Edmund makes it near impossible for them to speak to each other, but Aldrin and Keira sneak around behind his back to slowly rekindle the embers of their romance.

They travel across the North to muster the minor nobility and their troops, then take a defensive position at Fort Blackrock. It is here that the Appleshield forces first clash with King Finan’s army and lose the battle when the Explosion Brothers mercenaries destroy the fortress with their explosive black powder. The Northern troops become scattered as they retreat. Keira leads the injured, priestesses and druids to safety while the enemy pursues them. Aldrin is gravely injured by musket fire and is lucky to survive. 

The two armies clash a second time, with dragons and low fae joining the fight, and the king’s forces are pushed out of the North. While fighting for Keira’s freedom, an unlikely friendship is struck between Edmund and Aldrin. During a pause in the battles, Finan kidnaps Keira from a Sanctuary of Magic and forces her to marry him.

The Mothers of Magic and fae infiltrate Sunbright City and whip up the mob of the common people against the king, inciting them to attack the palace and open the city gate for the attacking Appleshield forces. Aldrin rescues Keira during the bloody rioting and she uses a newfound ability to kill Finan, reducing him to ash and dirt. During this trial, their mate bond is revealed, paired with uncontrollable lust, and they claim it by joining their bodies as soon as they escape.

Aldrin and Keira return to Appleshield Castle after her sister Brianna and Niall take the throne and marry, but Titania and her forces have invaded and captured it. The High Chancellor demands access to the resources and trade of the human lands and takes Keira’s mother, sister and newborn niece as her hostages in an attempt to force Edmund to sign a deal with her. She plans to drag them back to the fae realm with her as an assurance and to kill Aldrin before she leaves. 

The only way for Keira to save the people she loves is to make a bargain with Aldrin’s greatest enemy. To swap places with her family members and make herself vulnerable to the tyrant. She trades her life and freedom for theirs and is taken back to the Spring Court with Titania, despite how Aldrin tries to fight it.

Aldrin returns to the Spring Court alone and is immediately swarmed by the Assassins of Belladonna, who have been commissioned to kill him. He demands to take the trials to join their order as it is the only way to keep them from hunting him, but he has an ulterior motive. He will challenge their leader to a fight to the death, he will win, and then he will take over their dark army to save his mate and win back his throne.

He just hopes he has what it takes to survive in a guild of monsters and nightmares to achieve the impossible.


Keira’s Bargain with Titania
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“I will travel with you to the Spring Court as your hostage, and no one here can stop it. As long as you are in power, I will remain there until you release me, without trying to escape you or attack you. You will promise no harm will come to my family by your hand or those of the people you control. While I am in your custody, you will not harm me, and I’ll be treated as an honored guest, with the same privileges, care and respect as any noble in your court. You will, by all effects, act as my patron. And you will not kill or torture Aldrin in the human realm.”
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Imade a mistake. A huge gods-damned error of judgment. 

That much is clear as I am manhandled through thick, rolling mists scented with flowers. Brilliant white light burns my eyes, but it isn’t the reason hot tears roll uncontrollably down my cheeks. 

My body aches from crashing down to my hands and knees too many times. I am battered, bruised and sliced up from each time they have shoved me to the ground or into a tree on the journey here. 

I negotiated to be treated with respect in my bargain with my fae captors, but they still seem capable of doing the opposite.

I am splattered with mud. My skirts are torn and my feet bleed in my boots. My limbs are so tired they shake. They made me run all the way from Appleshield Castle to the Portal Interchange. It is an easy trek for a fae, but I still have enough of a block on my magic that I couldn’t keep up.

All I want to do is go back. Back to Aldrin. Back to my family. Back to the safety of Appleshield.

But it is too late.

No one is coming to save me.

I am surrounded by the enemy and utterly alone. Flanked on either side by men digging their fingers painfully into my arms, like they think I might run. Where could I go? The bargain binds me to my fate. It makes me the High Chancellor Titania’s plaything.

Torin is on one side, his long sheet of black hair billowing around him. Titania’s son. His ice-blue eyes fix me with a murderous glare as I lose my footing for the hundredth time and fall, striking my hip on a hard stone.

On my other side, a terrifying fae in full battle armor towers over me. His violent tugs are the reason I keep falling. I scramble on all fours, quickly pulling myself up before the red-eyed monster kicks me in the ribs again.

They cannot seem to decide if I am a prize or a burden to murder on the spot.

The billowing world of white mist comes to an end and the moonstone portal to the fae realm appears ahead. I try to dig my heels in. To stop the slow march toward my fate, or run screaming in the opposite direction, but the magic of this in-between realm forces me forward. 

Torin must register my hesitation, because he shoulders me through the portal and I trip over the lip, my hands and knees striking the stone littering the meadow beyond. I bite my cheek and the iron tang of blood fills my mouth.

I don’t have a moment to brush the gravel out of the cuts in my hands.

My other fae guard wraps my loose hair around his hand and drags me to my feet by it. Intense pain screams across my scalp, but it is nothing compared to the agony in my heart.

I can’t get Aldrin out of my head. 

The way he desperately fought to get to me with multiple warriors hanging off his back. How they forced him to the ground. My heart broke when the bargain was sealed and everyone who cared enough to fight for me was frozen like a statue, snarls preserved on their lips and fear in their eyes.

I begged you not to do this, Keira. Not to make this bargain with my greatest enemy and put yourself at her mercy. Aldrin’s voice rings through my head.

My only consolation is that we are still connected through the mate bond. His mind is a maelstrom, swirling with torrents of anger—at me, at my captors, at his own impotence. It is threaded with so much fear. Enough to cripple a lesser man. 

Of everything I have put him through, this could be the thing that breaks him.

You would be dead by now if I had not sacrificed myself for you! I send back, wanting to wail at the necessity of my stupid actions.

Never sacrifice yourself for me. Never, Aldrin pleads. You are too important for that.

Torin pushes me again and I bang my legs into a large boulder, sucking in my breath sharply with pain. 

Look at how they are treating you. I will kill them all. Slowly and violently. His sorrow burns like icy fire as it bleeds from him to me. He can see everything I see. Feel echoes of my physical pain. All he has to do is concentrate on the link of our bond to be right here with me.

This was my choice to make, Aldrin. It was no choice at all. Not when Titania threatened my mate and my family. When she sliced a gash down my baby niece’s face. We still have a chance to find our way back to each other. I can endure any torment for that. 

I am vaguely aware of him engulfed within deep, inky darkness, and wonder if I have been gone so long that night has already fallen in the human realm.

I never wanted this for you, Aldrin says. I never wanted anyone to hurt you ever again, especially not for me. You have endured enough already.

There is so much pain between us now, when a day ago we only had love and peace.

I am grabbed by the arms, by the hair again, and dragged along when I am perfectly capable of walking. It dehumanizes me. 

“Get your hands off me!” I try to scream, but my voice wobbles as it comes out. I thrash, wanting to shove them away, to strike at them, but a single large hand suddenly grabs both of my wrists at once and twists them easily behind my back.

“Then stop fucking falling, you useless human,” one guard growls as he leans right into my face, his bright red eyes narrowing. Strands of his dark hair slip out of the knot he has half of it up in, falling over his features. The white scars peppered through his cropped beard stretch with his snarl. “You are trying to make this as difficult as possible.”

“Stop tossing me around and I will stop falling.” I shove my shoulder against his chest hard to push him back, thrusting all of my body weight and strength into the motion. He hardly moves an inch and laughs at my efforts. I could have him fall on his ass if I threw my magic behind me, but I cannot reveal my secrets yet.

Weak. That is what I am in this moment. And so gods-damned vulnerable.

Dozens of warriors exit the portal behind us, streaming past on either side in two thick channels. They unintentionally cage us within their center. None even glance my way. 

Torin grabs my arm and pulls me toward him, until our bodies are flush. He grabs my chin and forces me to look up into his eyes, which are dancing with thrill. “You are nothing here. Not a lord’s daughter. Not a king’s mate. Not even a creature worthy of notice. You are dirt beneath our boots, and you should pray to whatever gods you believe in that we don’t crush you with each step.”

Aldrin bristles from far away, but there is nothing he can do.

“I am your rightful queen,” I growl.

Torin throws back his head and laughs. “You are a queen of nothing.”

My power brims within me, especially the newfound ability to turn a man to ash, but I have to force it down and take this humiliation. I cannot fight and win against nearly a hundred fae warriors. I cannot show my power now, when they think I am a fragile, magicless human. One to be underestimated.

Titania and her son are known for having very little magic of their own. It is a fact that makes them bitter to the point of hatred, and of course it is humans they despise, humans whose blood they share so much of and blame for their own inadequacies. For not being fae enough.

Prejudice is like that. It rarely makes sense. It is the reason both Titania and Torin wear pointed ear caps of golden wire, made to look similar to the jewelry worn by other fae, but theirs hide the tips of their ears completely. It is rumored that they are as rounded as a human’s.

“Torin, if you’re done taunting our little guest to the Spring Court, I would like to get moving,” Titania calls out. “Play your petty games later, son, when they are not wasting my precious time.”

Torin flinches like he was struck. I drag my eyes away from him and take in the clearing for the first time. Cascades of colorful spring flowers erupt from the bright green grass of the meadow. The late-afternoon sun is dappled through branches bursting with apple blossoms. 

Its beauty is a mockery of my dire situation. 

It is a knife in the chest, to be here again without Aldrin.

Titania calls out orders and suddenly all those guards funneling out of the portal circle around me, trapping me in their midst. More join them from this meadow, where they clearly awaited our arrival. I back away from a wall of tall, broadly muscular figures in segmented armor, but it only brings me closer to others. 

Those sneers and glares twisting their faces as they look me up and down are enough to break a cold sweat across my skin. 

I am completely at their mercy.

They can force me to do almost anything.

My breath catches in my throat and I struggle to drag in air as the moment stretches out. As I wait and watch for the next attack. Fear freezes me within its clutches.

Use your magic if they try to hurt you, Keira. Don’t let them harm you! Aldrin’s voice breaks within my head.

I will be a useless spy from the dungeons if my powers are discovered. I straighten my back, even though my hands shake violently.

I don’t care for a damned spy! I want my mate unbroken, Aldrin roars. I want you safe.

The bargain I made with Titania prevents her from treating me worse than any other noble in her court, I say. Surely there are limits on her.

A bargain with Titania never means what we think it will, he replies, and I have to clamp down on the bond to stop his hopelessness from infecting me.

Titania breaks through the crowd and stalks straight up to me. I force myself not to cower under her observation. She clutches my chin with sharp nails, turning my head from side to side as she inspects me. “Not a very impressive thing, are you, little mouse?”

The only thing that holds my tongue is the grim ring of hostile warriors that surrounds us.

Titania’s black-tattooed lips curl cruelly while the orange glow swirls in her eyes. “Florian, if you will. Show Lady Keira to her litter. She will travel in a manner that suits her station.”

My eyes flick to the litter behind her. The platform has a four-poster frame draped with velvet curtains and a bed of cushions. Long poles extend out of it for servants to hoist onto their shoulders and carry the entire structure as its occupant lounges within. 

Titania laughs. “Oh, not that one, you silly child. You will see how low you are to become here.”

Florian thrusts me forward to a second litter. A bare cage is built onto the platform, with no curtains or cushioning. 

There is nothing to hide behind. 

Then I realize we are nowhere near the palace and the City of Vertical Gardens. Titania plans to parade me halfway across Spring, like a spoil of war. Like a captured enemy. 

A sickness rolls through me.

I can do this. 

I have endured worse. 

There is an untempered strength within me. 

I tell myself all these things. If only I could believe them.

I whip back around to Titania. “You cannot cage me. Surely the bargain will not allow it. I am to be treated with the dignity of a noble guest.” My breaths come hard and fast. I dig my heels into the ground and thrash out my elbows. Anything to stop me from being forced into that cage.

It is no use. My back crashes into Florian’s chest and he wraps an arm around my waist. I am lifted from the ground like a child, my legs kicking and striking the metal plate of his armor uselessly.

The High Chancellor’s laughter rings out behind me. “You will be surprised by what the bargain will allow me.”

Another guard rushes forward and unlocks the gate, swinging it open so Florian can toss me inside. I am airborne for a single heartbeat, my stomach bottoming out, then I crash to the wooden floor. My hip and shoulder strike the hard surface and pain explodes within both. 

Somewhere far away, Aldrin curses colorfully. This bond is going to be the end of him.

The cage door slams shut and the lock clicks as it engages. The bars close in on me until they suffocate me. 

“She is a disappointing thing to have caused so much trouble in her realm.” Florian’s mocking tone snags my attention. I glance up to where he and Torin watch me with a group of others like I am some exotic animal on display for their entertainment, the rest of the amassed warriors moving on with purpose. “I was expecting some great beauty, not…this.” His features are pinched in disgust.

“All you see is a human, Florian, and you can’t see past it. I bet she will clean up prettily when we get back to the palace.” Torin gives me a predator’s smile and my stomach lurches. 

Florian rolls his eyes to Torin. “Like you said, humans are beneath my notice, but this one is particularly plain.”

I am so incredibly tired, and I suspect my treatment is about to get far worse. 

A man pushes his way through the center of the crowd, shoving fae out of his way. He brushes past Torin and Florian and walks up to the bars of my cage. Intense brown eyes stare like he is analyzing me right down to my soul. There is a bitter twist to his lips and his thick, dark eyebrows are furrowed. He is revolted by what he sees in me. That look makes me feel small and undressed, but I lift my chin, refusing to cower.

Torin nudges the man in the ribs. “What do you think? I was just making a bet with Florian that she would be ravishing after a bath and new clothes.”

“I made no fucking bets,” Florian grumbles, spitting to the side.

The man drags his eyes away from me to study the crowd. He is peculiar-looking, with deep golden-brown skin, a youthful face no older than mine and pure white hair that hangs loosely with a few rough plaits through it.

“We are about to move out. I suggest you all stop gawking at the prisoner and get in your positions,” the man bites out. “You know how Titania likes these processions to go.”

“Oh, come on, Rainier, you’re no fun.” Torin puts an arm around his shoulders. “Are you bitter because we didn’t convince your treacherous parents to come back?”

I watch with horror as the two men walk away. 

This is Rainier. 

Oh gods, no. 

This is the son Drake and Klara thought they had made amends with. Who saw the truth of Titania’s reign and was no longer one of her greatest supporters. My heart hurts for them. At the betrayal that must be coming their way from the son who was turned against them. 

I can’t stop staring at Rainier as he moves through the crowd. He glances back at me only once, the fire of rage burning hot in his eyes. 

Perhaps he feels abandoned and blames me. 

He looks nothing like a child of Drake and Klara. I would have expected purple eyes or hair like Klara, or skin a shade of bronze so deep it is almost red like Drake. Even the shapes of his features don’t match.

A whirlwind of dark thoughts makes me spiral. I am completely out of my depth here.

By the darkness, what I would do to feel Aldrin’s strong arms wrap around me again and press me into the warmth and hard planes of his body. For his mere presence to wrap me up in a bubble of safety. 

I am here, dear heart, Aldrin’s voice rumbles as he embraces me within a ghost of those very sensations I crave. I am always here, in your mind and bound to your soul. 

A tear rolls down my cheek and I think I will be undone by the knot of emotion exploding within my chest. Love. Fear. Deep, desperate need. There is immense comfort in his soul wrapping around mine. It is like the sun coming out on a cold day and bathing my skin in its heat. Like the first bite of chocolate that has my tastebuds tingling and my brain hitting that high. Like the glow after mind-blowing sex. 

My thoughts hit a wall at high impact as I register that Aldrin is falling, falling, falling, through inky blackness with no end. That in the darkness around him, there are terrifying beasts and demons that should only belong in nightmares. That he is surrounded by Assassins of Belladonna in their telltale indigo robes. Worst of all, is the four horsemen of the Wild Hunt, wearing armor of metal and bone, mounted on ethereal warhorses that look ghoulish and half decayed. 

Fear like I have never known before cuts through me and I think I will vomit. Aldrin! What have you done? I whisper, but I already know. How did I not see this before?

The only thing that could be done, he says. Hold tight, dear heart. I am coming for you. When I do, I will have the Assassins of Belladonna at my back. This is the only way. 

The blackness around him winks in and out, as though the group is making jumps through shadows to cross courts and kingdoms. 

No, Aldrin! Please tell me you didn’t give yourself to the order! It is far too much of a risk. They were hired to kill you. Their trials will attempt to do the same. Tears burn my eyes again. My soul would wither and die if you no longer lived. It would be worse than any torture in the darkest realm.

Don’t fear for me, please, he rasps. I always needed to take this path to defeat Titania. I would have preferred to do it while you were safe in your father’s castle. His voice seems distant. Distracted. You can’t stay in my mind, Keira. You need to be vigilant for your own trials.

The cage lurches. I slip across the floorboards and almost slam into one barred wall when someone curses and the angle of the cage is adjusted again.

“Hey,” a man calls out in a hushed whisper. “Hey. Human. Hold on to the rings in the center of the floor. Otherwise you are going to be tossed around in here as we try to lift you.”

I blink at the half-dozen fae who surround the cage at regular intervals. They are trying to raise it off the ground by the long bars that extend out of the platform. I rush back to the center and grab hold of the thick handles as the floor tips near sideways beneath me. There are more curses and shouts, and a few guards run over.

“Are you trying to snap your own backs? Or tip over the cage and kill the woman within and the carriers on the other side?” Florian snarls as he stalks over like a storm cloud. “Bend your fucking knees and lift the platform as one, then maneuver it onto your shoulders!”

“We are not soldiers or servants!” one of the carriers calls out, a slight woman in the middle. “We have never done this before, nor do we have the strength for it!”

“Well, you’re not fucking senators or nobility anymore either,” Florian yells in the woman’s face, spit flying from his lips. “If you can’t cope with your punishment, you shouldn’t have committed treason.”

She straightens her spine, but is so much shorter than him. “Treason? For leaving the city without permission?”

“For visiting the border with the intention of starting trouble.”

The entire cage sways and lurches dangerously as the procession starts moving. I realize two things: this is as much the carriers’ humiliation as it is mine, and they are going to drop me. Oh gods. I’m either going to die here tossed on my head or down a ravine, or I’m going to give myself away when I use magic.

I glance at Titania sprawled out on the cushions of her litter, which moves smoothly under the care of professional bearers, and find myself hoping one of them will trip and spill her out of it.

Both tasteless vehicles slow the procession to a crawl down roads through meadows and forests. As we near the first town built into the trunks of huge trees, the faces of my litter-bearers turn different shades of red. One woman’s lips quiver at what is to come and another has tendons sticking out in her neck. A man mutters impotent, angry curses beneath his breath. 

“Brace yourself, human.” That same carrier speaks to me again, not lifting his eyes from the road. “Hold your head high and endure the show of degradation the High Chancellor has designed for you, and don’t make a fuss. Titania has a short memory and will get bored soon. Especially if you give her nothing. Many have been in this position before, and have ended up back in the Senate months later.”

“Why does no one challenge her and remove her from power if she treats her nobility this badly?” I whisper. 

The man laughs low, earning a few dark looks from nearby guards. “Do you think people haven’t tried? They have all gone missing. A man can merely think of revolution, not even say a word of it, mind you, and he disappears from his bed.”

I want to say more, so much more, but something soft and sickly-sweet splatters against my face. Its rancid juices run down my cheek. 

I jolt as a heavy impact hits my back and squelches as it bounces off. Another piece of fruit smashes against the bars, exploding before it can strike me. 

We pass through a town built into trees almost as tall as Appleshield Castle. Balconies wrap around each house that juts out of the trunks, and many staircases and bridges connect them, all filled with fae leering down at us. Their features morph into something demonic as they scream insults at me. 

Another tosses a missile, a purple, apple-like fruit that flies straight for my head, passing between the bars. I throw myself to one side, giving it the slightest tap with an air wield to throw it off a collision course. It gives a wet splat behind me and the scent of decay rises from it. 

They are pummeling me with rotten fruit. 

Most of it is shriveled and brown. Some pieces are coated in furry mold. I cannot avoid all the blows, and my flesh becomes bruised, tender and sticky. Juice runs from my hair and soaks my clothes. My cage keeps tipping violently as the bearers are struck with just as many missiles. They jump and cry out with each strike. I don’t know if their magic has been taken away or if they are too frightened to use it to shield themselves.

The procession stops in the center of the town and the fae fall silent as Titania climbs out of her litter. She raises her hands high. “My good people of the Spring Court, by now you would have heard that your king is dead, because of her!” She turns and points a finger straight at me. “Aldrin not only abandoned his people for this woman, to fight her war in the human lands, but turned his back on this entire realm! For what? A pretty face? A large pair of breasts? Perhaps a set of legs that spread easily?”

Titania pauses and the crowd laughs at me.

“She was the death of him. It was in her world that the Assassins of Belladonna, hired by the King of the Winter Court, caught up to him. Aldrin died in a muddy ditch in an insignificant world devoid of magic.”

Titania planned all of this. Her followers likely ran ahead of us to whip up the mob. It only takes a few enraged civilians to start a riot. For many others to get swept up into the current, believing they are a part of the majority. It is so easy to become convinced that rumors are facts when enough people believe them. Those in the crowd who don’t agree are effectively silenced by numbers.

“Aldrin abandoned you, but I will not!” Titania screams. “I will fight for the Spring Court against all our enemies!”

When the procession moves again, more fruit is tossed at me, until the rotten flesh piles up in my cage and every inch of my skin is coated in it. Until I feel like an entire herd of wild horses has trampled over me. Somehow, I know that I will have to endure this specific humiliation for days to come.
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We pass through two more towns before we stop for the night. At the first, they stare at us in stony silence and not a single missile is thrown. Their population is mostly low fae, who suffer the most with the magic receding from these dying lands. At the second town, they toss stones alongside the fruit and the guards are forced to throw up air shields around me. 

If Titania didn’t want me alive, I might have died under their hatred.

The entire time, Aldrin’s simmering fury is my constant companion. He keeps me going, with little encouragements and the warmth of his soul wrapped around mine. He stays in my head so I don’t have to endure this alone. I can’t do it without him.

The entire cage rocks dangerously as the litter-bearers bring it to the ground beneath a canopy of immense trees, with sparse starlight seeping through. Soldiers erect their sleeping quarters out of tree roots, dragging the fleshy limbs out of the ground. They interweave them at an angle to create a tent-like structure. Small saplings spring up from the seeds littered all over the clearing, growing until their limbs intertwine with the roots and spread out across the structure. When their leaves and blooms unfurl, they cover the surface like a canvas, filling any gaps. 

A chill seeps into my bones from the cold, sticky fruit juices. I have nothing to protect me from the elements. No curtains or blanket. Only piles of rot. Even my litter-bearers are free to roam by the fire, eat with the others and erect their lodgings. Some have wet hair. They clearly found somewhere to wash. 

Until now, it felt like we were in this together.

In the distance, the voices of soldiers ring out as they build a near-palace for Titania to sleep in. The trunks and branches of many trees are pulled from their original shapes, weaving together to create the walls and ceiling of a large dome. Strings of huge, bell-shaped flowers hang over the openings for the door and windows, and hundreds of fire orbs float around the space. There must be more inside, hinted at by the warm glow within.

A deep hatred for the High Chancellor rolls through me. 

She sows discord between her people purely for her own gain. She fans the fires of prejudice. It is disgusting. 

I find myself stalking around my cage, kicking the fruit out between the bars. Footsteps have me whirling on my heel toward an approaching guard. His long dark hair is pulled up into a topknot, and he has a short-cropped beard. It is the intensity of his bright blue eyes that forces me back a step. They flick from my matted hair, to my dirty skin and clothes, to the filthy space around me with sheer disapproval. Like it is my fault I am such a mess. 

Our eyes connect as he reaches the door, grabbing the lock. I fumble back until I slam into the bars at my rear. He is a huge bear of a man and could easily overpower me. Fear spikes within me at the thought of being caged and alone with him.

His thick eyebrows pinch in the middle as his expression darkens at my reaction. 

“Jasper, my dear,” Titania’s voice rings out. My eyes dart back to her miniature palace, where she stands in the doorway, flanked by Torin and Florian. “Don’t waste good food on the little human. She already has plenty of it in her cage.”

My gaze lowers to Jasper’s other hand. He holds a plate with a thick piece of flatbread piled with juicy meat and curried vegetables. My stomach growls despite the rancid scents around me. Jasper’s body locks up, and death burns in his eyes. 

He doesn’t turn back to Titania, but speaks to her in a surprisingly even tone. “The food in this cage is inedible, especially for a human.”

Titania flicks her long black fingernails. “Then perhaps she’ll get luckier tomorrow, and someone will throw something at her that she can eat.” She laughs and steps through the doorway as her son holds open the curtain for her. She glances back over her shoulder, her eyes glowing with eerie flames in the darkness. “Jasper, I will know if you feed her, and I will be very disappointed. You know what happens when I am disappointed.”

The guard stiffens and closes his eyes for a long time. When he composes himself, he pins me with that imposing stare once more. “This is larger than you or me. But I will get something to you tonight. I, for one, have not forgotten what it was like to live under Aldrin’s rule.”

He motions for another guard to take that steaming plate of food, exchanging a few words with him, and I watch with longing as it disappears. The lock clicks and the door of the cage protests loudly as it is swung open, drawing my attention to Jasper’s broad shoulders filling up the entire doorway. Torin is stomping through the campsite, narrowed eyes homed in on the guard.

“Before you say a single damned thing, Torin, I am taking your mother’s captive to relieve herself in privacy.” Jasper shoots him a dark look. “And no, you will not be coming with us to supervise.” 

Torin’s lips twist as a nasty gleam flares in his eyes. “The prisoner is not to be disturbed,” he says in a sickly-sweet tone.

“This procession the High Chancellor has designed will get very uncomfortable for all of us if the prisoner doesn’t relieve herself in privacy, outside of this cage,” Jasper bites out. 

Torin wrinkles his nose. “You’re right. The Queen of Nothing stinks already.” He stomps off. 

Jasper flicks his head at me. “Come. I will take you to wash up.”

Somewhere no one else will see us. Where he can do whatever he wants to me and no one will be the wiser. I remain frozen to the spot, tiny tremors overtaking my body.

Jasper lets out a long-suffering breath. “Am I not the only one who has shown you kindness so far? Who has risked their neck to help you?”

You can trust him. Aldrin’s voice fills my head. He sounds so incredibly tired, still slipping in and out of inky blackness. Jasper will never hurt you. I trust him as much as I trust Silvan. 

I follow Jasper, each step unsteady behind him. I flinch as his magic flares up, but he simply douses my cage in a heavy spring rain, washing it clean. A shuddering breath of relief escapes me.

As we push through the bodies of guards drinking and talking around the fire, Rainier materializes and I rear away from him with panic. I expect him to sneer at me, to pepper me with insults and find an excuse to manhandle me, but I am ignored completely. He bumps into Jasper and thrusts a bundle wrapped in paper into his hands. Jasper quickly hides it within his cloak. 

We break through the clearing and into the thicker woods, where I can no longer hear the roar of voices or smell the woodsmoke. 

Jasper turns on me sharply as we reach a gurgling creek. “I know you have magic. A decent amount of it. I will wait in the woods with my back turned, close enough in case you need me, and I will let you know if anyone is coming. You can wash yourself and your clothes in the stream and combine your fire and air magic to dry them.” 

He disappears into the trees, moving with surprisingly quiet steps for such a big man. I wait a number of heartbeats to ensure he is true to his word, then slowly peel off my clothes. My stockings are stiff from dried sugars, which flake off the fabric. Part of my skirt is torn and the laces of my bodice have broken in multiple places. 

I pull my dress over my head, wincing with the motion, then gingerly touch my ribs. A couple are surely cracked. There is a motley patchwork of red, purple and black all over my body. 

How many days of this am I to endure?

I step into the freezing, ankle-deep water, trying not to hiss at the shock. The scab on my lip splits open again and the iron tang of blood creeps into my mouth. I cup my hands and drink as much of the pure water as I can tolerate, quenching my desperate thirst. The tiniest sprites, mere specks of brilliant blue and green light, dance on top of the water that gurgles over smooth rocks.

“You won’t mind if I heat the water a little, will you?” I ask them, threading just enough fire magic into it to make it lukewarm as it washes over me. Another downstream weave pulls the heat back out, so as not to disturb the ecosystem here. The last thing I want to do is hurt the wildlife. I squat, splashing water up onto my flesh, rigorously scrubbing myself. 

A sprite lands in my palm, weighing next to nothing. Within the orb of bright light there is a tiny silhouette. These creatures are different from the tall, intelligent fire sprites who fought in my realm for Aldrin. Simple. Almost like fireflies. I guess there are many species of sprites.

More of their glowing orbs dart up from the water’s surface, floating around me and bouncing off my bare flesh. They bring torrents of water up with them, splashing and spraying me. I jolt and stand abruptly, my heart skipping a beat. More attack me—except they aren’t hurting me. A gentle whirlpool of water dances around me at their command, engulfing my body in its embrace. 

They are helping me wash.

A dozen tiny hands thread through my hair and more scrub at my arms and legs. I do my best to wash without knocking them, using my magic of decay to remove the rancid fruit from my skin. It is an ability of Autumn magic I didn’t know I had until I turned Finan into a pile of ash and dirt. I cringe at the horrendous memory, tucking it deep within me.

There is a lightness in my soul by the time my skin, hair and clothes are clean and dry again. 

“Jasper?” I call out. 

He materializes in moments, scanning me from head to toe. “It is not much, but this is all I can get for you.” He holds out the paper package from Rainier and I eye it warily. “I’m not going to poison you, Keira. Not after taking the risk to get you to the creek to clean up.”

My stomach growls loudly. Its hollowness is painful. I take the bundle from him and open it up. The scent of fresh, buttery flatbread hits my nostrils and I groan with appreciation, tearing off a flaky chunk and thrusting it into my mouth. It is the perfect balance of crispy and soft, flavored with earthy herbs. 

“I would have preferred to offer you a proper meal, considering we are two days’ march from the city and Titania is unlikely to feed you, but here we are.” Jasper shrugs apologetically. 

“Thank you.” I almost choke on the lump forming in my throat. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“I did.” He pauses a long moment. “You are Aldrin’s mate, are you not?” He doesn’t wait for me to reply. “You will find you both have allies in the palace. People who know your joint rule is this court’s only hope for survival.”

My stomach flips. I need to find those people. To recruit them to our cause. “How…where I can I⁠—”

Branches crunch in the brush nearby and voices carry to us, along with the splashes of other fae stepping into the creek upstream.

“Now is not the time to speak. Eat. Hurry. We have already been gone for too long.” He gives me a sidelong look. “I cannot do much for the bruises on your face, but I can heal any concealed wounds.”

I hesitate before allowing him to mend my fractured ribs. My mind is whirling with all the possibilities as Jasper leads me back through the camp by the elbow. Soldiers sit around drinking wine and playing cards or rolling strange-looking dice. I consider each one, wondering who is a potential ally and who would take joy in cutting me down. 

Jasper returns me to my cage. My heart sinks the moment the gate closes and the lock clicks into place. That taste of freedom and support dissipates, leaving a bitterness in its wake. He walks away without looking back and I wonder if I imagined all of it.

The volume of overlapping voices flares as dozens of senators and guards pour out of Titania’s quarters, many moving away in groups still deep in conversation after a meeting. The High Chancellor strides straight for me with that eerie fire burning in her eyes. It is nothing like the pure flames that rage within my father’s gaze when he slips into his primal form. No, this is a parlor trick, enchanted with someone else’s magic, making her irises glow with a cheap veneer and swirl with orange light. 

Every inch of the woman is fake, to make her look like she has power and a primal form. Lips tattooed black. Swirls of gold ink across her forehead and throat. That damned chain diadem with its large gems on her head, like she is playing at being royalty. And the caps of gold wire that make her ears appear sharply peaked like the other fae. Many others wear similar jewelry, but only hers and Torin’s hide the flesh completely, like there is shame in a more rounded edge. In being fae, but too closely related to humans.

I get to my feet and raise my chin, so I am looking down at her from the platform of my cage. I will not give this woman the satisfaction of seeing weakness from me. 

She tilts her head as she eyes me up and down. “Tell me, little mouse, which of my people helped you clean yourself up?” 

I scowl at her, crossing my arms over my chest. “A group of them came here to jeer at me. They told me I stank and unleashed a torrent of rain over my head. I near drowned in the sheer onslaught. The bastards didn’t even allow me to search for any edible fruit before they washed it all away.”

She laughs, placing a hand tipped in long black nails over her mouth. “Rainier, find out who did that and give them nice little bonuses.”

He stands a few paces back from her. His thick, dark eyebrows slant down sharply, his pure white hair pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. “This human woman—do you intend to keep her in a cage the entire way back to the City of Vertical Gardens? Surely you’re not afraid the creature will escape a hundred of your finest guards.”

“You have no finesse, Rainier. It’s all about the symbolism!” Titania turns to him and places a hand on his large bicep. Gods, is she flirting with him? I think I’m going to be sick. Rainier doesn’t even react. “The people need to see Aldrin’s mate for the tamed, caged animal she is.” Titania’s tone is playful, almost joyful. “She needs to understand her place here. There will be no rebellions staged in her name when she is crushed under my boot from the beginning.”

Then she turns her gaze on me and all pretense of warmth floods from it.

“Dear child, don’t forget this. You will never be able to break out of the shackles I have put you in, nor will the Spring fae ever take you seriously. Not some magicless human. Especially not after I’m done with my humiliation of you.” Titania walks two of her fingers up Rainier’s arm. “Come. I have an aged bottle of wine we can break open, if you are interested?”

He gives her a long, level stare. “Unfortunately, I have other pressing matters I need to see to tonight.” His eyes flick to me.

“What? You would prefer to speak with the girl?” She titters.

“Among other things.” 

“Surely that is less interesting than what I have to offer.” Titania winks at him.

Rainier’s expression remains stony, but his hands grip the bars until his knuckles turn white. “I would like to understand why both my parents abandoned me and the Spring Court for this…human.” He spits the word with such venom.

A slow smile grows on Titania’s lips as she glances between us. “I’ll leave her to you, then. Just make sure there is enough left of my little mouse by morning. I need something to parade through the streets.”

As the High Chancellor walks away, Rainier leans his head against the bars, angling it downward so I cannot see his expression. “By the Soul Ripper, I hate that woman,” he murmurs.

“You have been playing her?” My eyebrows shoot up. “She no longer has your allegiance?”

Rainier glances up at me. “I have been playing her. I think my parents would be proud of me now, especially my father. I might have been blinded by her lies when she first won the election, but my eyes have been open for a long time, and it is not Titania I support. It costs me a lot to protect my position in her inner circle, not to mention the shame of how I first got there, but I do it gladly to help my people. Now tell me, what is the exact wording of the bargain you made with her?”

My world tilts on its axis. Drake and Klara said that they had made amends with their son when we returned to the place with Aldrin, right before being chased out by the Assassins of Belladonna, but…Rainier’s role in Titania’s administration is so convincing. I don’t know which is the act and which is the truth, and any misstep here could destroy me.

“Why should I trust you?” I ask. “How do I know you’re not playing me? Telling me what I want to hear?”

He scratches his chin while he looks at me thoughtfully. “That is fair. What if I told you I have been speaking with a visiting crow?” 

I suck in a sharp breath. “Speaking with crows” was the cover story I gave Drake for his ability to dip into other creatures’ consciousnesses when spying in my realm. He is able to hover in a human or simple low fae’s mind for moments at a time, hopping from vessel to vessel long enough to view an army and get intel on their size and location. High fae have a natural barrier to his ability, but his son? Rainier might have let Drake waltz into his mind as soon as he knocked on the door.

Rainier leans closer, his face pressing between the bars. “My parents are in this realm,” he whispers. “Cyprien too. They are coming for you and preparing the way for us, but none of this will work if you don’t trust me, even just a little. Tell me the exact wording of your bargain.”

I am out of options and there is nothing to lose in telling him something so many already know. I rub my hands across my eyes. “I pledged to travel to the Spring Court as Titania’s hostage, and that no one in the room at the time could stop it. That I would remain in this court without trying to escape until she releases me or is no longer in power. The bargain means she must treat me as an honored guest, with the same privileges of the nobles in her court. And I cannot harm her.” 

Rainier shakes his head. “There is not enough protection at all in those words. You have no idea how she treats some of her noble guests. It is why she can parade you through the streets while they throw fruit at you. Refuse to feed you. Cage you.”

The words die on his lips as a few guards stroll past.

He glances back when we are alone again. “I have been informed of your abilities. Of your skill with glamour and your other form. Most fae don’t bother with glamour to change their appearance, because the weaves are so obvious. It is why everyone knows Titania’s modifications are not only fake, but created by another. But fae children born in the human realm? I have been told they become so instinctually skilled at hiding from a young age that not even a powerful fae would recognize their magic at work. It must be true, because all I see when I look at you is a human woman without power or glamour.”

My insides twist as he speaks my deepest secrets. If Titania knew this, her tactics would change. Magical wards would be wrapped around this cage. I would be drugged, my powers taken away. I would be hidden away in a dungeon, not paraded around where I may gain sympathy or support. 

“If such a person found themself in captivity, undergoing a humiliation like this one,” Rainier says, “it would be wise for them to use their glamour to present one image of themselves to their captors, and another to the people. To weave glamour that shows a cowering, fruit-splattered human to some, and a fae untouched by the missiles to the rest. Take notice of the crowd. Less than a quarter are malicious toward you—they just scream the loudest. More are quietly furious at your treatment and Titania’s words.” He offers me a small, sly smile. “You will find the crowd will be even more in your favor by the time we reach the city. Cyprien has already gotten to work whispering in their ears. Just remember, the image of degradation is a hard one to shake.”

I am left shivering in the darkness, pondering Rainier’s words long after everyone else has fallen asleep. I am so deep in thought, trying hard to ignore the way my teeth chatter and my extremities freeze, that I don’t notice the approaching scuff of boots. 

The hinges of the cage door screech loudly as it is swung open. I scramble to my feet and back away fast when my eyes fall on the male form towering over me. I recognize Jasper’s topknot and beard in the twin moonlight, but my heart still doesn’t slow.

“I couldn’t sleep when I knew you were in here, exposed to the elements and probably freezing. Here, take it.” He shoves something at me. A blanket. “I’ll make sure Titania doesn’t discover it in the morning.” Jasper turns and walks away.

“Jasper,” I whisper into the night, and he stops in the doorway. “Thank you.”

He glances over his shoulder. “It is precious little for a queen, but it is all I have to offer.”

A sense of foreboding washes over me. What a powerless queen I am, if simply procuring a blanket is a struggle. How am I meant to bring a tyrant to her knees from behind the bars of a cage?
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Iam falling, falling, falling, through a blackness so thick I cannot see beyond a few spans. The snarling, rasping voices of demonic creatures are all around me. Those horrifying monstrosities have fangs and claws as long as my fingers. Leathery wings, branching horns, scales. I swear they keep changing forms—sometimes beasts on four legs, at other times almost humanoid. 

It is not the glimpses of those Nightmares that turn my blood to ice and set my heart racing. That have my mind reeling with a spiral of dark thoughts. 

Keira is at the mercy of my enemies. 

And I have no way to save her from their cruelties.

We have been crashing in and out of inky darkness for hours now, perhaps the entire night, darting from one point in Spring to the next. This magic allows fae to teleport between locations cast in shadow, but each move takes time as we are broken down to darkness itself and reformed, plummeting across great swathes of space. It is an impressive ability, especially considering only a few of this party hold it and bring the rest of us along with them, even if it feels like leaping off a cliff each time and dropping through open air. 

The blackness evaporates around me in receding tendrils of shadow as I hurtle toward the ground. I manage to get my feet beneath me and land in a crouch before I drop on my ass. These bastards have caught me off guard enough times.

I find myself in a territory of twilight, caught right before the dawn. I look around warily when we are not immediately whisked away to another location. A heavy mist hangs over this place. The sky is suspended in a silvery glow with the stars and twin moons shining faintly through. A hint of the sun’s rays peeks out from behind mountain ranges that stretch to the horizon. 

We are in the unclaimed lands between the Starlight and Sun Courts. Both are strange to me: one in perpetual night, commonly cursed as the Shadow Court, and the other in perpetual day. 

Those horrendous beasts that accompanied me to this gods-forsaken place lick at the air with forked tongues and scurry past on four legs, their slick black exoskeletons or pale, saggy flesh making me shudder. Some have no eyes, and slits in place of their noses. 

My senses go on high alert as I prepare for an attack from uncontrollable demons. I pull away from one that has an exposed skull for a face and bony, branching antlers. Its entire jaw unhinges, revealing three rows of needle-thin teeth as it…laughs. As it jokes with another creature that is half snake and half man.

Gods, they all look primed for death and dripping with venom. Maybe, despite these low fae being a horrid sight, they are no more mindless beasts than Kai or any other kelpie…just foreign to me. I run a hand through my hair as I watch them warily. 

Assassins of Belladonna rise from crouches around me, their dark indigo robes kicking up in the breeze, their faces hidden beneath their hoods. There are both high fae and the demonic forms of low fae among them. I suddenly realize those monsters around me are skilled members of this order.

The four horsemen of the Wild Hunt are the last to materialize out of the shadows that still curl low around us like the thickest smoke. Little is known about them, only that they are a force to be reckoned with and can turn the tide of battles with their mere presence. I don’t know if there are only four members or more, and only recently discovered that they are linked to the Assassins of Belladonna. Perhaps the Wild Hunt members are their elite force, or their leadership. I will find out soon enough.

One of the equines rears up, kicking front legs in the air that are nothing but exposed bone, matching the ribs and skulls visible through their shaggy black hair. They are similar to the horses of the human realm, if the latter were discovered dead in a ditch after months. I wonder if horses were bred with demons to create these.  

I stand my ground, ignoring the cold sweat that slides down my spine as the damned horsemen prance in circles around me. Their faces are hidden, but their armor is enough to inspire fear. It is of polished metal with snarling, demonic skulls for helmets and the ribcages of their conquered enemies for ornamentation over their breastplates. 

I could have majorly miscalculated this move. 

They could easily cut me down where I stand. 

A single member of the Wild Hunt is famed to have unrivaled power and skill, and I am facing four of them. 

“Aldrin. Exiled King of the Spring Court. These are your trials,” a strong, feminine voice rings out from behind a horned helmet that hides her identity. “These are the rules: pass the trials or die. There is no turning back. The Assassins of Belladonna move forward or perish.”

My blood runs cold. No one truly knows what the trials entail. By the darkness, no one even has an inkling of where their base is located, including me. We could be anywhere. 

“Your first trial is to scale this mountain to our Haven of Death.” I turn sharply to the masculine voice behind me. “You will find the bones of those who have failed scattered up its heights. Everything you encounter will try to kill you. The trees, the poisonous water, the vermin, and especially the flowers.” 

He raises a long arm coated in metal plate and long bones, pointing to the peak of the smallest mountain, whose foot we stand upon. Clouds hug jagged rock faces, sheets of ice and sporadic forest alike. Flowering plants cling to every nook and cranny—not the kind I am used to. The kind that is designed for death, not beauty and fertility.

“Do you accept this challenge, or do you yield to your fate at the end of our blades?” a third voice asks.

I raise an eyebrow. “It is not much of a choice you give me.”

The female speaks again and I whirl around to her. “You had more choice than most. Either we hunt you for the rest of your life under the commission made against you, or you take the trials and join our order.”

She doesn’t need to mention that it was Titania’s bottomless purse that purchased their services to assassinate me. Or that, since they take conflicting commissions, I could have hired them to attack the High Chancellor as well, and waited in the human realm until the job was done. But I will not make that woman a martyr to her cult-like following. They would use the excuse of her death to rally behind a false injustice. 

I don’t have the time to waste, not with Keira in my enemy’s clutches. 

She could become collateral damage. 

I will turn this order of assassins upside down. I will pass the trials that very few survive, then challenge their leader for ultimate control over the elite force. When I return to the Spring Court for my woman and my retribution, I will have this deadly army at my back.

I spread my arms wide, a false, cocky half-smile spreading across my lips. “I accept the trial.”

The words are hardly out of my mouth when inky shadows pump seemingly out of nowhere. They wrap thick claws around each member of the party, who disappear in a blink, except for a single hooded assassin. 

“Well, that was rude,” I mutter.

The assassin tilts their head, then a reverberating sound escapes them. I scowl at that laughter targeted at me. 

“You are either incredibly confident or incredibly stupid. I can’t decide which it is.” He pulls back his hood to reveal a mess of long, dark curls, penetrated by two thick ram’s horns. The low fae has navy-tinged skin, with dark indigo runes marked all over it. 

“That makes two of us,” I grumble. “Probably both. Desperate, too.”

“Ahh,” he says with a smirk. “All who come to us are desperate.” He grabs me by the shoulders and swings me around to face the mountain with surprising force. “Remember, the plants here are either poisonous or release hallucinogenic drugs, especially if disturbed. Earth magic won’t help you. A touch is still a touch. Their compounds leach into the soil and the waterways, so don’t eat or drink a thing. The trees are sentient and fucking sociopaths. They have serious anger management issues because no nymphs venture here to tend to them. I probably would too if I were rooted to the ground. Oh, and watch out for the nixies. They have a hell of a bite and turn frenzied on high fae blood.”

“Why are you helping me?” I ask.

“Contrary to popular belief, we want candidates to pass the trials and join our ranks…if they are worthy.” He slaps me hard on the back and I stagger forward a couple of steps. 

I run a hand through my hair, but it freezes halfway across my scalp as my eyes roam up and up and up all those leagues of deathtraps to the temple at the apex. “Thanks?” I mumble with uncertainty.

“No worries, and good luck…ah…what was your name again? It doesn’t matter.” 

“You don’t know my name?” I scowl at him. 

“Why learn a dead man’s name?” 

He damn well knows my name. I’m sure he learned all sorts of things about me when he was commissioned for my death. 

“Get to the top of the mountain and prove yourself worthy of my time, and I will learn your name.” The assassin laughs at his own joke, revealing massive canine teeth. “My name, though—that is important…if you survive. I’m Dante, and I will be your guide through your trials. Hopefully, for more than this one.”

Then he winks out of existence. One moment he is there, and the next, completely gone, no shadows or slow transition. 

Some fucking guide.

I stand there with an impossible task ahead of me and no idea how to begin. 

Every step I take is with Keira’s name on my lips, her love making my heart beat and her needs sharpening my mind to a razor edge. I risk it all, not for my people, but for their queen. 

I reach out to Keira with the gentlest caress against her soul and find her deep asleep, warm under a blanket with a full belly. It’s the bare fucking basics, but the gods know it energizes me to do what I need to.

I hike around the base of the mountain until I find sheets of rocky outcroppings stretching ten times my height to a platform above. It is a good place to start. I insert my hands and feet into whatever cracks and holes I can find, slowly pulling myself up a nearly vertical wall. 

It isn’t until I am almost halfway up, swinging from one hand to grasp a pocket in the rock that is just within my reach, that the mountain plays tricks on me. Ice creeps over the fingers gripping the wall and slooshes out of my next handhold, making it impossible to grab. I am caught mid-motion, both hands slipping. Vines dart out across the stone to meet me like dozens of angry snakes and I don’t want to find out what happens when they touch me. 

I lose my grip and slide down the sheer face of the outcrop for multiple feet, my stomach tumbling at the descent. I brace myself against the rock face with only my boots and rapidly tearing palms, leaving streaks of blood on the rough surface. I form a platform of pure hardened air to catch my fall, feet landing hard on it.

Fuck. I am already far too tired for this. 

I haven’t slept since they took my mate.

I leap up as the air base disintegrates within a moment. This type of wield has always been my weakness. I climb faster with air wields bolstering me up, platforms giving me a surface to leap off or catching me when I misplace a foot. I only make the mistake once of creating my own handhold out of air, as the damned thing dissipates before I am done with it.

It is foolhardy and dangerous to move at this speed, but I have no choice as those vines chase me. When their tendrils catch my leg, wrapping around it, their mere touch through fabric is enough to scorch my flesh. I send out sharp blades of air to slice them through, but they keep slithering after me and I can only swing, climb and leap upward. Ice crystals bud along the stone in pretty patterns, only heartbeats behind my movements.

My hands loop over the top ledge and I pull myself up onto flat ground as inch-thick ice forms over my fingers, sending agonizing pain burning through them. I am forced to crack the blue ice to shards as I move. I lie on my back, panting, rubbing heat back into my hands. 

That climb almost killed me. The magic of this place is primed to attack intruders by any means imaginable.

Get up. 

The voice of an angel rings in my head and I can’t help smiling, even as I heed Keira’s words. I heard the rustling of the vines as they slithered over the edge of the cliff, but needed a moment. I stomp on a few, and twist my boots, because I am a fucking petty man. 

My heart sinks as I approach what greets me beyond. 

A gentle incline covered in a field of flowers. Never has such a sight been so damned threatening.

There are velvety black flowers as large as my hand and deep scarlet blooms with dozens of long whisker-like filaments spilling out of them, all reaching into the sky on stalks as high as my waist. The only plants I recognize are the bushes of belladonna, some with small bell-shaped violet blossoms and others with toxic berries.

I roll my shoulders, knowing I can’t take a nice stroll through this field without coming out poisoned, drugged out of my mind and probably frothing at the mouth. As much as it might be an interesting experience, one I may have experimented with for kicks as a younger man, I have work to do.

The inside of your head is a strange place. Keira’s voice is sleepy, and I almost feel the yawn that cracks her jaw.

Go back to sleep, dear heart. You need your energy for your own trials in the morning. The very thought gives me all the motivation I need to succeed here.

I crack my neck from one side to the other, then run at full speed toward the field, picking up momentum as I go. I throw up a staircase of hardened air, forming one step at a time. As soon as my foot leaves a platform, I drop the weave so it dissipates and create the next right before my boot lands on it. 

Within a heartbeat, I am racing above the meadow of flowers, breathing hard and sweating as I focus on each base I need to weave. I am ten leaps in, then twenty, well past my previous record for how long I can maintain this sort of wield, and I am only halfway through the distance I need to cross.

My heart rate cranks up and my head spins ever so slightly. My vision doubles, then returns to normal. Then I spot the clouds of pollen floating up from the flowers in a heavy mist, the tail of it reaching my position. By the Soul Ripper, I’m literally leaping through the sky, and I’m still not high enough to escape their effect.

What did they say about the flowers? Hallucinations and poison.

My throat goes dry and I almost miss the next base of air, miscalculating and sending it too far away. The platform crumples a second after I form it and I have just enough momentum to spring myself to the next. I am fatiguing. Pushed to my limits. Half a dozen more leaps, and I will make it to the far side. 

I have trumped worse odds.

I can do this. 

I take another leap and realize I cannot.

My platform disintegrates beneath me, and before I can whip up any more hardened air, I am falling. My boots land firmly on the ground, at the edge of the meadow, and the crunch of thick stems rings in my ears, turning my blood to ice. 

A sickly floral scent reaches my nose as pollen floats up to sting my eyes and burn my skin. I claw at my face while tears stream down my cheeks, blinding me. I stagger as I try to escape the field. 

More branches break under my fumbling. More toxins are thrust up into the air. And I breathe them in.
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STOP. Open your eyes and look around. 

I follow the command of that voice, even as a kaleidoscope of rainbows stream across the sky in an angry current, lighting up the entire world in psychedelic colors. I blink and I am in a field of green, black and purple. I blink again and the spirits are back. 

There! The edge of the meadow is only a few paces away. No. Not that way. Turn around. Yes, move forward. Keep going.

The earthy scent of broken vegetation fills my nose and the floral sweetness of pollen enters my mouth as I make my way out to clear ground. Angry boils form on the exposed skin of my hands. I reach up and touch my face. They are growing there too. 

Aldrin. You’re covered in pollen. Draw moisture from the air and wash yourself with a spring rain. 

That angel’s voice makes sense and I do as I’m told. The iciness of the water rolling between the plates of my armor and down my back returns some of my senses. Enough for me to know I have been drugged with hallucinogens. Slowed by poison.  

The world tips sideways, even though my body isn’t moving. The sensation persists even after I close my eyes.

I scan my surroundings. There is a forest to my left and a craggy natural path that leads sharply up to my right.

I glance at the thicket. It is inviting, singing to my soul. A neat earthen path runs between plush trees, with daisies sprouting along it. Warm, filtered sunlight dances through the foliage, casting thick beams that butterflies flutter within. Except I swear this place is locked in perpetual dusk. And I have never seen a butterfly in the wild. Not in this realm. They are a luxury pet imported from the human realm centuries ago.

I close my eyes and rub my fingers across them. 

The thicket is still there when I open them, except it is cast in deep shadow. Yellowed skeletons litter the ground instead of flowers, and the roots of ancient trees, each as thick as my thigh, move across the forest floor so the paths into its depths are ever-changing. Those woody limbs are slowly creeping toward me. 

Worst are the flowers the size of dinner plates extending from succulents that spill from every nook and cranny in the trees’ branches. They are pure black, leaking shadows, with dozens of darts in their centers. A small, twisted puka scurries across the forest floor, and one of those needles flies out of a flower and skewers it.

I turn to my right. The craggy path up the mountain looks fucking hard, and I am already so tired. In many places it just stops—I would have to scale the wall again. My hands are still bleeding from the last time. And there is a rockfall that never seems to end, boulders collapsing down the stone face and barreling across the paths. I squint at their trajectory. They don’t have any continuity or make sense at all. There is also the fact that their deafening roar doesn’t shake the ground.

I turn back to the forest, where a tree nymph bathes in sunlight and beckons to me with a waving hand to follow her. Others materialize from behind the trees and smile. I swear there is harp music coming from that direction. I take an unsure step toward all those friendly faces, but falter. Gods, I want to believe the illusion. To travel the easier path.

Not that way, the sweetest voice rings in my head. Take the stony path. Climb the wall.

How can I refuse that siren’s call? 

You should be sleeping, dear heart, I reply, because some deep part of me remembers.

You need me, Aldrin. I’m not going anywhere.

I take the damned stony path, walking straight toward massive, rolling boulders like a lunatic, my heart in my throat. One after another, they evaporate like air under my touch. The pads of my fingers tear open as I scale ridiculous heights with nothing but my bare hands, my feet in the wrong sort of boots, and erratic air magic that I can hardly control because I am high as fuck on drugs. 

I am half blinded, with no idea how far up I am or how much more slate I need to scale. At one point I find myself going sideways and only the gods know why. 

Keira nudges me in the right direction. She keeps me going with praise long after my body is overtaken by the shakes and all I want to do is find a place to curl up and go to sleep. I pull myself up into the thick mists hugging the stone and making it slick. 

By the darkness, there are flowers here, clinging to life in the tiniest divots in the wall. As I pass with a wide berth, the blooms’ heads swivel around toward my movement and spray an aerosol that gets in my eyes anyway.

I curse with every profanity I know, doubling many up for good measure. 

The buzzing of hundreds of wings has me scrambling up the outcrop. A swarm of furry doxies descends on me, their purple wings moving so fast their collective drone is deafening. The creatures each have four arms and four legs, tipped in long claws for slicing flesh, and sharp teeth for drawing blood to drink. This number could shred me to ribbons.

I swat away the first to reach me, my gorge rising and my heart pounding. I throw waves of air torrents at them, but I must be weakening, because it doesn’t even stop them. They climb all over me, latching on and biting my skin. The pain of a thousand sharp pricks rattles through me, never-ending. 

Are the doxies real, Aldrin? That voice again. Grab one. Squash it.

I wrap my fist around one, but it is like clutching air. I grab another, and it disappears. Then, I swing around sharply and slam my back into the wall. All those creatures on my shoulders should be crushed between me and the rock face, but I feel nothing.

They are not real, I confirm. At least, I don’t think they are. I cannot trust my senses right now, and that is a terrifying thing.

Do not look at them. Do not think of them. Climb! she urges.

That’s easy for you to say. Have you ever been coated in a swarm of biting insects? I grumble.

I pull myself up over the lip of yet another cliff, drenched in cold sweat, streaked with mud and panting hard. I collapse onto my knees, squinting through the onslaught of intense colors assaulting my eyes. A field covered with boulders is laid out before me, pulsating in a vivid rainbow spectrum. 

A figure resolves in its midst, her body and featureless face a halo of brilliant white light. Her long hair is splayed out around her, moving on a phantom breeze, and she reaches out a hand as she slowly walks to me.

Lorrella. I would recognize my sister anywhere. 

I long for her. To touch her one more time. To hear her voice. The intensity of that need floods my chest, making my heart beat erratically. Painfully.

Oh, Aldrin, that voice says in my head, heavy with heartbreak. 

How could my angel be so devastated when Lorrella has returned to me? 

She is not real, Aldrin.

I ignore the voice, rushing for my sister. Confusion hits me, because I don’t remember where she went or why she left. 

“Big brother,” Lorrella says. “Follow the path that leads to your throne, but be wary of vipers in the snow.” Her voice becomes distant, her form fading.

I reach for her, but my arms pass through the air where she had been. “No. No. No! Lorrella! Come back.” I find myself yelling at nothing and no one as tears prickle the corners of my eyes. 

Icy rain trickles over me as I make the sky cry the torment building in my chest. It builds into a storm, one that only crashes over me and leaves the rest of the platform dry. Rivulets run down my face, washing more of the toxins from my skin. When I open my eyes, I find tiny white flowers crushed beneath my boots.

I take a step into that plain as soul-deep fatigue washes through me. Then I freeze. I blink and focus. That damned pleasing sprinkling of snow writhes and resolves into hundreds of double-headed albino vipers slithering over skulls and femurs. These fucking hallucinations will be the end of me.

Pure rage fills me. 

I want to snap their bodies with my bare hands. To tear their heads off with my teeth. 

I want to wreak havoc, because I am so fucking tired of tricks, lies and illusions. Because I want my sister back, and not just in some drugged-up dream. 

I have no idea which way to go, but I keep moving. A rain of iridescent droplets falls from the sky but I cannot feel them on my skin. Or maybe it is thousands of sprites swarming through the air, each the size of a pinprick. Either way, I can hardly see through it. 

My boots stumble over a thick, gnarled root and I smack straight into a tree. I remember that assassin calling the trees sociopaths and rear back from it. My feet land on the edge of a cliff, my heels hanging over the drop and sending stones crashing down the mountainside below. I pinwheel my arms to regain my balance, breathing hard.

I keep wandering, lost. I don’t know which way is up or down anymore, or which direction I came from. The toxins run rampant in my blood. There is a buzzing inside my head.

Then I remember it is that guiding voice. 

Aldrin, please! she cries. 

I pause, tipping my head to the side to listen. 

Look up, she commands. 

I squint at the sky above, blinking through the psychedelic lights around me until they slowly recede. There is no sun in the sky, no moon, only a blanket of bright gray, with the mountain rearing up to one side.

Turn slowly in a circle. Stop. Go back the other way. There! Walk forward. 

One foot in front of the other. How hard can it be? 

I sway. I get distracted. Laughter boils out of me until I can barely breathe, then I immediately forget what was so funny. Tears start running down my face. Shakes overtake me by the time I reach the spot that snagged her attention, alongside a hunger and thirst I have never known before, not even in Edmund’s prison.

There! Triumph fills her voice. A staircase cut into the rock! Approach it slowly. Oh, Aldrin, you are almost at the top of the mountain. 

The stairs move, elongating then shrinking. 

It’s not real, I throw back, rubbing my hands across my face. Nothing here is fucking real.

Toss a rock at the staircase, she urges.

It takes the longest time to pick up a rock, because the infernal things keep sprouting legs and skittering away. When I finally toss one at the steps, they burst into hundreds of iceflies. I frown as all those creatures stutter in their trajectory, pause, then take the exact same path in reverse, sucked back to the staircase. The steps are formed once more without a flaw. 

My stone remains, half hanging over the edge of one step.

Well, what the fuck does that mean? I grumble.

They are real. Climb the staircase, Keira whispers back.

It leads me up and up. I trip multiple times as the steps seem to move around my feet. The flight takes me between immense carnivorous plants as large as I am, with gaping mouths and barbed teeth. I try to sneak past them but my boots set off the tiniest rockfall and all those huge blooms turn toward me. Two things happen at once: they spit thick, black poison at me and send out vines to capture me and drag me back. 

My eyes and skin burn from the acidity of the spray, half blinding me, but I slice my way out of their domain.

A shallow creek trickles over river rocks by the top of the staircase and I fall to a crouch before it, scrubbing my flesh until the agony lessens. I cup my hands, collecting that cool, crystal-clear water, ready to taste it on my cracked lips and swollen tongue. A desperate thirst plagues me, alongside an unstoppable need to quench it.

Then I let all that liquid fall through my fingers. It is poisoned. An oily sheen curls on its surface and pollen floats within it. Everything is cursed on this damned mountain.

I rise and scan the plain before me. The sight of the temple greets me, with a single figure standing guard. It is not far above me, just beyond an incline with sheets of jagged slate piled upon each other, creating an obstacle course of their own, thick mist billowing across it.

The Haven of Death keeps changing. It has at least one tower with three rectangular roofs stacked up its height, each corner ending in pointed tips that curl upward. Sometimes the tiles are green and other times they are red. One heartbeat there is a single tower, and the next there are three. Crisscrossing beams that change pattern and color decorate the entire outside of the building, while the main bulk of the structure elongates, shrinks, then doubles. 

I shake my head as the ever-flickering image nauseates me.

The mist picks up around me, churning violently, curling between my legs. Clouds of it channel out of small caves dotted across the landscape. I shudder as a low growl hits my ears. The very air vibrates with a chorus of them. Then a huge Cú Sídhe leaps out of its hidden den. 

Except the creature is all wrong. 

It is severely corrupted. Its massive body stretches through the air, as large as a horse, leaping straight for my throat with an open maw filled with broken brown teeth. The exposed bones of its skull, skeletal feet and ribcage are yellow and cracked, and its mossy fur has the dark tones of rotting leaves. The stench of decay rolling off the beast is enough to turn my stomach.

I raise my sword in time to slash right through the Cú Sídhe, stumbling as I do from the lack of resistance, despite cutting through flesh and bone. The snarling hound immediately bursts into streams of viscous black muck, pooling among the rocks. 

Another snarl has me turning on my heel. I slice in fast succession at two beasts that charge me at the same time. They too immediately dissolve into a shower of sludge and I leap back from it. I have never seen any low fae do such a thing, corrupted or not. Usually only the affected flesh turns to ash.

Channels of black slime run in a rapid stream beneath my feet, moving through the gaps between rocks, to where they form the body of a Cú Sídhe. My stomach bottoms out as it slowly takes shape until there is a whole creature before me. Then it attacks.

We fall into a dance. Multiple corrupted beasts charge at me. My sword slices and swings through the air while I grunt and yell curses at them. The fae disintegrate at the slightest contact with my blade, but the damned creatures keep reforming, no matter what I do.

Distant laughter reaches my ears. 

Am I laughing? 

I have to think long and hard on the question, thanks to all the drugs and poisons addling my brain, but no, I don’t think the sound is coming from me. It is not manic or filled with bloodlust. It is far too amused for my liking. Full-bellied and jolly. Somehow, I feel like I am the source of that mockery.

Another huge jaw filled with long razor-sharp teeth flies at my face. I no longer have the time to ponder as my sword sings in a wide arc, spilling more foul blood.

Aldrin. Aldrin, listen to me, please. 

That voice cuts across my mind, and I realize she has been speaking, but I haven’t heard her over the rush of my thoughts.

They aren’t real. The Cú Sídhe—it’s another hallucination. It must be the mist. Just walk through them, my love. 

Just walk through them. 

As easy as that. 

How can I, when there are very real-looking fangs and claws trying to rip my throat out? 

Just walk through them, when they could disembowel me in a single swipe. 

I almost wet myself when I lower my sword as the next one pounces right at me. Its huge jaw is wide enough to take my entire head in its mouth. I trust Keira more than I trust myself at this moment. My fingers tighten around the hilt of my sword, but I drag its tip across the ground. 

The entire Cú Sídhe passes right through me, just like smoke. 

More attack and I jolt violently each time, but I keep walking. My heart pounds painfully against my ribs, but I force my vision to tunnel to the Haven of Death at the peak of this rise. There lies the end of the first trial.

One foot in front of the other, until wooden steps materialize under my boots. I collapse onto the paneled floor of the deck, right at the sentry’s feet. 

I made it—to the front door at least.

My guide stands over me, the one who called me a dead man. Maybe that is what I am, because when I look at him, my vision doubles and blackens at the edges.

What was his name?

Dante, Keira whispers to me.

He squats down to examine me, grabbing my chin with a gloved hand and turning my head from side to side, opening my lips to inspect my gums. Dante tsks as he places a chalice on the floor then pulls multiple vials out of the lining of his robes and tips their contents into it. Some liquids hiss as they meet whatever is in the cup. Herbs dance across the surface. 

“You have absorbed almost every poison and drug we have out there. What did you do, roll about in the fields?” He laughs at the scowl I give him.

“At least I fucking made it up here,” I growl, trying and failing to get up.

“Hmmm.” Dante tips my head back, handling me as easily as a newborn babe, and forces the acrid liquid down. “This will neutralize the intensity of the toxins.”

I splutter and choke the bitter potion down. Liquid fire burns through my body, right to the tips of my extremities. The fog lifts from my mind and energy returns to me. I still feel like I have been tossed from this gods-forsaken mountain and hit every rock on the way down, but as the scratches and boils on my exposed flesh slowly knit and heal, I think I will survive.

The assassin holds out a hand and I take it, allowing him to help me to my feet. 

“Congratulations, King Aldrin. Few make it past the first trial.” Dante gives me a wide smirk that crinkles the indigo runes inked across his face. “Of course, no one would have stopped you from taking the lift.”

My hands ball into fists so tight that my fingernails cut into my skin. It doesn’t help that my claws partially form. “There is a lift? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 

“Do you think we deal with that mess every time we come home?” Laughter rings out of him. It is the same one that mocked me when I was fighting imaginary Cú Sídhe. 

Embarrassment douses my anger like a bucket of icy water has been tipped over my head. I visualize how ridiculous I must have looked, swinging my sword at nothing and fighting invisible foes.

Dante walks off. “Are you coming? Or did you enjoy that trial so much you want a repeat?” 

He disappears through the double-door entrance of the Haven of Death, and I hurry after him.
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Iam caged and dragged through towns and treetop villages for a second day, then a third. I craft an air wield that hugs my body like a second skin, something Rainier taught me in a few stolen moments. It absorbs the impact of the rotten fruit they throw at me and causes most of the rancid flesh to roll off it.  

I try to hold my chin high and straighten my spine, but each time I am paraded through a hostile village, the mounting abuse gets harder to bear. 

Suddenly the sneers of all those bitter high fae crowding around us in this small treehouse settlement fill my vision. The hatred in their eyes is like a physical blow. Their shouts bounce around inside my head: insults about weak, powerless humans who have no place in this realm.

I do not cower. I will not.

It is not I who deserves their ire. Who deserves to be the scapegoat to blame for their crumbling world and the downfall of the king who has never stopped trying to save them. 

I tell myself all of this, but it doesn’t help emotions crowding in.

The utter despair that the Spring Court fae may never accept us as their rulers, despite all the sacrifices we make for them. The fear that we have failed before we start, because Titania has been left to rule unchecked for far too long. 

My throat tightens until I choke on the minimal air wheezing in and out. My lungs seize up and I can no longer draw anything in. I close my eyes and drown in the blackness behind their lids, those screaming taunts intensifying. When I open them, all I can see are faces twisted with resentment. The impact of the rotten fruit no longer hurts my flesh, but it leaves a mark on my soul.

Focus on me, dear heart, Aldrin rumbles through my mind. Block the rest of them out and focus only on me. 

I can’t keep doing this, I admit. I can’t handle it anymore.

You can. You will, Aldrin urges. The thing you don’t realize is that you are already doing it. You are more worthy than any of them. The strongest woman I have met in both realms. These fae do not deserve for you to save them from the rot, and they definitely do not deserve your pain. 

I tremble, clutching his essence like a lifeline, thankful for the way he pushes aside his own rage and fear to make an oasis for me. The faces around me blur as I refuse to acknowledge them. As I go somewhere else entirely with Aldrin. Outwardly, I am the image of regal calm. Inside, I am crumbling.

Remember to breathe, he says soothingly, caressing a hand down my spine that feels so real. Follow me. Take a long breath in through your nose. Hold it in and count with me. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Let it out nice and slow through your mouth. Keira. You need to breathe.

I try to do as he says, to be strong for him, but it is so hard to drag in air. I only manage shallow gasps at first, then draw out each breath. The ghosts of Aldrin’s hands are on my shoulders, massaging the bunched-up muscles until the tension leaches from them bit by bit. My heart rate slows and the fears recede as my magic dances within me, a reminder that I can defend myself; I just choose not to in this moment. 

I am so sick of diminishing myself to make others feel big. To keep myself safe.

It brings me right back to the trauma of Finan’s court. 

It won’t always be this way, and when I unleash myself upon Titania and her inner circle, they will quiver under the might of my power and fury. But today is not that day.

I lean against Aldrin for the entire torment, unable to do it without his sturdy presence. Physically, I stand alone in this cage, but our souls are together, intertwined. My back is pressed against his chest and his arm is wrapped around my waist, his warmth bleeding into me and ensuring that I don’t freeze while drenched in rancid juices, even though he is on the other side of the realm. It feels so real that at some level it must be. 

Dusk finally falls upon us and the call is made to camp for the night. My legs turn weak with relief. The litter-bearers give me just enough warning to grab the handle in the center of the platform before they lower my cage to the ground. I cannot blame them for the way they jostle me, not when their limbs shake and they rub the pain from their arms and backs. Not when they are as bruised, beaten and sticky as I am.

Within a heartbeat, they leave me without a word, reminding me of the clear distinction between our positions.

I find myself in a clearing beneath ancient magnolia trees with a canopy of huge pink flowers. Their petals are scattered in a carpet across the ground, falling among the moss and thick roots. 

I sit in the center of my cage and watch as my fae captors move with busy purpose, setting up the camp. There is an obvious divide between two factions of warriors. One set wears a bronze-and-gold uniform over matching segmented armor, with that symbol of a branching tree, the same as Drake’s tattoo; I have discovered they are the Royal Guard, led by Jasper. They were previously known as the King’s Guard before Aldrin was sent into exile and are the rightful protectors of the ruler who sits on the throne.

The second group is the Wildrose Guard from the garrison of Titania’s house, loyal to her family alone. They wear surcoats of black and silver, with the symbol of a wilted rose, over chainmail. These are the soldiers she brought to my realm to threaten my people.

It is while I analyze these two factions almost refusing to engage with each other that I see them. Figures moving within the shadows of the forest, darting between the trees.

My heart starts racing as I catch the glint of moonlight off swords and arrowheads. All around us, a force amasses, sneaking through the brush. A sizable one and clearly hostile.

Has an army of high fae civilians followed us from one of the towns, deciding they want me dead? Have they whipped themselves into a frenzy of bloodlust to challenge the will of their High Chancellor? 

A sudden vivid image of being swarmed and torn apart by the mob fills my mind. Of being stabbed by dozens of blades all at once while I try to fight off impossible numbers alone. Would Titania try to protect her prize, or would such violent acts delight her? 

My eyes dart through the inkiness of the woods, counting the number of that hidden force. My hands clench and unclench, wishing for my bow and arrows, or even a blade to defend myself with. Not even a stone is within my reach. I have nothing but the magic I must hesitate to use.

Those insurgents creep closer. Their silhouettes are humanoid, branches and leaves extending from them in the form of long locks of hair, spikes down arms and spines and atop heads as crowns.

Tree nymphs. Friends.

I smile, because I know just how fiercely devoted the low fae are to Aldrin. How they look to him for their salvation. 

I do not alert Titania’s fae that the enemy is surrounding them. Why would I?

Their numbers gather within the darkness all around us, then dozens upon dozens of nymphs charge from the shadows, roaring and wielding swords raised high. More spew from great rifts opening within the immense trunks, proving that this is their family grove and that these trees are linked to their heart-stones. Their bodies are half flesh and half wood, with vines wrapping around torsos, branches cascading from hair and magnolia blossoms sprouting all over them.

Pure chaos breaks out in the camp as high fae run in different directions. Some draw their swords and meet the attack, blades clashing and metal screeching. Archers kneel in the center of their forces, releasing ash and iron arrows in volleys at the attackers. Tents are crushed and boiling pots are knocked from cooking fires in the commotion. 

I am like a sitting duck with violence erupting all around me. I have never been helpless in a battle before. But I don’t know which of Titania’s supporters is watching.

The bulky body of a high fae flies past my cage and I spin around to see what could have possibly tossed him like a doll. 

The trees are animated, moving like many-tentacled monsters. Their thick roots tear from the soil to whip and thrash, curling around charging guards and throwing them across the clearing, or lashing across the ground and taking their feet out from beneath them. The sight is truly horrifying to behold, and beautiful in its own way—a graceful dance smiting my enemy, a constant rain of pink petals falling.

Teams of high fae take on the nymphs controlling the trees. They harden the air around the attacking roots and branches for long enough to halt their movement, while others charge at the low fae with swords in hand or whip up localized storms to attack the nymphs. I can’t help noticing they don’t use their earth magic. There is no wrestling the control of trees away from the nymphs that are soul bonded to this grove.

I would have expected Titania to be screaming orders at her soldiers, demanding the deaths of her attackers, but she is nowhere to be seen. The coward is probably hiding and squandering a dozen of her finest fighters. 

Shock ripples through me when my eyes land on Torin on the front line, fighting with a halo of guards around him and a sword that blazes with blue fire. I assumed he would hide behind his mother’s skirts.

A dozen high fae fighters race for me, their gold emblems of the ancient tree shimmering in the moonlight. 

“Don’t worry, my queen, we will keep you safe.” Jasper leans near the bars and throws the words over his shoulder before taking a defensive stance. He barks a few orders, arranging his warriors around my cage.

Rainier wraps his hands around two of the bars, staring at me intently. “Do not give up your true nature, no matter what happens. Jasper will protect you and the nymphs will not harm you.” He looks over his shoulder to the battle, then back at me. “Now, you must understand, I have a role to play.” 

I watch Rainier as he strides into the fray, his white hair standing out among the darker tones of the Spring fae. He takes a position right at Torin’s side, protecting his back, and they fight together like true allies. He gives me whiplash. I cannot tell if he plays both sides.

The nymphs are winning the battle, but they are not slaughtering the High Chancellor’s forces. No, many high fae are wrapped in cocoons of fine roots, writhing on the ground. Others have been collected by thick tree limbs and thrown deeper into the woods, staggering back with severe limps and blood dripping down their faces.

The wind picks up, then howls like a thousand tormented voices. It grows in speed and intensity until my clothes whip around me and I am pelted with twigs and pebbles. Then ghoulish voices are threaded through it.

“Show yourself, High Chancellor, who dares to sit on our king’s throne!”

“Come see the land’s corruption that your reign of ignorance causes!”

“It is you who kills our babies. You who makes us suffer from the agonizing rot.”

“Show yourself! Show your face.” 

“Come see. Open your eyes. All of you, open your eyes before we all fall.”

“The end is nigh! Death looms over us!”

Those voices and their words continue, overlapping and haunting. I press my hands over my ears, but still they pierce me to my soul. My guards become restless, scanning in all directions for an attack, but neither the nymphs nor their trees assault us. It is the oddest sight, considering my cage stands in the heart of the battle, with clashes all around us. 

They know that I am Aldrin’s mate and queen.

Florian resolves out of the chaos. His blood-red eyes flash and his features twist when he sees the ring of soldiers around me. Titania’s general cuts an imposing figure, taller and broader than the other hardened warriors, practically vibrating with barely restrained violence. 

He stalks straight for us, bloody sword pointed at Jasper. “You should be fighting for your High Chancellor, not protecting this pathetic human girl.” 

“Keira is a highly valuable guest of the Spring Court,” Jasper snaps back.

“A valuable guest?” Florian pushes Jasper against the bars of the cage with a hand around his throat, making the entire litter rattle. 

The man is rotten through. I could burn him alive with my fire. Stab him with hundreds of spikes of air. Or lean forward and touch him, corroding his very life force to nothing but decay with my Autumn earth magic. I bet I would save this realm a lot of heartache if I did. Perhaps I could make it look like it was Jasper’s doing. But if the two men are touching, I cannot guarantee my wields will not hurt them both.

Florian leans in close to Jasper’s ear, but I can still hear him over the top of the nymphs’ wails. “Is your allegiance faltering, Jasper? Decided you prefer Aldrin as king and will suck up to his woman to get back into his favor?”

Jasper shoves Florian hard enough that he staggers backward. “I have done enough for our High Chancellor to be irredeemable in Aldrin’s eyes. Never, never, question my loyalty when we both know heads would roll if we lost this prize to Aldrin’s followers—or worse, to the exiled king himself.”

Florian throws his head back and laughs. The sound raises bile in my throat, because there is no mirth in it. “Do you think this is an attack by Aldrin to get his little mate back? He cannot break the bargain, and besides, he would be swarmed by assassins the moment he entered this realm. No, this is personal. These nymphs want Titania’s blood.”

Jasper pokes a finger in his chest. “What’s wrong, Florian? Are you afraid of a few forest nymphs? I thought you were a brave warrior, highly decorated from the Winter Wars. Or do you prefer your victims to be helpless and unable to fight back? Untrained women and children, perhaps?” 

Jasper pushes him again, hard, right into the path of a swinging tree root. The woody appendage wraps around Florian’s middle, ripping him backward through the air. I witness a moment of panic on the fae general’s face before he disappears completely into the gloom of the forest. 

Almost as quickly as they came on, the nymphs disappear into the night. Their shrieking falls silent, along with the howling wind, and the trees become still. An eerie peace descends on the site, where even the high fae are too shocked at the sudden change to move. 

I find myself shaking from built-up adrenaline, with no one to fight. 

Jasper gives me a quick nod, then he and his people dissolve into the fray, helping the injured scattered across the mossy ground and those who stagger back from the inky depths of the woods, still bleeding. 

The soldiers make quick work of packing up the camp, including Titania’s pavilion. I watch as she races frantically from the structure, straight to her litter, pulling the curtains tightly around herself and hiding once more. A ring of guards surrounds it, swords drawn and eyes scanning for signs of a second attack.

Torin alone represents his family, barking aggressive orders at the soldiers and yelling in their faces. He strides up to his mother’s litter and parts the curtains slightly, speaking to her. I strain my ears to listen, but their murmurs are only an echo to me. Biting my lip, I create a subtle air wield to collect those words and bring them back to me.

“Asha is dead, and we have a few soldiers too injured to travel without being healed first, which is currently happening,” Torin says. “But our damage from this attack is surprisingly low. I believe they were sending a message, but weren’t trying to kill us.”

“I don’t care what their intentions were, Torin!” Titania’s shrill voice hits me and I cringe. “An attack on their High Chancellor is still treason! Punishable by death!”

Torin looks around nervously. “Perhaps we can discuss that after we leave their territory and set up camp somewhere else?” He pauses. “Both Florian and Rainier are unaccounted for. Shall I send out guards to search for them?”

“Leave them. They are replaceable,” she snaps, and my heart sinks. “Get me out of this grove immediately.”

Torin flinches, but he merely nods and closes the curtains. As he looks away, his gaze meets mine, narrowing with suspicion once more. I hold his eye. I will not cower or back down to the likes of him. 

A crash at the treeline is the only thing that tears our eyes apart.

Rainier appears, supporting Florian, who staggers and almost loses his footing. He has a head wound dripping blood and seems somewhat dazed. I’m surprised Rainier didn’t leave such a man to his fate in the forest, but I truly don’t know a thing about Drake’s son. I am finding it harder and harder to work out which side he is on, or if he has motivations of his own. 

Potent relief cascades over Torin’s face as he races to both men, calling over healers to help them. One thing I have learned about the fae of the Spring Court is that they all have healing abilities to one degree or another, but there are some like Klara who truly excel at it.

Florian’s red gaze flicks to me as Jasper and his guards take the poles of my litter and gently raise me from the ground. That usual demonic mask of his wrath hits me tenfold, and I can’t help cowering backward as his narrowed eyes take me in like he is dreaming up new punishments. They roam over my filthy clothes and cage, his lip curling, like I can help my situation. Like he blames me personally for the tree nymphs’ attack. 

Even as our procession hikes through the darkness to a new campsite, he continues to throw me those looks that blaze with a hundred unpleasant promises.

When we settle in an open meadow and both litters are finally lowered to the ground, Titania bursts out of her protection of curtains and cushions like a riled-up cat. I sit back and prepare to watch this nightmare of a show.

Titania grabs Florian by the breastplate and snarls right in his face. “You will go back there and you will slaughter every fucking low fae that just dared to defy me!”

Torin steps forward. “Mother. We should call on more forces and burn their little grove to the ground. Show them that they cannot attack us without deadly consequence. We need to send a message.”

Titania turns to her son and slaps him so hard his head turns to the side. My stupid, soft heart almost squeezes for him as his hand flies to the slashes her claw-like fingernails left across his cheek, utter betrayal flashing in his eyes. 

What chance does a man have with such a cruel mother?

“Why did you not kill more of them, Torin?” Titania growls at her son. “Always such a disappointment. And now you have brought shame to our family.” 

“High Chancellor,” Florian cuts in. “As much as I am tempted to crush this lowly filth and turn their grove to cinders, if we attack now, we will turn all the low fae against us. Already Aldrin has so many in his pocket. We must be smart and play the long game. I will take care of them, discreetly. When they die screaming they will know they should never have committed treason against you.” 

I shake with impotent fury as I mark that man for death. The need for action burns through me, but I cannot do a damned thing. Fae should be able to protest without dying for it. Especially when their survival is on the line.

Titania’s black lips curve into a cruel smile. “Good. I knew I could count on you, Florian.” She shoots Torin another look of disdain and he withers under it.

Florian leads her away to the pavilion that is being hastily furnished with furs and cushions, pulling open the doorway for her. “Now sleep. We will discuss politics in the morning,” he says as he disappears inside.

I close my eyes. I am a mess of rage, fear and anxiety. I cannot let them kill nymphs for taking a stand, cannot let them destroy their home and people. I wrap my arms tightly around myself as a heavy weight settles within me, knowing there is nothing I can do. I have never felt so helpless.

I open my eyes and find a red-eyed demon staring at me through the bars of my cage.

I draw in a sharp breath. Florian doesn’t move as I rear back from him. His gaze only narrows further, flicking over me and taking in every inch of my degradation.

He plays with the lock on my cage and my pulse jumps up a notch. By the gods, I hope he doesn’t come in here. I keep reminding myself that there are too many people rushing around us for him to hurt me, but I don’t truly know if that would stop him. He holds a clean, damp cloth to his head, even though the bleeding has stopped, and I hope he is too injured to be a true threat. 

I stare at him, the silence between us stretching out and the tension growing while he analyzes me. Then he takes a bite from the peach in his hand and his expression twists. The stone fruit looks divine, the orange flesh covered in a thick rosy dusting that glows with vibrant magic like a jewel, juice spraying out from it.

Florian spits the fruit on the ground. “Sour and tasteless. Is this the sort of rubbish your family grows in their precious orchards? What a waste of fae technology.” He throws the peach at me, smacking me hard in the stomach. “Add that to the pile of rotten fruit you have to eat in your cage.” 

Torin turns from the conversation he is having with a handful of others and snickers at Florian’s display.

I don’t care, because the peach in my hands seems perfect and my stomach growls. Florian drops a small bag outside my bars and more fruit from my home rolls out of it. Apples, peaches and nectarines. It is a feast to my eyes and his cruel lips quirk up when he notices the longing on my face. He thinks he has positioned it outside of my reach.

“Too bad you are a little human with no magic to drag this to you. You can stare at this fresh fruit while you scrape rotten juices off the floor. Titania has made it clear that no one is to feed you.” He laughs, but there is no mirth in it. “You look disgusting. Clean yourself up before I vomit.” 

Florian throws the towel he holds against his head and it hits me with a wet slap. I hardly feel the pain. He thinks this is degrading, but the joke is on him—having something to wipe myself clean with is a luxury at this point. He walks away, with no idea that he just did me two favors in his attempt to humiliate me.
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Iam under attack from all sides. The dim gloom of the cavern flickers as Nightmare beasts charge at me. I pummel one with a blast of air and it flies away from me, slamming against a stony wall, its huge branching antlers snapping. The low fae from the Starlight Court has an exposed skull for a face and hands that are nothing but bony claws the length of my forearm, with spikes jutting out of his elbows. 

I’m pretty sure his name is Nico. 

He falls in a heap of limbs, one foot bent the wrong way. I almost feel bad. The poor guy is just doing his job. Then inky tendrils form around all the broken parts of him and I know it won’t be good news for me. I don’t have a moment to spare to watch the parts of him click back into place, or to examine the way his body will change with his dark magic to keep me on my feet.

I turn just in time to meet a clawed attack from above. 

My sword slices across the scaled flesh of the Nightmare’s underbelly as her leathery wings take her in a sharp dive right at my throat. I shudder as hot blood pours down over me. Her barbed tail wraps around my legs and pulls them out from under me. I hit the ground hard and she is on me in seconds, not caring that her entrails are slipping out of the gash I cut in her.

“That. Fucking. Hurt,” Ada lisps out of a reptilian mouth, digging her claws into my shoulders. “Don’t think we are going to spare you because you have a pretty face, king. We will not allow weaklings in our order.”

I bring my legs up and kick her hard in the abdomen, right in the mess of the wound. She flies off me but I don’t turn toward the crunch of her wings. A four-legged beast made entirely of twisting obsidian prowls before me, snarling. To its side, Nico rises from the ground with more spikes littering his body and a second set of clawed arms. Ada pulls herself up with one wing hanging limp and dragging across the floor. 

Clawed feet click on the ground as all three converge on me.

I swing my sword in my hand. I can take all three low fae in their Nightmare forms on my own, right? Even if they are famed Assassins of Belladonna. The order seems to attract these Starlight fae the most, even though they take members from all over the realm.

They attack as one. I spin in a clash of steel against claws, deflecting each swipe in a shower of sparks. My enchanted blade absorbs magic with every impact. I fall to my knees as the obsidian hound leaps for my throat, then roll out of the way as two of Nico’s taloned hands attempt to catch me. I slash as I go, and one of his hands falls to the ground with a sickening thump. 

My blood races through me. I laugh as I jump to my feet outside their little killing circle. These big, bad assassins are no match for me. They turn in unison, the hound the first to lunge at me. I shoot the creature away with a blast of air that has its body arcing through the void of the cavern. Then I thrust my sword straight into Ada’s chest right before her tail can wrap around me again. She lets out a strangled cry as I maneuver the sword still embedded in her to crash her into Nico’s path.

The sound of more flapping wings and bounding paws echoes from one of the side passages. My heart sinks as nervous sweat drips down my spine. By the gods, I will not survive more of them. I know what I have to do, but it will consume all of the magic I have been collecting in my enchanted sword. 

The memory of Dante’s voice crashes through my mind.

“Nightmares cannot die. You will not be able to kill them. Not unless you know exactly how to do it. The low fae of the Starlight Court have bodies as fluid as a shadow. You can chop off as much as you want and the matter will return to them.” Then he laughed. “You, on the other hand, can perish, and they will not hold back.”

“All creatures can die,” I replied. “I have killed Assassins of Belladonna before.”

“Have you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Have you really?”

I cannot kill the Nightmares unless I discover a secret truth. They will rise and rise again to attack me through these tunnels, no matter how hard I fight. But I did learn one thing during our travels between courts: they cannot tolerate direct sunlight.

Just as two more low fae charge out of one of the passages, I tear my sword from Ada’s chest and raise it high in the air. I activate the reservoir of raw magic within its enchanted depths. Light explodes out of the blade in its purest form, burning up as bright as the sun. 

The enemies around me rear back from the intense radiation of the beam, covering themselves with arms and leathery wings. They screech as they try to flee. As their dark flesh peels from their bodies and turns to clouds of ash.

The brightness of the light burns my eyes and causes tears to roll down my face, but I force them open. I cannot afford to look away.

Many fall in their attempt to run and are unable to get back up as they disintegrate. There is blind fear within their eyes, turned milky white, as they come completely undone. I grimace at the pain I have inflicted. Bile rises up my throat, but I do not stop. 

I asked Dante during that conversation if the light of day killed the Nightmares, and he shrugged and said some fates are worse than death. Looking at the low fae writhing and kicking on the floor, it is clear this is like being burned alive without the relief of death. I am not proud of inducing such torment, but this is survival. 

I will not die here and leave Keira to her fate. 

I am prepared to do horrendous things to save my queen.

I extinguish the power radiating from my blade. Such a trick doesn’t work on the high fae of the Starlight Court. It doesn’t make the Nightmares any weaker than them. In many cases the opposite is true.

I turn and race down the path at my back. This is my second trial, and it has a single goal: navigate through this underground tunnel system without dying and steal the relic at its center. 

I bring to mind the blueprints Dante brought me to memorize, easily taking turn after turn. The darkness is thick here, and I am forced to light fire orbs to illuminate my way. It puts me at a disadvantage, as the glow announces my approach.

The way opens out to an immense cavern and the sound of rushing water is amplified by a ceiling so high it is lost to inky darkness. Thousands of tiny waterfalls trickle down the stone walls before meeting a crashing river below. A gentle light is emitted from each one, as the water itself glows, along with the population of buzzing sprites. It is beautiful, in an ominous way. I am all too aware of the assassins that could be hiding in the many shadows between the rocky ridges.

I stand upon a wide platform that leads to a narrow stone bridge without rails that spans over the void. Its thin support beams are anchored into the riverbed below, white froth forming around their bases as the rapids crash around them. 

I hope to the gods that the bridge is more stable than it looks. 

At its end is a single, tall limestone stack with an altar holding a wooden chest. This is where I will find the relic and complete my second trial. 

Then my eye catches the movements in the shadows. 

Dark forms leap between the inky pockets of the cavern’s jagged rock walls. My blood turns to ice, because they don’t charge and attack. No, they prepare for the kind of ambush I have encountered from them before, when they chased me out of my own court.

I count three assassins, but there could be more. 

I do not know how far they will take this trial. If these assassins will do everything in their power to kill me, or if they will merely make the challenge difficult enough to weed out weaklings. 

My grip tightens on my sword and I absorb every last drop of raw power left within its reservoir, until my body is overcharged and crackling with magic. I smile with violent delight as I squat and place a hand on the stone ground, reaching my magic and awareness through each deposit of organic matter until I touch the muddy floor of the river. I find thick roots of ghost mangroves thriving in the shallow banks.

I pump my earth magic into every single tree I can touch, rapidly thickening their roots and branches. Growing their trunks and bending them unnaturally until hundreds of woody tentacles climb up the support beams of the bridge, sprouting white leaves as they go. I curl my fingers and the ghost mangroves interweave over the bridge, forming a thick, woody cage around the entire runway. 

This is my protection for what I know will come next.

It is imperfect, but this is the best I can do. 

I run out into the mouth of the cavern with only a half-baked plan and a hope that I don’t fucking die. 

The hidden high fae assassins leap into action. A localized rain of pure starlight falls upon me in the form of thousands of tiny needles. Each one is a miniature bolt of lightning. Their electricity crackles as they hit the dome of hardened air that I wield as a shield above me. I throw all of my magic into that single lifeline, building up the layers and repairing cracks as the needles are embedded in it. Sweat drips down my face from the heat all that electricity creates. 

I reach my canopy of mangroves and close up my doorway between branches behind me. A booming crack resounds as assassins land on its roof, then the entire structure creaks and shakes as they hack at it with swords. Sparse needles penetrate through the small gaps between the woody network, and the assassins manage to open a couple of small holes.

The last thing I need is for even one of those high fae to drop down onto the bridge and to have to fend off that rain with my air shield. Just a few of those poisoned barbs entering my body could be enough to stop my heart. 

I desperately regrow any damage to the fortification as I rush beneath it. I whip up a dozen woody limbs to swipe at the assassins above and try to catch them in my grasp. To toss them from the bridge. I work blindly, only able to feel for the vibrations in the mangroves to calculate their position, without a line of sight. The bastards keep leaping out of my reach.

I run as fast as I can across the long stretch of the bridge. The altar with my prize teases me from the far side and my vision narrows on it. I am ten feet from the limestone pillar when an assassin materializes within the shadows and blocks my path, her indigo robe billowing on a phantom breeze. 

I forgot to account for that damned ability. 

A dagger flies from her hand. The same one made of pure starlight and poison that turned Drake’s veins black and almost killed him with its toxins.

I fall to my knees and slide across the last stone blocks of the bridge, throwing my back flush against the hard surface. The blade passes a hand’s span from the tip of my nose. In the same moment, I crush the walls of tree trunks together to destroy the woman in my path. They come together in a loud boom, shaking the foundations of the bridge, but when the dust clears, the only part of her that remains is the curling shadows she used to transport herself elsewhere.

I walk through the wall of ghost mangroves, the branches parting just enough to allow me through, and step out onto the limestone pillar. The moment my hand touches the small chest on the altar, the cavern falls still. The bright rain of silvery needles stops falling. The assassins disappear into the shadows. Not even the growls or clicks of claws from the Nightmares in the dark are discernible. 

This sudden ceasefire is the only thing that saves my life. There is no doubt I would not be able to fight them for much longer.

My second trial is complete.

I slowly lift the lid, with no idea of what to expect. This prize is mine to keep. To use to my advantage as an Assassin of Belladonna if I survive all the trials.

There is no magic-imbued weapon inside the velvet-lined interior. No gem powered by the gods to give extraordinary abilities to the wearer. Instead, there are rows upon rows of glass vials packed in neatly together. 

I lift one to the dim glow of the many waterfalls and examine the glittery black liquid within; it rolls sluggishly across the glass as I turn it. Another contains a vibrant yellow powder. I recognize the contents of the third: dried belladonna seeds. The next has stacked sheets of flaky orange mushroom preserved in oil.

Poisons. 

All of these are poisons.

A horrible realization dawns on me. These vials do not contain enough to fight an enemy. They aren’t even the potent concentrates for making the tips of blades extra deadly. No. These poisons are for me to ingest, bit by bit, to increase my tolerance to what they expect will become my deadliest weapon in the future, when they allow me access to such technology.

I place the mushroom vial back into the chest, but before I can grab another, a blue-tinged hand slams the lid shut, narrowly missing my fingers. I glance up at Dante. He stands on the other side of the altar with a smug expression on his face. 

“Don’t eat them all at once, Aldrin.”

“Where the fuck did you come from?” I grumble.

He places an arm over my shoulders and leads me back down the bridge, like we are old friends and he hasn’t been setting up trials that attempt to kill me. 

“The real question is, how do you like your poison?” he asks. “Baked into a sweet cake? A garnish in a shot of the strongest liquor? Or maybe you’d like it boiled into a tea? I personally chew mine straight. It gives an extra kick to my rotted brain.”

I run a hand down my sweaty face, most likely smearing dust into muddy streaks. Of all today’s challenges, purposely poisoning myself and trusting these people with the dosage might be the hardest one yet. “I don’t know. Do you have a menu?” 

Dante’s rich laugh booms through the cavern. “Come. Decide at dinner in the mess hall. You might see a few familiar faces there from your trial.”

I curse under my breath, visualizing the way Nico and Ada’s skin peeled away in strips of ash when I lit up my sword. “They’re not going to try to kill me over the roast vegetables, are they?”

Dante shrugged, letting me go. “It would be considered bad manners, but there is nothing stopping them.”

“Bad manners,” I mutter bitterly as I follow after him.
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Isit uneasily at the long trestle table, constantly checking over my shoulder, but the assassins pay me little attention. I am surrounded by fae I have fought against, who have tried to kill me, sharing from the same platters of food and jugs of wine. 

What if this is another test? To see how trusting I am or how far I let my guard down? How fast I can react to an unexpected attack? 

My soul lights up the moment Keira rouses from the light sleep she fell into while her litter-bearers carried her toward the next town. She is shivering in the cool morning air. Her stomach is growling and cramping because they refuse to feed her anything that hasn’t been thrown at her. Our secret supporters can only smuggle her so much. Her lips are cracked and her throat is parched. 

Worst is the sickly dread coiling through her at the anticipation of the abuse she will endure in the next town and the next. 

It fuels a burning rage through me. 

No amount of violence seems to quell it.

Those are my people attacking my mate. Their own rightful queen. It breaks my fucking heart that she is exposed to the darkest side of the mob, feeling their misplaced hatred. All because of Titania’s lies and my failures. 

It should be me facing their ire, not her.

I have to trust that Cyprien and Drake are doing all they can for her while I am stuck here. They promised to infiltrate the palace using the old tunnels and watch over Keira when she arrives, but she needs to endure this test first. 

Her soul strokes against mine. It is as soothing as a gentle hand caressing my cheek. 

Can I stay with you a little while? Can I live through your eyes and escape my reality? She almost begs it of me.

Always. You never need to ask.

I try to ignore the shudder that tears through me as the road before her leads into another settlement with waiting crowds. I grind my teeth and bend the knife in my hand in half. Keira blocks the view from me. It is as though she takes my face in her hands and turns it away, pointing our joint attention toward my surroundings.

I need the distraction, Aldrin. 

Dante is speaking while he piles a plate full of food, but I hardly register his words. He takes meatballs covered in red sauce with green herbs and places them on top of long noodles already on the plate. Then he adds a few slices of a loaf where thin meat has been rolled around a center of cheese and baked in more of that sauce. Beside it are a spongy focaccia is with roasted bulbs pressed deep into its surface, as well as marinated clams and fish. He takes a slice of a dish that is simply layers of meat sauce, sheets of pastry and cheese, then surprises me by dumping the plate in front of me.

I look at the spread with confusion, poking it with my fork. It is all the same colors: red, yellow and brown. There are no vegetables. It is mostly meat.

Gods, I would kill for just a bite of steaming hot food right now, Keira moans. 

Guilt churns through me. Sorry, I⁠—

Take a bite, Aldrin. I want to know if I can taste it through you.

I move the food around on the plate, not recognizing a single thing on there, then glance up at Dante. “What kind of meat is this?” For all I know, the fae of the Starlight Court could be cannibals. They definitely have a reputation dark enough to have earned the title of the Shadow Court, which they claim to be an offensive slur. 

Rude, Aldrin, Keira chides. She is practically salivating. 

Dante sits slowly, his own plate in hand. “Are you concerned that when you chopped off Nico’s hand, we sent it to the cooks to be included in the dinner? We don’t like to be wasteful, Aldrin.” His eyes sparkle with devious light.

My eyebrows rise and my mouth falls upon, but I have nothing to say. Keira’s laughter fills my mind, but I’m not so sure it is a joke.

Dante grabs a jug of wine and fills my cup. “Don’t worry. Nico consumed his own hand to regain the organic matter.” 

My stomach revolts. “He did what?”

A half-smile tugs up Dante’s lips. “We Nightmares do not dine on our own flesh, Aldrin, so you can take that look off your face.” He slaps me across the shoulder, hard. “It turns into a mist of particles and flows back into us, just like breathing. And your food—” He taps at my plate with a fork. “The meat is all cattle. Dark hounds, longhorn bovine and sometimes abyss fowls, though getting them here without them turning to ash in the dusk light is a logistical nightmare. No high fae or nymphs in there. Not even a stray human. I have heard you are fond of them.” He laughs again.

I like him, Keira murmurs.

He will probably try to kill me. You know that, right? 

I wait for her witty quip or laughter, but none comes. Then I see the sneers of the crowds pointed at her. Hear the derogatory insults they throw her way and flinch when fruit is tossed at her, even though it hits her subtle air shield and slides away without hurting her. 

Stay with me, Keira. Leave your body behind. Taste this food. 

It is all I can do for her from this distance. That, and keep my mind clear of the anger rising within, of the frantic desperation to save her, so it is a pleasant place for her to reside.

I take a long drink of the rich wine, noticing how Dante poured water for himself, then descend on the food. The flavors are hearty, rich with herbs and acidity, and the texture is velvety. I find myself enjoying it despite the company. Keira moans with satisfaction, directing me on what to try next. 

I glance across to the next trestle over, where Nico and Ada talk with their heads bent and glares pointed at me.

Their shapes have transformed to more human features. Nico’s long claws have retracted somewhat, and his face is now smooth flesh with gaunt, high cheeks, thin lips and silver eyes. That distinctive bony skull of his Nightmare form is now smaller and raised upon his head like an ornament. 

Ada still wears her black leathery wings, and the barbed tail lashes behind her, but the rest of her looks almost high fae. She has ebony skin, large, bright yellow eyes with long lashes, and curls of black hair threaded with gold. Her neck is still long and slender, but it is nothing like the exaggerated, spiked version of her Nightmare form that made her look almost reptilian. 

She is pretty, when she is not trying to kill you, Keira says.

Classic example of how looks can be deceiving, I grunt.

Oh, look, Aldrin! They are bringing out desserts! she almost squeals, and it brings me joy that she can use me to leave her own situation so thoroughly. That despite the distance, we are still so deeply connected she can taste my food if she chooses to. 

I turn to Dante, who is busy shoveling noodles into his mouth at such a rate, I’m surprised he doesn’t choke. Like a man who has known true poverty and starvation, and appreciates every meal put before him. Each time he opens his mouth, massive canines flash. Paired with the thick, curling horns that erupt from his head and the blue tinge to his skin, he looks truly devilish.

“Those poisons that were gifted in my trial—when…how…what is the plan for them?” I stammer out. By the Soul Ripper itself, I don’t want to purposely poison myself.

Dante tips his head to the side. “I think you already know. We use these poisons on the tips of our blades and infuse them into our magic. Think if you could summon toxic vines that could kill a fae with a touch. Such abilities come with a cost. We must take small doses of the toxins, drugs and hallucinogens regularly to build an immunity. It doesn’t mean our own poisoned blades couldn’t kill us, but it would slow the effects and allow the extremely ineffective anti-toxins to work. Without doing this, infusing the toxins into our magic would also kill us.”

I grab my cup of wine, about to drain it, then freeze as the metal hits my lips. “You haven’t spiked this wine, have you? Is that why you aren’t drinking it?”

“I don’t drink anything with alcohol in it,” he says. “And that wine isn’t poisoned.”

I glance over all the food I just consumed. “Are you planning to warn me before drugging or poisoning me?” 

He rocks his head from side to side. “As your guide, it is up to me to plan how you take your doses, until you are ready to do it yourself. We could measure it out together and add it to your wine right before you take to your bed, so you can sleep off the effects…or I could drug you at any time, when you least suspect it, to test how you handle being in a dangerous situation and getting yourself to safety while out of your mind. I haven’t made my mind up yet, though I did enjoy watching you battle imaginary beasts in your first trial.” He throws his head back and laughs.

“Ass,” I mutter, drinking more wine, because I definitely need it.

Aldrin! Keira chides. Don’t antagonize the man!

“It depends on how merciful I am feeling,” Dante adds. “So I suggest you are very, very kind to me.”

I will not grovel, I grumble to Keira.

Huge, clawed hands slam down on the table opposite me, making the wine splash out of my cup and the glass bowls holding desserts filled with creams and custards clang together. I run my eyes up those thick arms of gnarled flesh and exposed bone, to the spikes jutting out of the elbows, to the gaunt face transforming into an exposed skull.

“What can I do for you, Nico? Did you not get enough of a beating in the tunnels today?” I mock him to hide my vulnerability.

Careful, Aldrin. Keira’s voice shakes and I have to block out the fear radiating from her in waves.

“Ah, he’s a funny man.” Nico turns over his shoulder to where Ada waits, almost taking out a passing high fae with his branching antlers. “Did you know he is a funny man, Ada?”

A cruel smile curls her lips. “I want to see if he can put his money where his mouth is.” She leans across the table, takes my cup of wine and drains it. “Dante, you disappoint me. You gave him the weak stuff.” She tsks. “Where are the psychedelic agents?”

I watch them closely, my magic at the ready in case they attack. I will not be a victim here.

Nico gives her an impatient flick of his head. “We want to invite you to a card game. Give us another chance to beat you. Ada’s ego is smarting. She hasn’t taken a beating like that in a while.”

“My ego! You were practically crying about your pretty complexion being ruined!” she roars, then goes on to explain, “He is still too injured and can’t fully change forms yet, stuck in his Nightmare.”

Nico’s claws grow longer, cutting grooves into the table as the fire of his eyes burns at her. “I am trying to be civil here.” He turns back to me. “You hurt my dog, Fluffy, and that was not okay.”

“Do you mean the dread hound that almost tore my throat out?” I shudder, remembering the snapping jaws of that obsidian beast.

“Yes. Fluffy.”

“He attacked me!” I can’t help my incredulous tone.

“He is a dread hound. What do you expect?” Nico retorts.

Dante chuckles lowly. “Never expect a man to see fault in his beloved pet,” he chimes in beside me, and I give him a dark look. They talk like the creature peed on my carpet, not tried to kill me.

“Can we focus on the game?” Ada snaps. “Are you in or are you out, Aldrin? Do you have the nerve to go up against us?”

“A card game?” I ask. “And what is the bet? Drug me and beat me with a group of your friends if I lose? It is harder than that to trick me.”

Ada’s smile widens. “A drinking game. That is all. We may be Assassins of Belladonna, but we are not bloodthirsty maniacs. At least, not in our downtime.”

We all turn to Dante. A charged silence passes between the three assassins, like a silent conversation.

I don’t know about this, Aldrin, Keira says. What if they trick you? Or attack you?

I consider for a moment. They can do that anyway. There is no guarantee Dante or anyone else would defend me. He would probably call it another trial. Besides, I am incredibly good at both card games and drinking games. It may be a chance to earn some respect from these people.

“Don’t let me stop you.” There is a twinkle in Dante’s eyes when they connect with mine, but I have no idea what he is up to. “But he is your responsibility until tomorrow morning.” 

Ada and Nico both shrug, but there is significance in those words. Maybe they won’t try to kill me. Not until tomorrow.

I stand, placing a hand to the sword sheathed at my back to remind everyone what it can do, then follow Ada and Nico into the next room. It is cozy in its own way. Multiple fireplaces lend a dim glow to the space and there are couches arranged in groups with assassins sitting in them, talking and drinking. Tables are set up with cards, dice and bones, half of them occupied. 

The card game they pick is one I know well. A smug exhilaration fills me when I thrash them in the first round. Nico picks up the bottle of spirits in the center of the table and fills two of the three tiny glasses. Both losers knock theirs back quickly. I win the next round, and lose the third by a narrow margin. I drink my liquor from Nico’s cup, just in case they have tampered with mine, and it burns as it goes down, with herbal afternotes. 

He flexes the long claws of one hand repetitively, then rubs at the puckered skin across one forearm. “It is fucking hard to play a card game in my Nightmare form,” he growls as we are dealt our next hand and he struggles to pick his up.

“Excuses, excuses,” Ada mumbles as she scans her cards.

I look at Nico and truly see him. There are still deep cracks in his antlers and the tiniest bits of ash keep peeling from his skin, like a high fae with sunburn.

“Are you…not fully healed yet?” I venture.

He gives me a dark look. “It will take a few days. My kind is from the darkest depths of my court, where not even the starlight enters. I am far more susceptible to light than Ada here.”

“And too much of a baby to visit the healers.” Ada places her cards on the table, showing her winning hand.

“Their lotions are full of alcohol,” Nico grumbles. “It only inflames the flesh.”

For some ridiculous reason, I suddenly feel bad for the guy, even though he would have sliced my head off with those claws of his. Apparently, what happens in the trials stays in the trials, with no hard feelings.

“You realize I am the King of the Spring Court, right? That healing flesh is one of my court’s specialties? Let me help you.” I touch his wrist, but he pulls back. 

“I do not need your sympathy. The wounds are just part of the job.”

“Come on. Prove to me that you’re not a baby afraid of a little healing pain, like Ada suggested,” I say, gripping his arm again.

“How do I know you aren’t just trying to look at my cards?” His voice is low and gravelly. 

I ignore him, pouring my raw power into the place where we touch, probing along his skin and the deeper tissue and finding all the lacerations. My wields knit them together and my raw magic enables the growth of flesh that burned away under the light. He grunts and tenses as the pain increases and the healing draws on his own magic, but I don’t let him pull away. The pop of bone resounds as his antlers crack back into place and the fractures there disappear. 

My head spins and pain flashes behind my eyes, causing my vision to black out for a heartbeat. I am forced to pull my hand back before I am entirely finished. I blink multiple times to bring my vision back to normal. Maybe the toll of today’s trial had more of an effect on me than I realized. 

Nico cracks his neck from side to side, then shifts into a form with alabaster skin and long-fingered hands with black nails. His antlers are far smaller, paired with black hair, and the bony skull sits upon his head like a morbid hat. 

I hold my cards before me with numb fingers and try to focus on the symbols, but my vision keeps doubling. Regardless, I know I have lost this round. I slam the cards down on the table, grab a waiting glass and throw back my head to down the liquor.

“Do you feel better?” Ada murmurs to Nico.

“The splitting headache is gone and my skin no longer feels like it is on fire,” Nico replies.

Both sets of eyes turn to me, but I am struggling to focus on anything. I usually hold my alcohol very well.

I don’t think that is the effect of alcohol, Keira says from somewhere very far away.

“I almost feel bad now,” Ada says.

Nico shrugs. “He needed to get his dose somehow.”

I slide sideways and fall off my chair, too high to feel the impact as I collide with the ground. Laughter rises up within me, tears forming at the corners of my eyes, my entire chest shaking with it until it hurts and I can hardly drag in a breath. Until I can no longer remember what was so funny. 

Two demons peer down at me with consternation. I am supposed to be afraid of them, suspicious that they might harm me, but I can’t remember why. They seem nice enough despite the talons. 

“Maybe we shouldn’t have shared our concentrated dose of belladonna with him. Let him start with a mild concoction,” Nico grumbles.

“Weakling,” Ada spits. “It’s more entertaining this way.”

“Well, I hope you’re entertained while we scrape him off the floor and get him back to his chambers. Dante wants him alive for his trial tomorrow. The Mistress is very interested in him.”

A string of curses leaves Ada’s lips, then the world spins around me and I am suddenly on my feet, hunched over and being dragged between the two of them. I blink and blink again, but my vision remains blurry and my eyelids become heavier each time they close.

“By the gods, Aldrin, why do you have to be so bloody heavy?” Ada gripes. “If you fall asleep and become a dead weight, I’m leaving you in a puddle of your own drool here in the corridor.”

Keira’s fury rises up like a frozen wave breaking over my intoxicated state. Maybe if they hadn’t poisoned you in the games room, you wouldn’t be crashing on them right now.

She has a point. I’m sure she does. 

I repeat her exact words to them and get twin scowls in return. My feet have a will of their own and I stumble and almost go down multiple times, but they don’t let me fall. 

Nico puts an arm under my shoulder to better support me and I turn to him, completely forgetting his Nightmare form. “Hey, man, I’m sorry I hit your dog…but I have to know…why in the darkest pit did you name it Fluffy? It’s carved from obsidian.”

“I did not take it to the darkest pit to name it,” Nico says with confusion, missing the curse in those words. “And the many strands of twisting obsidian look like the fluff of those soft creatures in your court.”

Well…fuck. He has me there. 

At the edge of my senses, Keira shudders at the memory of the hound. Oh, come now, Keira, you’d be the first to kill it and add it to your collection of dead Cú Sídhe, I mock, and she bristles. 

I turn to the other side, my vision tunneling in and out so badly that the woman there is just a halo. “Ada, I’m sorry I disemboweled you and all that.” I wave a hand at her abdomen. “You’ve just gotta stop trying to kill me.”

“Don’t get soft on me, Aldrin,” she growls. “This is business as usual for us. We are Nightmares of the Darkest Realm, after all. We need the blood and fight and chase like you need the sun on your skin. Carnage is in our veins. And it keeps our natural bloodlust quiet and our skills honed. But that bloody sword of yours with its infernal light…” She glances at Nico. “Maybe we can steal it while he is incapacitated. Destroy or hide it. I never want to feel like that again.”

A laugh booms through me. “The indestructible relic is made from my raw magic and my blood. It sings to me. I’d find it at the bottom of the ocean or in the deepest abyss.”

Nico looks at Ada. “It was a nice dream, even for a fleeting moment.”

They manage to dump me on the small pallet that has become my bed in my tiny chamber, then stand over me in the darkness. Sweat breaks out across my skin. My mouth is so incredibly dry. I try to speak, but my words are too slurred to be comprehensible. Keira is saying something with urgency at the back of my mind, but I can’t quite make it out.

“Should we give him an antidote?” The woman’s words dance across my mind and disappear before I can grasp them.

“Defeats the purpose of poisoning him. He needs to build resistance,” a masculine voice replies.

“We can’t just leave him here. What if he dies in his bed? It’s a waste to kill him outside of a trial. He has so much potential.”

“Then I suggest you get a couple of chairs. We are spending the night here.”

My entire body quakes with shivers so intense my teeth clack together. A woman with large, leathery black wings tosses a blanket over me, then leans in close. “Don’t think this means I won’t try to kill you in the next trial.”
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“Are you ready for more poison after last night?” Dante’s eyes flash with amusement as he twirls a long vial between his fingers. My stomach churns at the sight of the shimmering orange liquid. I reach out to grab it and he quickly pulls his hand away. “Not so fast. Do you know what this is?”

I run a hand through my hair. Pain still explodes behind my eyes each time I glimpse an orb glowing with muted starlight. Apparently their magic can create lights without the burning intensity that hurts their low fae. 

“Another test to break me, Dante?” I say. “When will you learn I am not a fragile man?”

He stops in the middle of the corridor, tapping the glass vial. “Let me guess: you have survived a lot of battles and trauma, and nothing we throw at you can compare. Am I right?”

“I have lived through my worst fears becoming reality,” I confirm.

“That is the thing about the night terror fungus this potion was extracted from—it makes you relive your darkest moments and confront your greatest fears. It is a delightful weapon that can completely incapacitate an enemy in moments, but a horrendous hallucinogen to work with. You’ll have to ingest enough not only to build up a natural resistance, but to train your mind as well.”

I shudder, chasing after him as he continues down the corridor. “Is this another trial?”

“You’ll see,” he calls over his shoulder. 

We take a spiral staircase up one of the towers and Dante unlocks a door not quite at the top. It opens out to nothing but open sky and a narrow stone parapet that reaches from one side of the Haven of Death to a matching turret at the other end. 

We are so high up the mountain that thin clouds hug the structure. The damp cold immediately hits me. I glance over the edge, to a long drop that could kill me.

I turn back to Dante. “So what is the plan here? Drug me with hallucinogens and force me to walk down the parapet, to the door on the other side?”

“Something like that.” Dante laughs. “Maybe a dozen times, though. Get you real used to the poison.”

“Fuuuck.” I let out a low groan. “I am really starting to hate you.”

“Just starting?” Dante’s eyebrows shoot up. “We really need to beat that softness out of you. There is a reason our order is famed across the realm. I will not let you be the weakest link by going easy on you. Remember, Aldrin, you did ask for this.”

I curse internally. I will use this order to my advantage. I will destroy their leader and take the Assassins of Belladonna for myself, and then I’ll come for Titania. She will understand the violent depths of my wrath and regret ever touching my mate.

I steel my nerves, step out onto the narrow bridge, then hold out my hand. “I am ready. A mere parapet will not undo me, night terror fungus or no.”

Dante chuckles. “Remember, Aldrin, nothing you see in the visions is real. Nothing but the sky, the parapet, the drop and the door on the other side. Both doors will be locked, so no Assassin of Belladonna or any other creature will bother you up here.” Without another word, he places the vial in my hand, along with a key on a chain, then locks the door behind him.

I don’t hesitate. While my enemies have Keira in their clutches, I do not have the luxury of time. I place the key around my neck, then drink the bitter toxin, ignoring the chunks within it. 

I take a step as the clouds churn violently around me. The first vision that comes to me is one that has graced my nightmares a thousand times, but also one I have conquered before. 

Finan appears halfway down the parapet, his eyes deranged, high-pitched laugher pealing out of him while he holds a dagger to Keira’s throat. The tip of the blade draws a jagged line across her flesh. Too much blood drips out of the wound. Pure panic has her eyes wide and face colorless, while her feet scramble for purchase on the narrow parapet.

Fear coils through me, charging electricity through my tightly wound muscles. He isn’t taking care of how he holds that knife and could so easily slit her throat each time she slips and her body jolts. Rage whips through me like a mad beast, demanding violence, filling me with the need to run across this parapet and wrap my fingers around his throat. To choke the life out of him.

It all feels so real, so vivid, but the towers of the Haven of Death are all around me, and I have already watched Finan die.

With the conviction of that thought, his figure transforms into the taller profile of Titania. A snarl is spread across her black lips and those ridiculous claws cut into Keira’s throat instead. I take a step forward at the vicious glint in her eye, holding out a hand as though I can stop her. She grabs Keira by the shoulders and, with a powerful shove, tosses her over the edge of the parapet.

My heart stops. 

I take another rushed step, almost losing my balance in my haste, and peer over the edge. Her figure falls through the mist, wide eyes staring, locking with mine, an arm reaching out toward me. A single silent plea leaves her lips. My name.

I can save her before she breaks upon the stone below. Catch her with a cushion of air. Toss myself off this parapet and wrap my body around hers, so I take the impact of the landing instead. 

I almost make the fucking leap. It kills me to lock up my muscles and remain where I am. My entire body shakes, screaming at me to save her. To die for her. As she falls my throat tightens painfully and my heart thumps like a wild beast is trying to burst from my chest.

But this is just a hallucination.

One that feels too fucking real.

Titania laughs. She mocks and curses me. Watching Keira disappear through the mists, allowing her to fall without sacrificing myself for her—it’s the hardest thing I have ever had to do. 

It is not real. 

The way my heart breaks, my soul shatters, it feels like I just lost my reason for living, for fighting, even though I know she speaks the truth.

I am unharmed. Alive, Keira’s calm voice whispers in my mind. I am waiting for you.

By the gods, Keira, it feels like you just died and I did nothing. I squeeze my eyes tight as the threat of tears burns behind them.

The mists swirl violently as my subconscious churns up the next nightmare. I focus on my feet, putting one ahead of the other in a minute of reprieve. 

Then the screams start. 

They are the wails of hundreds of people in the agony of torture. Of beasts in unimaginable pain. It sends bile up my throat and icy claws raking down my spine. I don’t look. I can’t. That sound intensifies until the screeching bounces around inside my head and there is no escape.

“You did this to us,” one voice wails. “Aldrin, the king who turned his back on his people. YOU DID THIS TO US!”

“Your failures have doomed us all!” another screams.

“I trusted you. I followed you and fought for you, and now all my people are dead.”

That last gravelly voice drags my gaze up. I cannot help it. Not when it belongs to Kai. 

The towers and stacked roofs of the Haven of Death have disappeared, and there is only smoke and thick sheets of ash swirling all around me. Below are the black voids that fuel my deepest fears. Those great rifts in space that contain no matter or light within them, only absolute nothingness, where the realm is being deconstructed. 

Creatures are hunched over and dying everywhere: high fae, tree nymphs, spriggan and kelpies. 

I want to fall to my knees and weep at the devastation. 

Surely, there is no coming back from this. 

I am too late to save my people from our destruction. The magic has fled our realm completely, and I cannot bring it back. Cannot grow something from nothing.

“You have been idle for far too long and the corruption has taken us all,” Kai rasps, the only fae still standing. “You are no king of mine.”

He is in his half-equine, half-humanoid form. Ash floats away in great streams from his cheeks, bare shoulders and torso, and the pelt of his four-legged body. The skin peels away and the red of his muscle is revealed beneath, then the white bone of his skeleton.

“No king of mine!” he screams as his body is flayed.

Tears stream down my face. I find Drake and Klara in the crowd, both weeping over the body of Rainier. Most of his flesh has already dissolved. 

Drake turns to me. “You were supposed to stop the corruption! My son—my son is dead because of you!”

Pain radiates from my chest, so intense I clutch it with a hand and almost double over. I find more loved ones dying: Cyprien, Hawthorne, Silvan, Lilly and Zinnia. I run my hands through my hair, tearing at it, then glimpse my fingers. They are completely black, the flesh mangled and rotten.

When I glance up, Keira is on the parapet ahead of me. She is whole and as healthy and beautiful as the last time I saw her. The curls of her red hair glow with the embers of her fire magic and her eyes are bright. I take a few rushed steps to meet her, but as my hand strokes her cheek, her entire body dissipates completely into a cloud of ash, and then she is gone. I try to catch it, to force it back together, but the particles escape through my hands.

This is an illusion. An illusion, I screech at myself again and again, but I no longer believe it. Not when what my senses show me feels so real.

It is then that I notice the yelling bouncing around in my head, hardly discernible over the pained cries of my people.

It’s not real, Aldrin! Keep moving. I am here. I am alive. Rainier is safe. I can see him. The corruption is still a distant threat, Keira’s voice rings in my head. I already know this, deep down. Ignore the hallucination. Put one careful foot in front of the other and walk to the door at the end of the parapet. Please.

A hallucination. A night terror from toxic fungus. 

That is all this is. I have not forgotten.

I ignore the pain of those before me, no matter how it goes against my every instinct, and make it to that door. My sweat-soaked fingers drop the key multiple times, and I thank the gods for the chain around my neck keeping it within my grasp. 

The door opens to a cool, shadowy room. Inside, Dante is sprawled out on a leather armchair, reading a worn book. The low table before him holds a jug of water, two cups and a vial of shimmering liquid.

I slam the door shut and crumple against it, panting while sweat stings my eyes. The screams chase me in here anyway and the shadows of the ceiling swirl as my brain prepares another torment for me. 

“Please tell me you don’t have another fucking poison for me,” I growl.

Dante carefully marks the page of his book and places it down, then takes the vial in his hand. “This? No, it’s the antidote. There is no way to build a physical resistance to night terror fungus, so we need to experience it and train our minds to see the illusion instead.” 

He tosses the antidote to me and I fumble to catch it, the glass slipping out of my hands multiple times before I get a proper grasp on it. I tear out the cork with my bare teeth and down the contents in a single gulp. Slowly, far too slowly, the wails recede, then disappear. 

I collapse into the other armchair. My entire body feels so damned heavy and helpless, but I slowly turn my head to my guide. “How many more times do I need to do that?”

He taps a finger against his temple. “You surprised me with how quickly you passed this trial. Perhaps another half-dozen times? Maybe fewer?”

I throw my head back against the cushion, all my energy fleeing me. “By the Soul Ripper and all its destruction. I’m going to die here, falling from that fucking parapet, I just know it.”

“You don’t like the parapet, hey? I wonder what you will think of the other scenarios we will toss you into while high on night terror fungus.”

“You’re a fucking sadist,” I say without bothering to open my eyes.

“Hey, I don’t make the rules. We come from a brutal court, where only the strongest and smartest survive. A fae who cannot pass these trials is a fae who will get us all killed on a mission.”

I have a witty retort to that; I just can’t get it past my lips. Right before I black out and fall into the deepest sleep, I hear Dante pick up that book again and turn the pages.
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We enter the City of Vertical Gardens through the same wide promenade of the capital’s main entrance as the first time I visited at Aldrin’s side. The long, broad bridge spans across the granite roots of the city, the drop below stretching into mist. The rocky foundations of the buildings are as tall as mountains. Streams cascade through shallow channels on each side of the overpass, hundreds of thin waterfalls falling over the edge into the valley below. 

My heart stutters when I glance up at the colossal statues of the kings and queens of old that peer across the bridge at each other, especially when my gaze lands on the larger-than-life likeness of Aldrin. His beautiful face etched in stone is almost painful to look upon. I crave him like a drowning woman craves air. I ache to curl up against that broad, muscular chest while he wraps his arms around me and makes me feel safe once again.

I jump as our procession is announced by trumpets and heralds bellowing, summoning fae to the streets. Titania’s litter leads us. She has the curtains pulled open and waves to the gathering people, like she has any right to my mate’s throne. To my throne.

On my last visit, we explored the many meandering side streets of the City of Vertical Gardens, flanked by lazy streams, dotted with lily pads. Those were quiet and beautiful in comparison, leading across bridges and up flights of stairs to platforms full of miniature forests, restaurants, shops, bars or apartments. Now, we take a main highway to the palace, flanked by high-rises and completely filled by waiting crowds. 

I am their exhibition; the queen to be torn down and humbled.

Rainier catches my eye. His lips move, but I don’t hear his words until his air wield sends them my way, his voice curling around my ears alone. “Remember our little talk.”

That is all he says before turning away.

How could I forget?

Glamour is a great strength of mine. I have been using it my entire life to hide my fae identity from even myself. I mask the filth covering my hair and skin, making it appear clean and vibrant to all. I cast out the image of a pristine white dress flowing from my body in elegant cascades. Everything I do is to present the image of a caged queen, rather than a helpless human who has been abused for days. 

I split my glamour, so the cruel fae of Titania’s procession perceive me the way I truly look, and the crowd sees me as regal as possible.

A smile curls my lips as I work on the curtains of Titania’s litter, decaying them with my Autumn earth magic until the ends are in ripped tatters and grime smears up them.

Keira, Aldrin groans. As much as I love the pettiness, it’s not worth the risk of discovery. 

Titania stands on her litter, arms spread wide, as we reach the masses. “I bring you a prize in chains! A seductress who stole your king from you. Look upon Aldrin’s human mate!” she bellows, her words amplified by someone else’s air wield so the entire crowd can hear her. “Where has Aldrin been while his people suffer? I bet that is the question you all ask,” she says, like she wasn’t the one who banished him. “He fought a war in the human realm for this pathetic little girl. Aldrin died in a muddy ditch in a forbidden realm, because he turned his back on his entire court for her! He placed magicless humans above his own kind! Inferior creatures who should be far beneath fae notice.”

I try not to jolt as the first missile is thrown at me and the sickly-sweet juices splatter to the floor at my feet. My entire cage rocks as the litter-bearers who share in my punishment react. More fruit is thrown at me, paired with jeers, but I am far too used to such treatment now.

Titania repeats her speech to a new audience each time we move deeper into the city. The loathing for humans she pours into it increases each time. 

Look around, Keira, Aldrin orders, the promise of death in his voice. Let me mark their faces. When I come for you, I am going to fucking kill every one of them who tries to harm you. I don’t care if they are my own citizens. Shivers run down my spine at those words.

I examine the fae in the front row of the crowd, spittle flying from their mouths as they yell at me. The rancid fruit they handle is smeared on their clothes as well. Many carry baskets of it, handing it out to the people. They elbow and shove each other to get to the front and gain the best leering look at me.

Fucking pathetic. 

Rage flares within me at their hatred that is so thick for humans. These people abuse me when they know nothing about who I am. To them, I am weak and vulnerable, and that is enough to make them superior in their eyes. 

It isn’t until my gaze passes that hostile front line that I realize something profoundly important: Titania’s aggressive supporters are in the minority. Perhaps three times their number slink behind them, pale-faced, shaking their heads and muttering angrily as they point at the High Chancellor. Some argue with those throwing fruits at me, and others physically restrain them, pulling them back through the crowd in a brawl. 

Titania does not have the full support of the capital. 

An absolutely devious idea forms in my mind. Her supporters hate having a human as a queen? Well, I can show them that I belong to both races: fae and human.

It is a risk I must take if I am to gain support and whittle down hers.

I build up another layer of glamour and expose parts of my primal form. My red hair burns with golden light, and I set the tiniest flames licking up and down it. I create fire orbs that blaze like rubies in a circlet around my forehead, showing them the crown of their queen. Then I remove the instinctual mask upon my ears, so the pointed tips of their true form are visible. 

All of this magic remains invisible to the crowd around me, until I manipulate it so my show is only perceptible by the civilians in the street and not Titania or her guard. 

Then, I make the glamour flicker in and out.

There are gasps from within the crowd and a deep satisfaction soars within me. To them it would appear as though the glamour of a human facade was forced upon me, and that glimpses of my true fae form penetrate through. 

Many of those hostile fae fall silent, shock making their jaws slack and stilling hands ready to throw more fruit.

The pause is only momentary, but the quieting of their roars is enough for me to hear murmurs of the neutral majority beneath them. I send out discreet air wields, collecting all those voices. Exposing my powers is a risk, but one I must take.

“The true king’s mate!”

“No one should be caged like that. Least of all our queen!”

“Let her go!”

“Titania needs to be stopped! This display is disgusting.”

Their words reach me on a primal level, and all of a sudden, I tire of tolerating Titania’s abuses for future gain. Of playing the game five moves ahead, when the wrath boiling in my blood screams for gratification now. I am so sick of making myself small so powerful people don’t feel threatened and unleash a tantrum that hurts many. I am done with being powerless.

Titania notices the shift in the mood of the crowd. “Do not feel sympathy for this seductress! She and her mate would single-handedly tear this court apart. Have we forgotten that Aldrin wants to force high fae back to the primitive wilds and destroy your hard-earned businesses? Only I support commerce and growth! Have we forgotten he would flood this city with humans, filthy humans, to steal your jobs and spouses with how fast they breed? Before we know it, this would be a court of humans if Aldrin had his way!”

My blood boils at the hate she spews toward minorities and the irrational fears she fans without a care for the consequences, so long as she remains in power. 

I use an air wield to pick up a smashed piece of fruit from the ground and toss it straight at her. The rotten flesh splatters across her face. Her black lips part in shock. I grab more and more pieces of fruit, flicking them at Titania, at Torin and their personal guard. I go out of my way to smack Florian right in the forehead with something hard and apple-like. Satisfaction fills me as it explodes into pulpy chunks across his cheeks. As they look around for the source of the attack, unable to perceive the thin threads of my tiny wields among the confusion.

I see red. 

I want them to feel the rage and humiliation their victims have endured. 

To understand what it is like to be hated by so many strangers. 

The crowd roars and joins in. More missiles are thrown my way, but I don’t care. Not when just as many hit the High Chancellor. Titania loses her mind, roaring orders at her soldiers. Her arms fly around her, those long nails manicured into points flicking about.

Her guards pull short clubs from their belts, which grow into long, thick, knobby weapons under their earth magic, then they converge on the crowd. Horror washes through me as they beat bystanders indiscriminately, not caring who dared to humiliate the High Chancellor with a bit of fruit. Bile rises in my throat as some fall to the ground under the vicious attack, trampled by the boots of those trying to flee. Others fight back. 

Titania’s Wildrose Guard are more violent than necessary to repel the mild rebellion. Noses break. Teeth fly from mouths and blood sprays under their strikes. They are not interested in pushing back the people or de-escalating the situation. They only want to inflict pain. 

My gaze slides to the contrast of the Royal Guard’s conduct. They dive into the crowd, pulling up those who have fallen to the ground before they can be trampled and ushering others to safety. They use air shields to push back those trying to join the brawl. Jasper uses his huge bulk to tear frenzied Wildrose Guards out of the fray, tossing them back to the parade, smeared in other people’s blood and smiling viciously.

Our procession slows to a crawl and the fighting only intensifies.

Torin leaves his mother’s side and throws himself into the fray, laughing maniacally. He punches a woman straight in the face, then grabs the long hair of another fae and pulls him off balance from behind, descending on him in a mad flurry of punches. 

There are so many screams all around me, paired with the sickly crunch of bones. 

All for nothing.

Aldrin’s rage at the display is a tangible thing. By the darkness, I need to return, he growls. I will kill Titania with my bare hands for the way she treats my people. For what she has done to you, Keira. 

You need to focus on your trials, Aldrin, I say with much more calmness than I feel.

My eyes narrow on the cruel dictator in question. 

I could snuff out her life force at this distance and no one could stop me. Send out a wave of my destructive earth magic, hopping from guard to guard, until it sinks into her body and decays her flesh. It would be a slow death, so she feels the agony of her body rotting and giving out. It is the same fate with which she curses the low fae. 

Maybe no one would even suspect that it was me in all this chaos. 

The desire to kill radiates throughout me, building to an intense level. It swirls with the maddening anger vibrating through me until my entire body shakes with the need. My teeth grind painfully and my hands wrap tightly around the bars until my knuckles turn white. 

I will not allow her to take any more victims. To trample more people beneath her boots for the sake of her fragile ego.

My vision narrows and all I see is the monster I have marked for death. My magic rears up like a snake about to bite. I do not care about the ramifications of a public assassination or the risk of creating a martyr.

The deathly force of my earth magic shoots out of me.

It barely leaves my body before it snaps straight back to its source. 

I am thrown backward. A halo of yellow light glows around me before fizzling out. I want to curse. To scream. To weep. That desperate bargain I made to the monster before me stops me from harming her. Somehow, I forgot that in my blinding rage. Maybe I thought I still could, considering how much hurt that bargain has allowed her to do me.

My eyes clear, and land on Rainier. At first glance, it looks like he does nothing but stand beside Titania’s litter with Florian, speaking with urgency and frowning into the crowd with disapproval. But then I see his subtle wields. 

Sheets of hardened air force civilians back from the fighting. Blocks of ice grow before the boots of violent guards, blocking them when they try to kick a fae on the ground. Gusts of wind knock clubs from hands and vines wrap around legs to hold aggressors from both sides in place. 

His actions are subtle. The magic could appear to come from anyone in the mass, unless a person had the time to follow the threads back to him.

This is the only way I can help these people.

I take control of the thin layer of air beneath the feet of a Wildrose Guard and rip it out from beneath her, making her crash to her knees. I do it again and again, then check that no one from the procession has noticed my magic. 

Rainier and Florian stare at me with matching frowns. Rainier shakes his head ever so slightly, but it is the intensity in Florian’s red eyes that makes my throat dry out. Titania snaps a command at him, and our locked stare breaks as the general marches into the crowd. 

Florian drags Torin out of the churning mass by the collar and they rejoin the procession near my caged litter. Torin’s black hair hangs loosely across his face, splattered with droplets of blood, and his knuckles are cut open from the sheer number of times he has slammed them into his victims. The smile of pure exhilaration on his face turns my stomach. This is not a man to be underestimated. He enjoys cruelty for the sake of entertainment, the same as his mother.

“Do you want to raise the mob against us while we are in the streets?” Florian growls in his face at the same time Titania’s voice calls her guards back, amplified by magic.

“It’s just a bit of fun, Florian. Some people need to remember who is in power here.” Torin dusts off his clothes as the procession begins to move again. 

A sigh of relief leaves one of my litter-bearers, and I realize they have been holding up this heavy platform, trembling, while the fighting occurred all around them. The Royal Guard holds back the thrashing crowd while the Wildrose Guard beats any who block the road ahead of us. 

Torin walks right up to my cage and spits a mouthful of blood at me. The liquid is hot and sticky across my face and I rear back from him. 

“This is your fault. I don’t know what you are doing, but it is your fault.” He points a finger at me. “Cower like you should! Show the people how pathetic you are.”

I stand straighter, not bothering to wipe his blood from my face. “I will not cower before the likes of you.”

“Oh, I will teach that pretty little mouth some respect when we arrive at the palace and I can get my hands on you.”

I shudder at the threat. He turns on his heel and moves up the procession, whistling a happy tune.

Perhaps he will learn that beneath a soft facade, I have spikes and venom too.


[image: ]


My heart races as we arrive at the palace, then lodges within my throat as the calloused hands of multiple Royal Guards pull me from my cage and I am swallowed by a cloud of their number. 

Capes with the gold emblem of a tree snap before me and the harsh echo of their boots striking stone bounces off the walls. I am led through corridor after corridor, expecting to be dragged down into dark, dank cells. Gods, I don’t want to spend even a moment in a dungeon with vermin scurrying at my feet and the tormented cries of long-term prisoners all around me.

We stop before double doors of the palest green, a delicate gold filigree of vines sprouting tiny leaves and blooms across their surface. Jasper turns a key in its lock, then opens both doors wide and gestures for me to enter. Beyond is a foyer with white marble tiles and thick matching pillars veined with gold and black. A wide entrance reveals a sitting room with velvet couches and a chandelier glowing with fire orbs, and a dining room with a heavily lacquered setting in rich, dark wood. 

Jasper ushers me in with a firm hand on my shoulder, until we are just out of hearing of the guards waiting in the corridor. He places the cold key in my hand, an ornate thing of twisted gold, and I stare at it with confusion.

“The High Chancellor has not ordered guards to watch your door. This is a blessing and a curse for you, so I suggest you keep it locked at all times. You are a guest here, not a prisoner, but I don’t think I need to tell you that her political guests are not treated very well.” 

“How far will she go, Jasper? What has she already done for the bargain to allow the abuses I have endured these past days?”

His eyes slide away from mine, shame creeping across his features. “I don’t think anything is beneath her. Understand that, my queen, and take care if you do decide to leave these rooms. The less she sees you, the less she will remember you as a toy within her grasp to torment.” His lips curl downward. “I will offer my protection, but there is only so much I can do without risking my position here.”

A deep fatigue coils within me. “Thank you, Jasper.” 

He lingers, on the cusp of saying more, but hesitating. Jasper glances over his shoulder at his men still in the corridor, then leans forward, mouth opening, but his words die on his tongue as his gaze travels past me. 

Basil steps into the foyer, the door swinging behind him to reveal a luxurious bedchamber beyond. He was Aldrin’s personal butler. Jasper flinches and stands tall under the other man’s gaze. A strange reaction to a servant from the Captain of the Royal Guard. 

Basil holds his gloved hands clasped before him and his back perfectly straight. There is not a single wrinkle in his gold-embroidered navy button-down jacket. His aged face depicts complete serenity despite my torn clothes and dirty skin, all my tricks of glamour dropped except the instinctual. His look is completely manicured, my opposite in this moment, with a neatly cropped white beard and sweeping mustache, and hair that is short on the sides and longer on top, swept back from his face.

“My queen.” Basil bows. “Your bath awaits, as well as clean clothes…if Jasper no longer requires your attention.”

“No. No, my task was to deliver the High Chancellor’s newest guest to her chambers.” Jasper turns and walks from the foyer. I stare after him, sure there is some undercurrent I am missing. 

“My lady, if I may?” Basil is suddenly in front of me, gesturing to the key I hold loosely. I place it in his outstretched hand and he locks the door, then places it in a bowl on an ornamental table next to it. “As your butler, I am the only other person who has a key to these chambers. You are important to Aldrin, therefore you are important to me.”

I nod dumbly, my head spinning.

Basil holds out an arm toward the bedroom door. “Your bath, my lady. While you wash, I will bring supper for you.”
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I bathe, dress and eat, then slip silently from my chambers, hurrying down the corridors. I don’t know where I am going, but I came here to be a spy, and I cannot do that from a cage or the relative safety of my rooms. 

Perhaps I could start at the library. Maybe the academics will speak to me. I might snoop around the Senate house in an attempt to overhear something. Maybe I could find the servants’ quarters and attempt to make friends there. They must overhear so much. 

Gods, this was so much easier in Finan’s court when I already had connections. I send a probe to Aldrin, to ask his thoughts, but he is in a deep, drugged sleep. It speaks to the insanity of the last week that the fact doesn’t alarm me as much as it should.

I turn down corridor after corridor, memorizing my way back to my chambers. My mind whirls frantically. I am in over my head. I pass the mouth of another walkway, too distracted to glance down it, and suddenly I am thrust backward by a tight grip around a handful of my hair. 

A whimper escapes my lips as pain explodes through my scalp. My slippered feet scramble for purchase on the slick marble floor, but my attacker throws me back against a wall. The impact winds me and cracks my head against the tapestry-covered tiles. My vision blacks out for a heartbeat while I struggle to drag in air, but I am not helpless. I reach out for the full might of my magic, but hesitate. 

If I expose myself now, they will put guards on my door and monitor my every movement, or worse. 

I lash out blindly, kicking and punching, but a masculine body crushes against mine, pinning my arms above my head with a single hand. My vision slowly returns as thousands of black dots recede. Large, bony fingers hold my head in place.

“I can see why Aldrin gave it all up for a pretty little thing like you.” Torin’s voice cuts through the roaring in my head. “Maybe I will have a taste too.”

His hot breath curls on my cheek and I turn my face away from him, but he forces it back. He makes a show of running his gaze across my body, down my gaping neckline and over the bare flesh of my leg exposed by the slit in my gown. His grip tightens on me as I struggle and a self-satisfied smirk curls his lips.

Torin leans in closer, so his body is flush against mine and his lips touch my ear. “Maybe I will tie you to my bed and make you my plaything.” 

My stomach turns and my heart rate ramps up, until I realize there is no hardness pressing into my side. When he pulls away to soak in my reaction, there is no hint of lust in his eyes. No, what I see is a small, petty man trying to make himself feel powerful over another. Using the threat of his sexuality to control and intimidate a woman. 

If he thinks I am going to wither up and cower, he is wrong. 

I will not be this man’s victim.

Torin’s first mistake is moving far back enough that I can get a leg up between us. I knee him in the groin with all the force I can muster. His second mistake is loosening his hold on my arms as his body crumples with agony. I shove him as hard as I can, throwing a subtle air wield behind my thrust, and he crashes to the ground, letting out a choked groan. He tries to grab at my legs with one hand while I leap over him, the other still protecting his manhood, but I evade him. I pause long enough to stomp on his stomach, making him curl right up again.

Then I run like my life depends on it.

The damned silk slippers make me slip across the floor as I pick up momentum, sliding around a corner. I don’t make it to the end of the corridor before Torin’s boots pound on the marble behind me. Every one of my nerves is on fire as I desperately try to outrace him.

A scream erupts from my lips as he yanks me backward by the hair a second time. My abruptly stopped momentum makes my legs slide out from underneath me. The pain of being held up by my hair is excruciating, and he wraps the length of it around his arm, then pins my back against his chest.  

“Is that a nasty trick Aldrin taught you?” he growls.

“Yeah. He taught me more if you’d like me to show you?” I elbow him hard in the side, struggling against him, and he wraps an arm around my waist.

“How about I drag you back to my bedchambers and you show me there?” As he leans down again, closing the distance between our heads, I throw mine backward and smash him in the chin.

Torin releases me, letting out a string of curses. I immediately pull away. It is only his vise-like grip around my wrist that stops me from darting off again. I am so gods-damned close to unleashing my magic on him.

“Nasty little human,” Torin spits at me, a red flush creeping up his checks. “Why would anyone want something as fragile and weak as you? Someone so powerless? There is a reason why we chased all of the humans out of this city. You have no value here. Soon you’ll be another discarded toy my mother has forgotten about, while your mate is as good as dead, trapped in another realm.”

I open my mouth to spit venom right back at him, but a sudden sting burns my wrist. We both glance down in horror to where his fingers wrap around me. Ice crystals rapidly form across Torin’s entire hand, growing from a light frost to jagged peaks half an inch thick. He rips his arm back, shattering the ice and shaking his hand to bring heat back into it. When he glances over my shoulder, his eyes widen and he backs away from me, holding up his hands.

I turn slowly, expecting to find a huge male warrior in armor hulking over us both, blade drawn. Instead, there is a small fae woman with huge blue-green eyes, pink-hued cheeks and hair so blond it is practically white. There is an air of girlish innocence about her that is incredibly disarming. I glance back at Torin. The color has drained from his face. He takes another step back.

“Oh, Torin, did you think you found another victim to use as your punching bag?” Her voice is musical, and she walks right up to him and slaps his face lightly. Playfully. 

He sneers back but doesn’t strike her. “I have no business with you, Sasha.”

“No, not without your guards to back you up. You only ever attack a person who is vulnerable or helpless or outnumbered, like the coward you are.”

She turns her back on him, and my heart stops. I am sure Torin will attack her from behind, but he does nothing. 

Sasha loops her arm through mine and leads me away. “Don’t worry about him. The worst he can do is run away and cry to his mother. Did you know their family has very little magic?” She glances over her shoulder and looks him straight in the eye. “I bet their ears are rounded. They have a lot of human blood, don’t you, Torin? Take off the golden ear caps and show us.” She turns back to me. “Odd that they create so much hatred for what they are.”

“I am fucking fae!” Torin’s face turns bright red, but his hand flies to his ear, fingering the meshwork of golden swirls that adorn it and form a peak at its tip. He looks like he will say more, but he turns and stalks off instead, his entire body tight. 

Sasha suddenly yanks me through a door, slamming it behind us. She makes quick work of locking it with a key, then sliding home multiple bolts that span the double doors, barricading us in like she expects an army to arrive with a battering ram. I let out a long, shuddering breath, but the tension in my body remains. I have no idea who this woman is.

What kind of person makes Torin that afraid?

Sasha finally glances at me. “Are you okay?” 

All I can do is nod.

“Come. Sit down. I’ll make you tea.” She leads me to a sunroom and motions for me to take one of the armchairs. 

The space is incredible. Two dusty pink velvet couches face each other across a low glass table, but the rest of the space is completely occupied by plants. Every nook and cranny. There must be a hundred pots on the ground, ferns and broad-leafed shrubs sprouting out of them. Some are as tall as me, in every shade of green and some blue, broken up with subtle patterns in pinks, reds and purples. 

Another dozen pots hang from a paneled glass ceiling, flowering vines cascading out of them. Glass fire orb lanterns in a rainbow of stains send blocks of color across the room. There are shelves everywhere, with more tiny pots on them housing miniature tulips and daffodils. 

A small courtyard garden is visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows, crammed with trees, rose bushes and wildflowers, taking up every available space and growing into each other. There is an untamed element to its beauty.

I remember to stop gawking and move a couple of romance books from the nearest couch to take a seat. Sasha arrives with a silver tea set on a matching tray and places it on the table between us. Immediately, a fuzzy black puka with long perked ears like a rabbit jumps onto the table and swipes a biscuit. My host doesn’t even blink at the creature’s presence here.

I glance around wildly as the rest of her pets slowly come out of their hiding places. Another puka climbs the back of my couch and watches me warily from a distance, while a third climbs into Sasha’s lap as she pours the tea. 

Tiny purple and green sprites flicker around the plants, while a handful of pixies peer at us from behind broad leaves. Then a butterfly lands on the tip of my nose and I gasp. Not at the beauty of the creature, which has a kaleidoscope of colors and patterns across its wings, but at the sheer worth of it. They only exist naturally in my realm. Its ancestors must have been imported when the portals were opened centuries ago and bred here for generations to produce this one.

Sasha breaks the silence. “Unfortunately, being bullied by Torin is the official initiation in the palace these days. You just need to know how to handle him. It’s a shame you don’t have magic to threaten him with.” She hands me a cup of dark, aromatic tea. “I’m Sasha, the Winter Court ambassador and royal hostage.”

I suck in a sharp breath. 

Fae from Winter wouldn’t fare well in this court with Titania as the ruler. 

The High Chancellor’s entire reign is built upon blaming others for her shortcomings and every problem the court faces. Her favorite scapegoat is the Winter Court and the supposed war they are bringing to Spring’s doorstep. It is the only way she can explain away the corruption and deny its true source. Her official word is that Winter is transforming the Spring territory at the borders to snowy plains in a land grab. That they will soon invade. Yet all the fortresses there are kept empty of Spring soldiers.

“Are you in this court alone?” I ask as horror washes through me.

“So, she does speak.” Sasha laughs, then sobers. “Did you hear of what has been happening to my people here on your travels to the palace?”

I wrap my hands tightly around my teacup, leaning into the heat radiating from it. “No, but Aldrin told me⁠—”

“Aldrin has no idea!” she cuts me off. “I had my own guard here. Friends. But they were taken from me. Now, I am as alone as you are in a hostile court. Do not think that being Aldrin’s mate and the rightful Queen of Spring will benefit you for a single moment. It puts a target on your back and that of anyone who openly supports you.” 

An awkward silence drags out between us as she frowns into her tea, surely reflecting on how she just did exactly that. 

I stand abruptly, scattering butterflies and two puka. “Look, I’m going to leave. I don’t want to worsen your position here.”

Sasha bites her lip, then motions for me to sit. “The damage is already done. I’m the one who chose to help you. I just can’t seem to help myself.”

I gingerly return to the recliner. “Is there any advice you can give on how to survive this palace? I made a bargain with Titania that I would become her prisoner if I were treated as a royal guest, but with the cruelties she showed me on the road—and the threats Torin has made—I don’t know how much protection it offers.”

Sasha throws back her head and lets out an unhinged laugh. It is not the reaction I expected. My whole body tenses up.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh, but I can’t help my bitterness. By the Darkest Realm, I have been living in this nightmare for years. Decades.” Her hands flutter around her as she speaks, knocking her teacup and sloshing the hot liquid onto her saucer, but she doesn’t notice. “I am the reason you have no protection under your bargain. I am a royal guest, and the things that tyrant has put me through allow her to do them all to you.” 

She shudders, and all I want to do is rush to the couch next to her and put an arm around her shoulders, but I don’t. There is something about the woman that screams she wants distance. Maybe she no longer trusts anyone.

“Titania parades me through the streets in a caged litter with anyone else she can shame from Winter, and the people throw rotten fruit at us,” Sasha continues. 

Well, that explains the last few days. 

“Sometimes I am dressed like a child and chained at her feet while she holds court. Once she made me attend a ball completely naked, but I covered myself in a gown of snowflakes and she hated that. I was thrown into a cage in the throne room and starved for days as punishment, while Torin kept dumping water on my head to melt the snow, laughing. He is confident when he has his guard to back him up.”

“Gods, I am so sorry you have endured this.” I sit forward in my seat. “And she took your guards?”

A tear runs down her cheek as she wraps her arms around her middle, making herself small. “My guards, my closest friends, are in the dungeons.” Her eyes flick up to mine. “You want advice on how to survive the palace? Remember this: sometimes Titania thinks up new and creative humiliations, but mostly she forgets about me. It will be the same for you. If you want to fight her, choose the battles that matter, because she will make you pay tenfold afterward. You can be the little mouse Titania thinks you are, or you can be a Cú Sídhe in disguise. Either way, be sneaky. Be smart.”

A violent shudder runs through me. “And you cannot escape? Surely you have contacts in the Winter Court to help you return home.”

“I choose to stay,” Sasha says quickly.

“Why?”

“Did you not volunteer for this to save someone you love?” she throws back. “I agreed to be a royal hostage because I was desperately looking for someone. He needed me. When I found him, I couldn’t leave. He still needs me.” An expression so haunted crosses her features that I don’t dare ask.

“If I didn’t volunteer for this, Titania was going to kill Aldrin, then kidnap my mother, my sister and my newborn niece, all to hold them over my father’s head,” I offer. “She thinks she can control my entire realm with her threats and abuses, but she has no idea how wrong she is.” 

“Aldrin is not dead, then,” Sasha says. “You don’t seem like a widowed mate deep in grief.”

“One day the High Chancellor’s lies will be revealed and they will come back to bite her,” I spit.

“The problem is…” Sasha selects a biscuit from a severely depleted tray, mostly consumed by puka and pixies, and takes a delicate bite. “She is often contradicted. The accusations she makes are constantly disproven, but nothing sticks to her. The people either follow her blindly, eating up her every word and ignoring the truths that stare them in the face, or they don’t care because they still think she will make them wealthy.”

“I feared as much.” I huff out a breath. “Look, Sasha, we have similar interests and the same enemy. Maybe we can work together. No one needs to know about your involvement. I need information on the High Chancellor and on weaknesses in her inner circle that I can exploit. Do you know of any senators I could approach?”

Her eyes widen and she throws up her hands, startling the pixie sitting on her shoulder, braiding a lock of her white hair. “Whatever you decide to do, don’t trust me, Keira. As much as I like you, and want to help, you’re the rightful Queen of the Spring Court and I am an ambassador and Princess of Winter. I will betray you if my king asks it of me. In truth, the turmoil of Titania’s reign suits us. It rules Spring out as a true threat, because despite all the hate she spews, she doesn’t make a move against us, and she keeps the soldiers away from our borders because of the corruption there. I bet she is so overconfident and closed-minded that she hasn’t even bothered putting spies in my court to see what we are doing.”

I drop the teacup. The delicate porcelain shatters across the ground, spraying amber liquid and tea leaves. A deep sense of being lost at sea and surrounded by sharks overwhelms me so intensely that I don’t react straight away. I can’t even breathe as my throat tightens and my body locks up. It is like I am back in Finan’s clutches, being forced to live out horrors against my will, like marrying that lunatic. 

Titania could do anything to me. 

Force anything on me.

I drop to the ground and pick up the broken pieces of porcelain with shaking hands, apologizing repeatedly. Sasha is next to me, taking my hands in hers and forcing me to stop and stand with a small smile. 

“Don’t worry about it,” she murmurs as her water magic swells across the ground, washing the tea down a drain in the floor. A team of pixies cleans up the broken cup.

I stare into her eyes, blue with moss-green swirls, endless wells of sadness. “For what it’s worth, I truly am sorry you are Titania’s prisoner. When I take my throne as queen, I will release you from that bond.”

Another musical laugh filled with bitterness leaves her. “Oh, sweetheart. I’m not Titania’s prisoner. I’m Aldrin’s prisoner.”
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Dante drags me out of the Haven of Death and across the rocky peak of the mountain without telling me where we are going. This high up, with clouds rolling over the ground and the silvery light of perpetual dusk, it feels like we are in the sky.

The pounding of boots on stone and the chanting roars of a hundred disembodied voices reach me long before the great stone walls of a circular arena rise out of the gloom. There is a crowd waiting within and they are clearly hungry for entertainment. Calling for blood.

My stomach bottoms out as I glance at Dante. “What the fuck is going on?”

“You’ll see.” He doesn’t even bother to look over his shoulder at me as he marches toward that amphitheater. 

I grab his arm and force him to turn around, stopping us at the base of a long staircase that climbs up into the building. “That is a fighting arena. Tell me, Dante, who is fighting this morning?”

A feminine voice rises from within, making an announcement, and the cheers of the crowd flare to greet it. We both turn toward the racket, my heart stopping, because I just fucking know.

The huge blocks of the stairs reach up to the height of a castle, disappearing through a great archway entrance. Colossal statues set at regular intervals line the entire top wall of the arena, depicting vicious beasts with fangs, scales, wings and claws. 

Dante pulls free of me and steps forward, but I refuse to follow.

“I am not entering this arena until you tell me what is going on.” I grind my teeth.

Dante lets out a long-suffering sigh. “This is your final trial, Aldrin.”

“You could have given me a little fucking warning,” I growl, pushing past him and beginning to climb the damned stairs to my fate.

“For what purpose? Have you not been preparing for it every day regardless?” he calls after me. I snarl wordlessly at him and he holds up his hands. “It’s against the rules. The entire purpose of these trials is to test how you survive when thrown into dangerous situations. Technically, I’m meant to toss you into the arena, then inform you it is a trial, but you are standing on the steps, so it is close enough.”

I grumble a string of curses. 

Pure dread builds within me, knotting up my insides the closer I get to that archway, but I have walked into countless battles before. I clench and unclench my fists, trying to release the tension, but it is no use. 

I turn suddenly on Dante. “What am I fighting? A dragon? A horde of demons? Half the Assassins of Belladonna at once?”

Dante lets out a long whistle. “That’s quite the list, but I fear it’s worse than that.” A cocky smile grows on his face, but something else flashes in his eyes. Profound sadness? Regret? He continues before I can work it out. “You are fighting me. To the death.”

My entire body freezes as I stare at him in shock. I don’t even know how to kill his kind, and I really, really don’t want to slaughter this man.

“The final trial is the student killing their guide?”

He slaps me on the shoulder as he passes me. “No. The final trial is killing a member of the Wild Hunt.” He turns back for his final blow. “I told you when we met, Aldrin, you are a dead man walking.”

I gawk at him. 

I had no idea he was a member of the…

Fuck. 

The Wild Hunt is infamous for their brutality and ability on the battlefield. A single member is said to be able to wipe out a legion. There is a reason why they are legends of horror stories and nightmares in my court. And the man I have been dining with every night and forced to trust each time he poisoned me is one of their number.

From the whispers I have gathered during my time at the Haven of Death, I have discovered that the Wild Hunt are not only an elite force that are the best of the best of the Assassins of Belladonna, but that most of them helped begin this league. I had no idea Dante was so high up in their ranks.

For the first time since I arrived here, true fear grips me. Not just the kind that turns the blood to ice and weakens the mind. I cannot move. I can’t breathe. There is so much weight on my shoulders, so many people who need me, that I cannot die here. I will not leave Keira in the clutches of my enemies, to be tormented every single day of her long life. 

Those voices coming from the stands intensify, calling for my blood in growls, snarls and shouts that suddenly deafen me. I have to follow through with the trial or they will cut me down, right here on these steps, but I am frozen in place. 

You can do this, Aldrin. Keira’s voice is soft in my head, light and encouraging, as she tries to hide the tremor. They don’t know you and your true strengths. I will watch your back. You have fought greater odds and worse battles than this. Do not let childhood fables and exaggerations cripple you now. Wild Hunt or not, Dante is still just a man. Treat him as such.

She sends so much faith down the bond it jolts straight to my brain and has me moving again.  

I step into the arena at Dante’s side and the crowd goes wild. All those screaming agents of death in a full circle around me are incredibly overwhelming. They are a mixture of high fae and low fae Nightmares, some looking akin to myself and others with exposed bone, fangs and claws.

Dante takes my arm and raises it above my head. “It has been years since anyone has survived to the final trial! I present Aldrin, exiled King of the Spring Court. May the darkness bless him and bring him into our ranks.”

I stare at Dante, dumbfounded. How can he refer so cheerfully to his own death?

A woman in black armor adorned with scales and hugging her body like a glove steps forward on a grand balcony. The entire crowd falls silent as she raises a hand. Even Dante stares up at her with admiration. Her hair is most peculiar; one side is stark white and the other inky black. 

The Mistress of the Assassins of Belladonna.

She is the main founder and leader of the realm’s most deadly force. The infamous elite warrior I need to kill in a duel to win control of her army. After a heartbeat, a man joins her, but I don’t spare a glance for him. 

Her voice booms across the space. “Let us witness the might of this candidate and judge whether he is worthy to join our ranks. I declare this ceremony as Aldrin’s final trial. Take your places on the arena floor. Is the candidate satisfied with his weapons and armor?”

I realize she is talking to me. Dante is off to the side at a stand overflowing with a variety of weapons, having his armor fitted. I already have an arsenal strapped to me, and I sleep in my armor these days. I give a curt nod, taking a place within the walled fighting ring.

Dante smirks as he approaches with a huge, curving blade resting against his shoulder. His armor is menacing, to say the least: segmented black panels of a material that looks like many overlapping tentacles of obsidian. An enchanted blue light emits from each joint. Great spikes of blackened bone jut up from his shoulder guards, along his arms and at his knees, and a decorative white ribcage adorns his chest. 

The mass of his long hair is pulled back in a leather strap. When he puts on a helmet fashioned into a black skull with crevices for his two curling horns to poke through, I feel underdressed. 

The image he strikes is fucking intimidating. He looks the part of a member of the Wild Hunt. My mind still reels from the fact.

I crack my neck from side to side, then pull my sword from my back, brimming with power. My crown of horns materializes as I prepare myself for battle. My fingers blacken and become tipped with claws. I don’t need to look in a mirror to know the black streaks of war paint will now be visible on my face. 

The crowd cheers at the exposure of my primal form. Only the most powerful of the high fae have one. I guess it makes me look more like the Nightmares in the audience.

“How would you like to die, Aldrin?” Dante calls out to me.

“I don’t plan on dying today,” I snarl back.

“Aldrin, King of the Spring Court, when the sand in this hourglass runs out, your time is up,” the Mistress calls out, gesturing toward a massive hourglass in a frame. Two high fae hold it between them and turn it in a swift motion. I estimate I have half an hour to win this trial. “Fight well and good luck. Let the trial begin!” A gong rings with her words.

We begin to circle each other. 

“Why the hourglass?” I ask Dante.

His lips press into a thin line. “If you don’t kill me by the time the sand runs out, the entire horde of assassins in the audience will erupt out of their seats, spill onto the fighting floor and rip you apart between them. Neither of us wants that.”

A fresh wave of horror runs through me.

I don’t spare a glance at the array of monsters calling for my blood. I can’t. It will undo me.

Instead, I focus everything I have on destroying the man before me. 

He lunges at me and our swords spark as they slide along each other, the metal screeching. They clash several more times as I retreat backward under the force of his blows that have tremors rippling through my arms. The wind kicks up around us, flicking sand with it, as we each use air wields to strengthen our attacks. 

We pull away from each other, panting.

Dante charges back at me. 

Each step lifts him higher above the ground as he races up platforms of hardened air, until he is multiple feet above me. Then he leaps down, sword swinging in an overhead attack to slice me through. The power of his full body weight is behind that blow, and when his blade clashes with mine, it is enough to drag my feet backward. I surge raw energy through my weapon and shatter his, the metal pieces flying away from us in an arc.  

I flow into an underarm swing while Dante is still in a downward motion, aiming to slice open his belly as his feet touch the ground. My blade is an inch away and moving fast when shadows burst out of his chest. They throw me back in a violent blow. 

Inky claws wrap around me, but I block them with shields of air and somersault away, landing on the stone floor in a crouch. I glance up to where Dante has staggered back a couple of steps, weaponless. 

A vicious smile curls my lips when I feel what lies beneath the pavers.

This could give me a winning edge.

We eye each other off as I slowly rise. Shouts from the crowd flood into my awareness, reminding me that I don’t have time for idleness. I do not want to be ripped apart by that mob. Would they eat me while I still lived? Tear off my limbs and devour my organs? I cannot think of a worse death. My mind skitters away from such thoughts, because they will ruin me.

“I expected more from a member of the Wild Hunt. Are you sure you’re not just their lackey? Perhaps you’re the stable boy who grooms their death mounts?” 

“You talk a lot for a man running out of time,” Dante throws back, his aura rippling as he creates wields of pure starlight. 

A cloud of needles dancing with blue electricity races for me, but I create multiple platforms of hardened air and jump above the attack. Then I pull on that life force lurking just beneath the soil. I throw my earth magic into it, expanding its many limbs until they are as thick as my waist. 

Huge flagstones pop from the ground around Dante, flying six feet into the air and shattering with the force. A dozen white tentacles erupt from the holes they leave, surrounding him. 

With a flex of my hand and earth magic, they sway rapidly, racing out to wrap around him. The appendages move in a wild torrent with Dante at their center, as he leaps, somersaults and dives away. A rain of starlight needles pierces the flesh of the tentacles, but I keep regenerating them.

Many people think mushrooms are just the small, edible fruiting bodies that grow above the ground, but they don’t realize that the majority of the organism is beneath the surface. The mycelium is a tightly branching rootlike network that covers miles of ground, with a hefty amount of mass. And those structures are working to my benefit. 

One of my tentacles encircles Dante’s waist and slams him to the pavers, but half of his form dissipates to smoke, allowing him to slip through. I notice a curious thing: his armor evaporates and reforms along with his flesh.

I grind my teeth, sending more deadly limbs his way. 

Three pin him in a web between them and another stabs him through the chest in the exact moment his armor and body are between solid and gas. He reforms, and I have a vine flick off his helmet, his hair tie snapping and dark locks cascading around him.

If I remove his head, that might kill him. 

Or I could cut his heart-stone from his body and crush it. 

I don’t want to inflict such pain upon someone who has shown me kindness, but the the image of Keira in a cage rises in my mind. 

I have no choice. 

I would go to any lengths to save her.

Even murder a friend.

My heart clenches painfully with regret as I stab Dante through the throat with a tentacle, but it is a terrible weapon for decapitation. I need to get closer to him. A gurgled grunt leaves his lips. Blood spills out of them, but they curl into his distinctive smirk. It makes no sense at all. Instead of trying to protect himself, he sends a thick bolt of lightning in the shape of a sword my way, and I jump backward to avoid it. 

He only manages the single attack. 

I pour more magic into the mycelium and produce its fruiting bodies all over the tentacles near his face. Wraith mushrooms.

The moment the toxic spores pour from them, forming a thick cloud that should hinder even an experienced assassin, Dante winks out of existence. It isn’t the slow billowing of the body from solid to shadows like the ability of some other assassins, but instantaneous. He can clearly transport, but I have never heard of anyone doing it so fast. 

In the next heartbeat, Dante appears multiple feet above me, sword raised over his head and swinging in a downward strike. Not only are his chest and throat wounds completely gone, without a single scratch on his armor, but there are no splatters of blood or dirt on him. His helmet is back on, even though I flicked it off. And he is wielding the curved sword I broke. 

Low fae of the Starlight Court might be able to heal rapidly and shift their forms, but they cannot repair inanimate objects. 

Dante has a time stutter.

I barely get the chance to find my footing and bring up my sword before he is on top of me again, in precisely the same position as our first clash. Somehow, he lined me up in the exact right spot on the arena floor and brought his past self from a specific instance of time to the present. Dante hits me with a series of attacks that I struggle to block in my shock. I lose ground as he backs me toward the wall. The tip of his curved blade slices open my cheek. 

I drag the tentacles of mycelium under his feet, slide them up his body and completely capture him in them. Dante winks at me as he disappears, probably back to his correct time period. The fleshy branches constrict violently around the space he just occupied, missing him.

“Fuck,” I spit.

I am alone in the fighting ring for a heartbeat, then another. I glance nervously at the hourglass as the sand trickles through it. My time is already half gone. A shiver ripples through me, prickling my skin coated in cold sweat. Images flash in my mind of being torn apart by a horde that presses in on all sides, with talons, fangs and weapons of lightning. 

Dread pumps through me. I can’t afford to lose any more time. I need to work out how to kill Dante. How to get my hands on him.

He is back! Keira’s voice is high-pitched in my mind. You need to get close to him. That heart-stone is the key. It always is with killing low fae.

I try not to focus on how that comment makes me cringe, or to think of the body count she must have, and take the advice for what it is.

When I swing around, there are two versions of Dante. 

One is worse for wear, covered in blood, sweat and dirt, with shadows billowing into the holes in his throat and chest. As his flesh heals, the scales of his armor rearrange themselves over the top of it. The other Dante whistles and drags a battle axe across the ground. He is clean, and fully bearded, with shorter hair peeking through his helmet. 

Which fucking time period did he drag this guy in from?

I need to kill whichever Dante is from earlier in the timeline, because that will destroy the later Dante. I just have to work out which one that is. Bearded Dante has more rune tattoos, which could indicate he is from the future, but those keep changing in pattern anyway. Then I see it. This version of him has a chip on one horn, a scar on the side of his throat and fine lines at the corners of his eyes. I’d bet my life he is older. 

But if he is from the future, does that mean I die here? That Dante survives to age?

The two versions of him split, circling me from different directions. For a single moment I think the injured one is going to sit it out for a bit. 

A man can dream. 

The smoke and shadows curling around him thrash rapidly as they expand. At first it looks like his wounds are struggling to heal and the matter is bleeding out of him, but that is a foolish hope. The darkness solidifies. Blue light explodes out of Dante. His flesh moves and drastically rearranges until the wounds are gone. Until the man is gone.

And his Nightmare forms.

The beast is double my height, all billowing inky tendrils and shards of spiked obsidian. That blue starlight of his power glows from between each crack, through his huge jagged teeth and from his eyes. Nightmare Dante charges at me from across the arena, paws cracking flagstones and claws slicing furrows in them. He looks like an oversized wolf from the darkest abyss.

At the same time, bearded Dante runs at me, sliding to his knees and swinging his axe low to take out my ankles. I somersault right over the top of the blade and man while the Nightmare form lunges in an arc over me, claws out. 

One of my swords cuts a shallow wound up the beast’s chest as I rotate in the air, narrowly missing his swipe, while the other swings out for the axeman’s throat. The fae beneath me winks out of existence, appearing back in his starting position, right as the wolf lands a paw to the ground where his head was. They fight together in a beautiful dance.

Light pours out of the Nightmare’s wound right before darkness heals it up again, but I glimpse it: his heart-stone. 

The Nightmare’s next attack catches me before I can leap away. He throws me to the ground, pinning me beneath him. Those claws dig into my shoulders as my head smacks stone. His huge maw parts and a snarl escapes him as his jaws reach down to tear my throat out. 

In the same heartbeat, I smash multiple thick limbs of mycelium into his side, tearing him off me, while using another to drag myself out from under him. I hardly get the chance to register the rumbling crash of his falling bulk, or the way it makes the ground shake, before an axe lands an inch from my head. 

Bearded Dante unleashes a rain of deadly needles upon me and I roll away, throwing up a network of mycelium as a shield. The mushrooms form almost instantaneously, blasting a cloud of spores in older Dante’s face. He shakes his head and trips backward. The moment his eyes haze over, pupils fully dilated, and froth seeps from his lips, he winks out of this time period.

The gong sounds and the Mistress’ voice rings out. “Two minutes until the sand runs out.” 

Fuck. I need more time.

Desperation floods me.

I cannot—I will not die here. 

If that sand runs out and Dante still lives, I am going to have a blood-frenzied horde on my hands. My heartbeat ramps up until it pounds violently in my ears. I think I am going to vomit. I am just one man and I cannot take on the entire order of the Assassins of Belladonna. Right now, I can hardly beat one of their number.

The heart-stone, Aldrin! Keira shrieks. Destroy his heart-stone!

It is time to show my hand. Use the move that will only work once on a target who can time stutter.

I stand in the center of the arena, perfectly still, and hold my sword ready while Dante’s Nightmare barrels toward me. I run my power along the flagstones until the many channels of it reach Dante and sink into him like hooks. Taking over each of his muscles one by one. Removing his control over his own flesh.

His whole body shakes as he fights me, but I haven’t met another who could remove my talons once they have sunk deep. I run at the beast, refusing to think of him as Dante, and meet him in a head-on attack. My shoulders collide into his and, controlling both our bodies, I flip him onto his back, straddling his huge barrel of a chest as I thrust my sword deep into its center. I send raw power through my blade, forcing it to emit pure sunlight into the wound. 

A tear runs down my cheek as obsidian cracks and breaks, and I thrust my fist into his ribcage. My fingers wrap around his heart-stone and tear it out of him. The blue light it releases stutters and begins to fade as I thrust my earth power into it, finding the life throbbing within, tapping into it and choking it off. 

It is taking too long. 

Hot breath curls across my skin a fraction of a second before his jaws wrap around my throat and his teeth puncture my flesh. Somehow, he broke my hold over his muscles, but his control over his body is weak.

The gong sounds and I know my doom.

I am out of time.

They are going to kill me in the most brutal sort of way. Will they revel in my blood being spilled? In my organs being scattered across the pavers? Will I be nothing but a red smear across the killing floor by the time they are done with me?

Dante’s teeth release me and he collapses against the ground, emitting shallow, wheezing pants. I drop his heart-stone back into the cavity of his chest, because somehow I still like the man, and what is one more enemy at this point? I back away from him and hold my sword at the ready. It doesn’t even shake in my grip. I will die fighting, no matter that I have no chance of survival. I will meet my death with whatever courage I can muster.

Keira is screaming and wailing incoherently at the back of my mind. Devastation rolls through her like crashing tidal waves, her entire body shaking and hot tears running down her face. How her heart shatters for me. It is nothing but an endless well of pain.

I will find you in the next life, dear heart. Then we will enjoy that life of peace together that we promised to each other. I send her an intense wave of love and regret, before blocking her out completely. There are things a mate should never witness. I do not want her to feel my agony as I am shredded.

The assassins in the audience stand, but they don’t swarm me. Instead they clap and cheer.

I turn around on the spot, taking them all in as confusion rolls through me. Then three Nightmares race toward us, and I am sure they will attack me in small groups, hacking at me in turns until I am drained of magic, blood and life. 

But they race right past me. 

To Dante. 

They crouch before him, sharing the smoke and shadows of their bodies until his wounds close up. I stare at them, then at the crowd, with absolutely no idea what is going on. The Mistress is making an announcement from her stand, but I cannot follow her words. Is she ordering them to swarm me? Will they turn it into a sport?

I jolt as Dante limps toward me. He is back in his humanoid form, with a massive slash down his chest that is now mostly closed. It looks like it bloody hurts. “Fuck, you are unhinged, Aldrin.” 

I put space between us and hold my sword at the ready. “Why isn’t the audience trying to kill me yet?” I yell over the noise of the crowd.

Dante scratches his head awkwardly. “Yeah, I did tell you that, didn’t I?” I growl an animalistic sound and he shrugs and points to the Mistress, who is still speaking. “Listen.”

I force myself to calm down enough to do as he says, allowing Keira back in. She has been clawing and fighting against the block I put on our mate bond.

“With the survival of his final trial, and such an impressive fight at that, we have deemed Aldrin, exiled King of the Spring Court, to have passed the Trials of Belladonna and been initiated into our order!” she announces in her musical tone. The crowd goes wild. 

I turn on Dante. “They aren’t going to swarm me because the sand ran out before I could kill you?” 

“Nope.” 

Energy bleeds out of me all at once as relief washes over me, so strong my legs almost give out. In the distance of my mind, Keira sobs. 

“They were never going to…” I let my words trail off.

Dante places an arm over my shoulders, then cringes with pain as the movement pulls on his wound. “Aldrin. Do you honestly think a member of the Wild Hunt has to die each time a candidate passes the final trial? We would have practically no one in our order.”

I narrow my eyes at him and shove him off me. It is obvious now that I have not been dragged into an arena to fight for my life with a hungry crowd calling for my blood. “Why lie, then?”

He lets out a long breath as another Nightmare approaches him to share his darkness. They must be giving him their biomatter to help him heal. “The candidate is to try to kill a member of the Wild Hunt and put their all into it. I needed you to be desperate enough to show your best face. To come at me with brutality and not hold back from a killing blow, even though I know deep down you really like me.”

“Not anymore,” I grumble.

“Trust me, Aldrin. A candidate can survive the final trial until the sand runs out and still be put down afterward if the Mistress is not impressed with what she sees. She is ruthless enough and has done it before.” He slaps me on the back. “Congratulations. You passed. We should celebrate.”

He leads me out of the arena. I’m in a daze, head spinning, disconnected from my body as the roars of the crowd die away. The shock of this last trial was too much.

Keira’s chest heaves and shudders with sobs she cannot stop. Her eyes sting from the salt of the tears running uncontrollably down her face, but her heart rate has settled. 

I’m still here, dear heart. My whisper coils through her. I will come for you soon. I will be there to hold you and kiss away your future tears. To protect you and make sure no one can hurt you again. I just need you to hold out for me. The connection between us is so deep, it feels like I can embrace her quivering form and kiss the warm skin of her forehead. We share the shiver that runs down her spine.

All her grief and fear is suddenly eaten up by a black rage. Don’t you dare ever block me out again. It was the most terrifying moment of my life when our connection went cold and I couldn’t reach you. 

I stumble, almost missing my step. If they…you didn’t need to see it. 

Never. Again, she growls. And don’t give me that “in another life” bullshit. I want you in this life! The gods know we have both worked hard enough for it.

I can’t help smiling. Despite the wrath of her words, the tidal wave of love behind them is so potent it washes everything else away.
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The double doors to my chambers slam open. They bounce off the walls with a loud crack as they are thrust apart with a volley of air magic. I suck in a sharp breath, my heart leaping into my throat as I drop the book in my hands and stand.

What is the fucking point of having a lock if they can do that?

Torin stands in the entrance without a single strand of his long black hair out of place. Wisps of the air wields still curl around the fingers of the guard behind him who opened the doors. 

Violent shakes have coursed through my body for the entirety of the afternoon since I was certain Aldrin was going to die. While the tremors have lessened somewhat, they are still evident in my hands. The chill that settled into my bones hasn’t receded despite the number of blankets I piled on myself. 

I cannot get those images out of my head, both real and imagined, even with Torin and his guard here to harass me. I can’t find it in myself to care about my plight. My heart feels like it has been shattered into a thousand pieces, and even though I know Aldrin lives, I can’t seem to shove them back together again. The agony of what I thought was going to be his violent end keeps rippling through me.

A delighted smile reaches Torin’s eyes when he takes in the sight of me. I must look a mess, deathly pale skin and red eyes crusted with the salt of tears. Perhaps he thinks my angst is for him.

“What are you doing here, Torin?” I snap. “And for the love of the gods, have you heard of knocking?”

He gestures to the glittering gold fabric draped over his arm as he stalks in. “I have a little present for you.”

“I’m not interested. You can leave now.” I turn my back on him and walk away, toward the small kitchen. At least I might find a weapon in there. I could hit him across the head with a silver teapot if he tries anything.

Torin grabs me around the wrist and drags me back. I bring up my elbow to strike him in the face, but he swiftly lets go before it connects and backs away, leaving me off balance. He dumps the fabric in my arms before I have a chance to recover.

“My mother has summoned you for an audience in the throne room. She has strict orders that you will wear this gown, even if my guards have to hold you down while I strip and dress you myself.” His eyes blaze with thrill as I feel the blood drain from my face.

I hold up the dress. There isn’t enough weight to it, enough fabric, for it to be a full gown. It is made of a fine mesh that is completely transparent. I stiffen and open my mouth to curse at him.

“Oh, Keira, please refuse. Nothing would make me happier.” He grabs my chin and forces me to look at the guards lining the doorway over his shoulder. “They look bored, don’t they? Why don’t you give them a little entertainment?”

The bastards have the nerve to leer at me. Not a single one is ashamed. I mark their faces.

“I will make you pay for every single torment, Torin,” I snap. “The day will come when you will regret this.”

He throws his head back and laughs. “You are like a puka with its claws pulled out. Harmless. How are you going to make me pay, Queen of Nothing? You are powerless here. A pet allowed to live for as long as my mother wants to keep playing with you.” His fingers dig through the fabric and lift out a slender gold band. “I particularly like this little detail. It is your collar, pet. To remind everyone who owns you.”

I have absolutely nothing to say, so I snatch the gown out of his grasp and stomp off toward my bedroom.

Torin steps in my way, barring the doorway with an arm. “Where are you going? Get changed here, in front of the men.” His voice lowers but his eyes don’t heat. “You don’t need to be shy stripping off in front of us. It’s not like there is much to look at.”

I shove past him and slam the door in his face, throwing my weight against it. My hands shake violently, making it difficult to unravel the dress and get a proper look at it. Laughter chases me from the men in the foyer and I do my best to block out their inappropriate banter. With a flick of my wrist, I use an air wield to drag a heavy cabinet out to barricade the door, then I dress in front of the mirror.

Tears roll down my face as I look at the foreign woman in the reflection. The gown sparkles, created from delicate links of gold that cover me from just under my collarbones to drape in a pool along the ground, but the entire front of the skirt splits to my waist. All of my creamy flesh is visible beneath the wide gaps in the links, showcasing every curve and intimate detail.

They provided a bodysuit for me to wear under it, but the fabric covers nothing at all. Two strips of fabric cross over my breasts to cover my nipples, revealing way too much cleavage, then meet at the center of my belly, leaving almost the entirety of it exposed. It is connected to tiny briefs that reveal most of my ass. The collar is fastened at my throat, with thin chains flowing from it, extending down my arms to meet similar cuffed bracelets. 

Courtesans wear more than this in my realm.

A sob escapes my lips. I quickly clamp a hand over my mouth. I cannot give a man like Torin any hints on how to break me. My chest tightens painfully from all the held-in emotion.

I reach out to Aldrin, because I don’t know what else to do. I am backed into a corner.

Hello, gorgeous, his deep voice reverberates in my head. He is training with Dante again, but he stumbles and the other man sends his sword flying out of his hand. By the gods, what are you wearing? Are you trying to kill me? You cannot show me yourself dressed like that when I cannot touch you. A series of erotic images flickers so fast through his mind that my frazzled brain can’t latch onto a single one of them. Are you going to a ball?

My thoughts slam into a wall at his unfazed tone. Wait, what? Doesn’t this make you furious?

Livid. I want to tear the eyes out of any man who looks at you in that, and half the women too, but I’d never presume to tell you what to wear. I swear to the Soul Ripper itself, if anyone puts a hand on the wrong place while dancing with you⁠—

Aldrin! I’m not going to a ball! I would never choose to dress like this! Another sob chokes out of me and he finally registers my distress.

He takes a few moments to piece it all together, his temper mounting all the while, then dismisses Dante a little too sharply. They are forcing you to wear this? 

Yes.

Where?

To the throne room. I am to be paraded in it while Titania holds court. My stomach twists and another tear drops from my eye. They are turning me into the symbol of a seductress who stole you away from your people.

Aldrin pauses a few moments before he speaks, struggling to take control of his anger. I am so sorry you were dragged into this. You need to know, there is nothing wrong with what you are wearing⁠—

Nothing wrong! I screech.

Not in the Spring Court and definitely not in the palace. He runs a hand through his hair and I can feel it snag on a few knots in the coarse strands. Sure, it’s scandalous for a daytime visit to the throne room, but I have seen fae wear a lot less to some of the more sensual balls held at court. Not to mention the low fae orgies they have in the forests during their mating seasons. They wear no clothes at all by the end of it, as you can imagine. Many high fae join in.

I don’t want to imagine! I throw up my arms, getting caught in the chains.

What I am trying to tell you is that there is no shame in the way you are dressed. Not in the fae realm. We embrace our bodies and our sexuality. Is it inappropriate? Sure. But it is not damning and you should not be ashamed. Titania has selected it knowing you are human and that it will horrify you. Yes, it makes a powerful symbol to the people, but it will not shock them as much as you think. 

My breathing evens out as he caresses a warm hand down my back. It feels like he is here, touching my bare skin. I guess it doesn’t matter that I am wearing this damned gown when he is in my head.

You have two choices. Fight this and refuse to wear the dress, but that will come with consequences. Or own it with your back straight and chin held up high. Turn the messaging around to make yourself not my villainous seducer, but my rightful queen draped in gold. I will fully support you in either.

I look at myself in the mirror a second time and try to remove the biases of my home world. My breasts are covered, except for the generous cleavage, but many of my own ball gowns are no less revealing there. My stomach and legs are clearly visible, but at the same time, they are technically covered. The dress itself is stunning. The gold links shimmer in the light of the fire orbs. The color accentuates the matching notes in my hair and the freckles across my skin. 

I may look like a seductress in chains, but I am also radiant. Regal.

“What is taking so long?” Torin pounds on the door. “I can come in there and help you dress if you like,” he purrs.

Aldrin’s mood turns black. I am going to kill him. Choke the breath out of him and tear out his throat with my teeth.

Not before I do, I reply.

A wicked idea comes to me. I make quick work of braiding my hair on top of my head in a crown, allowing loose curls to fall free to my shoulders. Then I glamour a golden circlet across my forehead. It is a thin band with chains falling from it, to match the choker of this dress. 

I reveal my true pointed ears and allow the glamour to flicker in and out again, so it looks like someone has done a poor job of making me look human. I will allow Titania’s entire court to see me like this and question her every word. All except the High Chancellor and her inner circle.

I take a final look in the mirror and insecurity fills me. Are you sure I look okay like this?

Am I sure? There is a high note to his voice. Besides the fact that you are absolutely ravishing, you look like a queen. Royalty often sets the fashion trends and you are making a statement with that piece. Don’t cower before Titania. You will determine what message is sent.

I allow his confidence to fill me like liquid fire. I will not allow a single gown to be my undoing. 

With a twist of my hand, I remove the cabinet from in front of the door and step out. Torin, clearly about to knock, staggers backward. He frowns as he peers into my eyes, at the lack of tears there. 

I give him the sweetest smile. “Thank you for the gift, Torin. It was very generous of you. I love my new gown—is it pure gold?”

He grumbles and scowls, charging off ahead of me. I am surrounded by a cloud of guards as we leave my chambers, but none of them touch me. 

We reach an immense throne room of white marble and gold-trimmed opulence, bordered by thick columns with flowering vines curling up them and across the ceiling. A dozen crystal chandeliers hang from the roof, each lit up by fire orbs.

The royal dais is positioned at the far end of the room, with a long carpet leading up to it. The stone platform has multiple steps before it and a wall of gnarled, twisted branches of ancient wisteria at its back. Long, cascading sprays of purple flowers drape from the entire surface of the tree like chains of jewels. 

Titania sits on a throne at its center with a cruel smile on her lips. She thinks she has the upper hand.

Torin and his guards all but force me to walk down the entire length of the throne room, through a large audience of fae who are parted on either side of the carpet leading to the dais. The crowd of courtiers turns deadly silent as they scrutinize me, then hushed whispers and gasps break out. So many are packed into the space, watching this spectacle, that some reach out and almost touch me. I want to recoil, but I cannot show any weakness.

I am here with you, dear heart, Aldrin’s voice rumbles in my head. Do not allow her to degrade you before these people. You have faced worse abusers than her—show them your strength and willpower.

Torin climbs up the steps and stands beside his mother’s throne, slightly behind it. She is so power-hungry, she can’t even have a smaller chair for her son.

Golden light swirls within her eyes as they examine me from head to toe. “Come, little mouse. Sit at my feet, pet,” she croons in a voice loud enough for the entire chamber to hear.

I refuse to move from the foot of the dais. “Get out of my throne, Titania. You are fooling no one.”

Good, Aldrin says. More. Rile her up. Make her look like a fool.

I turn my back to the High Chancellor, facing the audience of courtiers instead. “As King Aldrin’s mate, I am the rightful queen here, and this woman is an imposter.”

Many faces pale, and whispers break out, but I receive no angry backlash from them. Interesting.

Titania’s laughter rings out behind me. “You speak of Aldrin? He is a dead man.”

I turn to her, my gown clinking as it flows around me. “Do I look like a mate in mourning?”

“You look delusional to me,” she snipes. “Sit. At. My. Feet.”

Don’t do it, Aldrin growls.

I wasn’t planning to. 

“Do you think you can steal me from my lord father’s castle and lock me away in this palace as your plaything?” I take the steps up the dais. “You will not break me. I will make sure you will not be sitting on that throne for much longer.”

The murmurs in the crowd become louder. I have been here before: a victim of a cruel leader on display before a mass of powerful onlookers. None will raise a finger to help me. I have to save myself.

Titania leaps from her throne and pounces on me so fast I don’t have a chance to react. She turns me swiftly on the spot to face the people, standing at my back, digging nails into my shoulders.

“This petulant child, this human girl, thinks she can rule the Spring Court, just because she spread her legs for its exiled king?” Titania bellows. “What does she know of this realm? Of what it is to be fae? All she was good at was seducing Aldrin away from his people and responsibilities.”

My smile widens as I allow my glamour to flicker in and out, revealing my pointed ears in glimpses. To show them that I am as fae as I am human, and make Titania look like the liar that she is. People gasp and Titania believes it is at her words. She straightens even taller behind me.

“Aldrin claimed that our lands are dying and our people need saving. If this is true, then where has he been?” She pushes me hard and I stagger away from her, almost tripping on the length of the gown. “In the human realm, even though it is a crime to travel there.”

I turn to Titania and laugh. “And where did you find me? Have you told your people about that?” I swing around to the crowd, calm, my shoulders straight. “My father is the Lord Protector of the human realm. A powerful man in his own right, and he has a strong alliance with our king. Titania brought an army through the portals and into our protectorate, taking possession of our fortress while we were in the capital and holding my mother, my sister and my niece as hostages. Then she had the audacity to threaten my father and my king. These are all acts of war, right after Aldrin negotiated a trade deal with the humans that would bring immense wealth to the Spring Court. In taking me from my home, she has likely destroyed that deal and started a new war.”

The High Chancellor flicks her nails right in my face. “Dear little ignorant pet. What do we care for the threats of humans? They can try to invade these lands to get you back, and we will crush the weaklings beneath our boots without a second thought. Why don’t you stick to what you are good at: spreading your legs.” 

She grabs me by the wrist, digging her nails in deep enough to puncture the skin and pull a gasp from my lips. The sudden pain throws me off balance as she drags me across the dais toward the throne.

I will not sit at her feet.

“Look how she is dressed. Do you think you will attract the eye of another powerful man here and hide behind him?” She snickers. “Once a whore, always a whore.”

I glance down at myself, heart racing and skin heating with shame, but I push it all away. “I am wearing a ball gown of woven gold and a tiara. Now, there is not much more regal than that when holding court.” I raise my eyebrows at Titania, finally allowing her and her inner circle to see my glamoured circlet. “Do you often shame the bodies of ladies? I thought we were much more liberal and open-minded in the Spring Court.”

The High Chancellor doesn’t even react to my words. She turns toward Torin and snarls at him in a low voice while he rushes over. “Why the fuck is she wearing that?”

“I—I have no idea where she got it from,” he stammers, eyes wide. “She wasn’t wearing it before.”

Titania shoves him backward with enough force that he falls on his ass, humiliating her own son in front of all these important people. “Get off my dais! Get out of my sight!” she hisses at him and he scrambles away. Her wild eyes turn to me. “Kneel before my throne.”

“No.” I part my legs to even out my center of gravity and square my shoulders.

“KNEEL!” she screams, grabbing the chains connected to the collar at my throat to force me down. 

“No.” I grasp her wrist and pull her away from me, snapping the delicate gold links. She almost rolls an ankle in those high heels. I lean in close to her and whisper, “I have been professionally trained in hand-to-hand combat and swordcraft, so think twice before you assault me.”

Titania rears away, her eyes widening. She swings her arm back, then brings it forward with momentum to slap me in the face, but I easily sidestep her. She lashes out with a second blow, but I grab her arm and twist it.

“GUARDS!” Titania screams, visibly shaking with fury. “Force her to the ground! I want her lying at my feet in submission.” She turns and stalks to the throne, throwing herself into it.

I swing around to see multiple guards materializing out of the crowd and making a beeline for me. My mind whirls, trying to find a solution where I am not face down on the ground. One where I don’t have to reveal my magic to so many onlookers. 

Aldrin! I screech at him. Any ideas?

You could fucking kill them all, he snarls.

Not helpful. I take a quick step back as the guards reach the bottom of the dais. Ideas, Aldrin.

I’m still thinking. Another heartbeat passes and they take the first step toward me. Could you disarm one, hide your air wield from the crowd behind their bodies, then use their sword to fend them off?

I can’t take on five fae men. Not without magic. My heart is like a mad beast thrashing against my ribcage.

Suddenly a form charges through the middle of the guards to the top of the dais, stopping right in front of me with his signature scathing, degrading look. Florian. Those blood-red eyes simmer with bottomless rage as they narrow on me. As the guards attempt to surround us, he holds up a hand, and they halt immediately. Then his gaze flicks up to Titania.

“My High Chancellor. Let’s not have this…seductress ruin the proceedings.” His voice is hoarse from the barely restrained resentment within it. “We don’t have time for child’s games. Perhaps a night in the dungeons will remind her she is a queen to a dead, exiled king and has no power here.” He laughs. “Who would even support a human in an election for your throne?”

I glance over his shoulder to the crowd beyond. Many lean in to watch our power struggle with rapt attention. Some whisper between themselves and glance at me with light in their eyes. Sasha’s mouth hangs open. She has a hand to her chest and the usual rosy glow of her cheeks is completely gone.

Rainier is pushing his way through the crowd, his dark eyebrows slashing downward over his face. A high fae woman with long locks of dark green hair tries to pull him back, talking urgently in his ear. Gods, I hope he doesn’t reveal himself as one of my sympathizers.

“Yes. I like that, Florian,” Titania’s voice rings out behind me, suddenly cool once more. She has calmed enough to realize she is only damaging her own reputation here. “We cannot allow this insolence to go unpunished.”

“I will take her there myself and personally oversee her discipline.” He glances down at me like I am the biggest inconvenience, then gives me a smile that turns my blood cold.

Florian grips my arm tightly and drags me down the steps, shaking me aggressively for emphasis. The long train of my skirt gets tangled between my legs, but he holds me upright. I’m surprised he doesn’t let me fall on my face to prove a point. 

The crowd stares at us in horror as we make our way down the long carpet leading out of the throne room. I cannot allow the courtiers to see my fear, but cold sweat breaks out across my skin when I think of what must be waiting for me in the dungeon. Is it kept in pitch blackness? Are there vermin scurrying through the filth in the cells? Will I be chained to a wall? Imprisoned along with rotting bodies forgotten there?

The dungeons are clean, well lit and humane—well, they were when I ruled. I never wanted you to see the inside of a cell in our palace. Aldrin’s heartbreak is potent.

Florian’s brutal grip on me loosens the moment we leave our audience behind. It becomes almost civil. I give him a curious look, but he stares directly ahead, his jaw pulsing as he grinds his teeth. Jasper falls into step beside us, offering an apologetic nod.

Instead of the dungeons, the general takes me to my chambers. He opens the door, stalks right past me and checks that every room is empty, then pulls me in. “You will not leave your chambers. Do not make a sound in here. Let them think you are in the dungeon. Titania won’t check. Do you understand?”

The blood drains from my head, making me dizzy, and for a moment I don’t comprehend the orders spewing from his mouth. “Why—why would you help me?”

Florian looks over his shoulder, at the open door, then runs a hand across his face before looking back at me. “There are eyes and ears everywhere here.” 

He stalks off with no more explanation than that. I stare after him, all words frozen within my throat, until the doors close behind him. 

Jasper lingers in the entrance, guilt flushing his features. “Bolt your door when I go. I will make sure you are brought food and I will let you know when it is safe for you to leave your rooms again.” He stops and frowns. “When it is safer.”

I let out a long breath as all the fight leaves me. I just want to curl up and cry.

Jasper hovers awkwardly. His mouth opens, then closes again. Pain ripples across his face as he finally speaks in a soft voice. “Did he ever talk about me?”

My mind is completely blank. “Who?” 

A deep sadness rolls through Aldrin at the same time that it crumples Jasper’s face. “Silvan,” the guard says. “Your ignorance of who I am—was—to him is enough of an answer.” He turns on his heel and walks out the door.

Realization dawns on me. Is Jasper…

Silvan’s life partner, Aldrin replies. The one he believes abandoned him, and me, when I was exiled and he chose to remain in the palace instead of going into the wilds with us.

Oh. It is all I can manage. Silvan has been in exile for over a decade and that heartbreak is still eating him alive. Both men, clearly. No wonder Silvan has a constant simmering rage and Jasper is so desperate to look out for me.  

Go stand in front of the mirror. Aldrin’s rumble breaks me out of my thoughts. Do you have any idea how much that dress drives me wild?

Delightful shivers ripple across my skin at the lust that heats his blood and coils deep in his belly, traveling lower to his rapidly thickening member. The sensation takes my breath away.  

I do exactly as I am told.

Good girl.
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Istand in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror framed in gold, taking in my reflection. I release a few fire orbs until the lighting is perfect. The illumination is soft enough to make my gown shimmer and my skin glow. To make the red, orange and blond strands of my hair dance and glitter with my movements. To hide any imperfections.

Impossible, Aldrin rumbles. There are no imperfections when it comes to you.

My stomach drops in anticipation. Do you like what you see? 

Very slowly, I turn in a circle, allowing him a full look at my legs and hips on display. At the peak of my ass revealed by the briefs beneath the gown. I let my gaze linger on the bare expanse of my stomach, then, as I slowly glide it up to my breasts, I lean forward, allowing their roundness to escape from the crossing strips of fabric. The edges of my pink nipples peek out.

Hmmm. He is filled with satisfaction.

I get a glimpse of him through his own eyes, lying back on a simple pallet bed in a mostly bare room. He folds his arms behind his head, his tunic rising to reveal his lower stomach, but all I can focus on is the outline of his thick erection in his pants. 

I want to make a mess of him. 

The surge of his arousal as his cock throbs pulses through me. I close my eyes and throw my head back at the feel of it. The desire to wrap my hand around the velvety skin of his hardness has heat pooling between my legs and my entire body tingling. What I wouldn’t give to put it in my mouth right now.

Keira, dear heart. That low, deep tone rings through my head. Open your eyes and focus. There is something I need from you.

My breath catches as he slides phantom fingers down my back and his lips trail ever so softly across my neck. It almost feels real, but it is nowhere near enough to get me where I need to be. His touch is a ghost of a sensation. Nothing compared to the physical thing. Frustration fills me, because I want more of him.

Patience. I have an idea. I think it will work, he says. But first, take off that gown, very slowly. He throws into my mind the memory of the first time we had sex, when I made him sit and watch me strip for him, without being able to touch. That vision does something to me, seeing it from his perspective.

A wicked smile curls my lips as I remove the collar around my throat, giving it a sharp tug to break the rest of the chains and tossing it to the corner of the room. Then I slowly peel down one thick strap to expose my shoulder, followed by the other. The golden links cling to my breasts, holding the entire dress up. 

I hook my thumbs into the neckline and lower it inch by tantalizing inch. I take extra care to caress and jiggle my breasts as the sheer gown lowers over them, my gaze remaining fixed where Aldrin wants it in the mirror, so he can soak in every detail.

He is panting already, his mind completely incoherent, a thick fog of lust upon it. Then he slips his hand along the thin strip of his bare stomach and down inside his pants, stroking his huge cock. The feel of it beneath his palm is enough to undo me, the thick hardness beneath smooth skin and the bead of moisture that he rubs into its tip. I almost lose my mind as my mouth waters and my core clamps with hot need. 

Keep going, he says as he pumps himself in leisurely motions.

Pull it out. I want to see what you are doing. Please, I beg.

His hand stills, and I sense the damned grin growing on his face. Not yet. Not until you earn it. I am going to make you work for it.

I swallow hard as sweat beads between my breasts. I drag the gown down over my stomach, displaying the creamy skin beneath. It snags on my hips and I roll them from side to side in a sensual dance, slipping the dress off only a little bit each time. Then I drop the entire garment to the ground in a quick motion, so the entire lengths of my legs are on display for him. I am left in nothing but that tiny bodysuit.

Fuuuck me, it has been too long. His possessive growl sends lightning sparking through me. Touch yourself. Cup your breasts. Run your hands down your waist and over your hips. I burn to feel you.

I caress my body. The duality of the sensation is surreal: my small hands, smooth and cold, paired with his large ones, rough with callouses and hot. I concentrate on blocking out my own touch and focus only on his projection. 

A small moan escapes my lips. It is like he is here with me, pressing his chest against my back and sliding his hands over my skin. Coarse fingers swirl over my nipples, dragging out a shock of pleasure as they are pinched through the thin fabric, then wrapping around the full curve of my breast. 

I don’t know who is in control anymore. If I move my hands with the memory of how he likes to touch me or if he maneuvers them.

You, Aldrin grunts as he gives his cock another pump. Definitely you.

The curling, tightening sensation of his arousal mixed with mine makes me incredibly wet, aching for his fingers, his tongue, his cock. Anything I can have. 

I slowly slide down the straps of the undergarment that covers precious little of my breasts. Aldrin watches with desperate eagerness. At the last moment, I stop, pull the pins from my hair and drape the long locks over my bust, right before pulling the fabric away completely.

Don’t tease, he growls.

I raise an eyebrow at him in the mirror. You need to earn it. 

He groans something incoherent, but his eyes fixate on where my nipples peek through the strands of my hair. Then I remove the bodysuit completely. Unsated fire burns inside him and bleeds into me as his eyes soak me up. Every curve. Each line. I am completely bare before him except for the long curls of my hair. His cock pulses again, and the erotic sensation has me arching my back. 

I never thought sex with him could get any better, that it was physically impossible, but the deep connection of our mate bond means that we can revel in each other’s pleasure. That it can stack up in a compounding effect, intensifying the experience.

A gust of wind whips up around me as Aldrin sends an armchair across the room, gently scooping me up in it. He makes sure I am perfectly arranged in front of the mirror.

Did you just use my magic to move furniture around? I pretend to scold. Wisps of the wield still curl around my fingers. I didn’t know we could do that. 

Focus, Keira. His voice is low and husky. 

Rude, I throw back, sinking into the soft leather cushion. 

Open your legs for me. His command sends a shiver down my spine, like he speaks right in my ear. I part my legs as far as the large armchair will allow. Further. Show me more. Everything. My heart leaps as I spread them wide, looping one over the low armrest. Fucking beautiful, he groans.

I flick my hair back, showing him all of me. I want your pants off. Your tunic too. I have earned it.

Yes you fucking have. 

I melt as he pulls his top off first, putting on display all that tanned skin and the hard divots of his perfect abdominal muscles. Desperate need builds within me as my eyes linger on the deep grooves of his hips that lead down to the point beneath his pants. My breath catches as he slowly undoes the lacing, then pulls his pants off in a swift motion. His cock swings out, fully erect, beaded with moisture and pulsing. 

He wraps a hand around its thickness and pumps it up and down slowly. My eyes widen and I cannot tear them away. There is something incredibly sexy about watching him pleasure himself, especially when I cannot touch him. It is multiplied by the fact that I can feel the ghost of each swell of pleasure rippling through him with every tug. 

I focus on the sight before me and the connection down our mate bond, until his hand fisting his cock also becomes my hand. I am bombarded with an awareness of his skin gliding up and down that hardness and every ridge beneath, as my grip passes over its head and back down again. 

Can you feel it? I gasp. My touch on your cock?

Yeah. The sound is half choked. 

I send the vivid image of me climbing up his body, creamy skin contrasting with the olive tones of his, and straddling him. Bracing my hands against his chest while I lower myself on him. I imagine his hands flying up to grab my hips and guiding me down. Gods, I need to feel his hardness sink into me at impossible depths, stretching me and hitting all those spots that send electricity through my body and light me up. To ride him hard and fast, until I can no longer remember my name.

Aldrin’s grip on his cock tightens as he groans. Your fingers, he grunts. Inside you. Now. Let me feel how hot and wet you are for me.

I trail a hand down my stomach, large, calloused and not feeling like my own at all. It dips into the wetness between my legs, rough fingers sliding up and down myself, swirling around my clit hard enough to make my core clench and stomach tighten. The image in the mirror shows my own delicate fingers between my legs, but the sensation of it is all him. I dip two of his thick fingers inside myself, reaching deep and curling mercilessly. 

I arch my back at the intensity of it, heat blooming across my body. I don’t dare remove my eyes from the mirror and ruin this sight for him. The friction sends tingles all the way to my toes. Then I add a third finger, stretching myself wide, pumping with hard strokes. 

The tension within builds and builds to an almost unbearable point while I watch Aldrin’s hand move up and down his huge cock. I wish I could see the expression on his face with each bout of pleasure that runs through him, coiling up the muscles in his abdomen and thick thighs. Overflowing into me. 

Aldrin, I need your cock inside me. I want to clamp down around it and come on it. For you to fill me up with your seed. All manner of moans leave my mouth. I almost climax as his body shudders and hot ribbons spurt out of him. The euphoria of his orgasm overtakes us both, only extenuating the pleasure tearing through me with each curl of my fingers and swirl of my clit. 

Don’t. You. Dare. Come. Yet, he grinds out as another spasm takes him. I have plans. For you.

I don’t listen. Pushing myself further and further, bringing myself right to the precipice, imagining his fingers deep inside me. I am almost there. 

I should have known better. 

Ropes of hardened air wrap around my wrist, tugging my fingers out of me and holding my arm in place just above my splayed leg. I let out a feral growl in response and he chuckles deeply.

Trust me, dear heart. Trust me. 

Magic forms within my slick hand. Hardened air ripples in the dim light. Its shape becomes long and thick and slightly curved, with a…bulging head. My heart rate doubles when I realize what he has made. 

Is this a…cock? My stomach tumbles as my core clamps. Thrill dances through me, but also hesitation. Does he really want me to…?

The hardened air heats to body temperature and turns a solid white. 

It is my cock. The same size and shape, he says, low and deep. I want you to pleasure yourself with it.

My whole body melts at his growl. The part of my brain that allows coherent thought disappears completely, all protests with it. I place my other leg over the second armrest, spreading myself as wide as possible to give him a full view, then ease that hardness inside myself. The tip pulls at my inner walls, parting them wide and drawing out a shuddering sensation from them that has my stomach tightening.

Such a good girl for me. His praise sends shivers down my spine. Now, do as you’re told and thrust it hard.

I don’t hesitate, pulling it out and plunging it back in. My entire body lights up as a sheen of sweat breaks out across my skin. I slam it in a second time, and cry out at the jolts of pleasure. I continue to pump the cock Aldrin made for me with rough, feverish motions, as air wields run over my body. It is like many hands caress up and down my thighs, across my belly and teasing each nipple, all at the same time. Another curls over my clit, lapping again and again, bringing up the wetness from my core so it almost feels like a tongue licks at me while a cock thrusts hard into me.

Not any tongue or cock, Aldrin’s voice reverberates through me. Mine.

It is all too much and not enough.

I shatter completely. Pleasure so intense I fear my heart will stop ricochets through me as my core clamps down on that hardness penetrating me and contracts around it. Sensual lightning runs up and down my every extremity and I turn completely limp. 

That friction continues to slam in and out of me with brutality as Aldrin uses air wields to control my grip on it, guiding me through my high and squeezing the most erotic gratification out of me. 

I focus on the sight in the mirror before me. On the thick length writhing in and out of my body, my legs spread wide around it. Aldrin is erect and pumping his cock in his hand and the fact has me orgasming hard a second time. So hard my vision blacks out and my breath stops. It lasts a lifetime, rolling on and on, until I am an incoherent mess floating on an endless sea of bliss.

It takes a long time for my mind to return to my physical body. Aldrin’s attention is homed in on me. The heaving of my chest jiggling my breasts, the expression of ecstasy on my face. Intense pride and self-satisfaction rolls through him like a hot tidal wave.

Hey, I manage to whisper, reaching for the warmth of his soul and pulling him close. 

Hey, he murmurs back. I told you I had plans for you. You have no idea how happy it makes me that I can make you come that hard from this distance.

My eyes roam over myself. My hair is in complete disarray, my limbs limp and eyes exhausted. I wouldn’t even be able to form words if I had to speak them out loud. Gods, Aldrin, you completely ruined me.

Good. Just so you know, I have more plans and other ideas to try.
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Islam my fists into the thick pad in Dante’s arms, one after the other in a fast rhythm. The force of my blows makes him retreat a step. “Can you explain to me”—I gasp for air—“how in all the darkness you managed to get a time stutter?”

The other man visibly flinches, the motion making him lower the pad marginally, and I almost miss it and hit him in the chin. It’s not like he wouldn’t deserve it with the stunt he pulled during my final trial. 

“The only way a fae can get a time stutter.” His eyes slide away from mine.

I pause in my onslaught, my eyebrows shooting up. “You’ve been to the Temporal Court?”

“I have.”

“But it’s in ruins. Isn’t setting foot within that space a death sentence?” I ask. “I thought people became fractured by the clouds of unbridled time magic that hover over the lands.”

Dante puts the punching pad down and wipes a towel over his face. “I think that is the point of sending people there. As a fucked-up death sentence. Others are stupid enough to go in voluntarily, believing they can master the power. The gods know it nearly fractured me. It took decades before I was able to stop uncontrollably popping in and out of time.”

I want to ask him so many questions, but it is clear from the tension rippling through him that it triggers great trauma. 

The doors to the training room slam open, ricocheting off the walls, and half a dozen assassins stalk through. They are in full armor, with weapons strapped to their legs, hips and backs, wearing the signature indigo robes of the order.

“Aldrin, newly elevated Assassin of Belladonna, the Mistress of the order has summoned you,” one of the soldiers announces.

I glance in confusion from them to Dante and back.

“Good luck with that,” Dante says under his breath. “I’m sure you’ll need it.”

I strap on the pieces of my armor I removed for our sparring session and pick up a helmet from a long rack. “I am taking this with me,” I shoot over my shoulder at Dante, following the other assassins out of the room. 

A horrible twisting churns my gut as I stride down a long stone corridor, flanked on either side by warriors. I feel like a man walking to his death. The Mistress must know of my intentions here. Why else would she summon me?

This is the true last trial. One final brutal fight to get everything I need to save Keira and my court.

I hardly survived my battle with Dante. The Mistress is famed to be the strongest and most skilled of the assassins. It is the reason she has kept her mantle for over a hundred years. But I can do this, even if my heart races frantically and sweat drips down my spine.

I am led to a set of brilliant blue double doors, and the assassins pull them open to reveal a small, private fighting arena beyond. The wooden floors are speckled with blood, tiny burns and black droplets that could only be poison. Fresh mats cover its center and a ring of pews spanning two levels surrounds the ring, with many columns holding up the second-level balconies. The huge glass panels of a skylight occupy the center of the ceiling and beams of silver light illuminate the entire room in that soft glow the Nightmare fae prefer.

Clicking footsteps draw my attention to the woman who approaches from the far end of the arena. The Mistress. Her hair, pitch black on one side and stark white on the other, is pulled up into a tight bun on top of her head. Darkness curls around her, seeping into her black armor of skintight scales. Her eyes are expressionless as they run up and down me. The only part of her that isn’t cool and collected is her pointed black tail. It swishes with agitation.

“Aldrin. Exiled King of the Spring Court. What could possibly convince a man like you to turn your back on your people and join our ranks instead?” she muses in that high-pitched, musical voice.

I tip my head to her in respect. “Mistress of the Assassins of Belladonna, you didn’t leave me much choice when your warriors attacked me every single night.” 

“Call me by my name: Belladonna. We both know you are here for more than that.” Her irises turn a swirling silver. “Challenge me. You have fought hard through every trial and waited patiently for the opportunity.”

My eyebrows shoot up. She knew my plans this entire time.

Her laughter is like tinkling bells. “Challenge me! You want to take what’s mine, do you not? What I have worked hard for centuries to build. An army of skilled assassins, ripe for the picking, to win back your throne. Do you think you are the first warlord to knock on my door and attempt to rob me?” The cloak of shadows around her flares.

Guilt rolls through me, but I force it down. A younger, more idealistic version of myself would have been horrified at my actions. Now, I will do whatever is necessary to give me the power to defeat Titania. The High Chancellor’s power doesn’t come from great magic, but from the cult-like influence she has over the civilians. She can call up a frenzied, blindly loyal army from their ranks by simply telling them to rise. Half the city will do so without question, and not even our army can compete with those numbers.

“You haven’t lost your nerve, have you, Spring King?” Belladonna circles around me.

I put on my helmet, pull my sword from my back and allow my raw power to visibly crackle along its surface. “I challenge you as the leader of the Assassins of Belladonna to a duel to the death. The winner takes ownership of the order, as are the rules.”

A burst of black light erupts from her hand, followed by a crack of sound, forming a tall staff. Its center is the deepest, darkest void, a blackness without end, but the strangest glow of silvery light ripples and thrashes around its outline like flames. “You, Aldrin of the Spring Court, challenge the leadership of the Assassins of Belladonna, and I accept.”

In a flash, she charges across the fighting floor and her staff collides with my sword. Sparks fly off both weapons. The starlight falling off hers burns with a frozen intensity wherever it finds my skin between the cracks in my armor. I grunt with effort as I thrust her staff wide, and she skips back with a dancer’s grace. 

Belladonna launches forward as I bring my sword in a powerful blow toward her neck. She plants her staff into the ground and drops her entire body low, swinging it around the pole and under my attack. Both her legs slam into my stomach with momentum and I stagger backward, half hunched over. She swings herself in a full circle to land gracefully on her feet, facing me once more. I have seen professional dancers use such a move, but never anything like it in a fight.

We clash again in a series of brutal blows, getting a feel for each other’s fighting style and weaknesses. I slide to my knees as her weapon of starlight and blackness takes a swing for my head. 

I erupt the purest white light of raw magic from the blade of my sword as I try to take out her legs from beneath her. Shadows cover her skin entirely and she somersaults away, landing in a handstand while her tail catches the staff she tossed in the air. In that position, she jabs the spiked tip toward my face as she lowers one leg to the ground, followed by the other, in a fluid motion. I am forced to bend my back almost parallel with the ground to dodge the attack.

Belladonna has the advantage, on her feet while I am spread back on my elbows. I roll out of my position as she stalks toward me. 

I sense thin, mostly dead brambles climbing up the exterior walls of this room and feed my magic into the little life left within them, making their essence surge. Within a heartbeat, huge, spiked branches shatter the glass panes of the ceiling and slam down into the floor right where Belladonna stands, just missing her as she backflips away. 

A rain of glass shards falls upon us. I throw up an air shield to protect myself. One large piece penetrates halfway through my defense, its sharp tip stopping inches from my face. 

I pull into motion the many branches that now reach from the ceiling into the floor, having them sweep through the air to pursue my enemy and slam together in attempts to catch her. She is too fast, darting away a fraction of a second before those immense woody bodies can pulverize her. Not even their long spikes are able to get close enough to slice her. The ground heaves and shakes as each of my attacks slams down against it.

Wild laughter rings out. 

It is coming from Belladonna. 

A vortex of shadows erupts out of her, sharpened to a thousand blades. I hurl myself to the ground and put all my power into an air shield and a woody barrier. Her attack slices through the brambles until they are nothing but splinters. My reinforced shields take longer to fall, then the lessened impact of that explosion cuts across my armor, digging rents into the metal. 

I shake my head to clear the fog of pain blossoming across me, then leap to my feet and charge Belladonna before she has a chance to make her next move. With my sword raised high, I bring forth the power reservoir within it. I will stab her in the chest, then illuminate the inside of her body with that purest white light her kind cannot take. Deep where her shadows cannot protect her. That tail of hers tells me she is not completely high fae.

We clash in a series of strikes, my blade getting infuriatingly close but never quite connecting. 

Belladonna slams her staff into the ground. Magic distorts the air around its length, pouring out of her hands where she grips it, then that infernal rain of silver light falls around us in a heavy torrent. I let out a long string of curses as I pour all of my power into my sword and use its reservoir completely, throwing out an air shield to protect myself against those needles of the most toxic poison and lightning. Sweat drips down my face as they cut through the many layers of the barrier and I work hard to patch them up again. 

This fight is a losing battle. 

I have gone up against this rain before, but it has never been this torrential. It takes all my focus, all my magic, just to survive it. 

I am left wide open.

Belladonna’s magic flares a second time. Blackness covers the skin of her hands. The scales of her armor ripple and shift. Long, ribbon-like whips shoot out from her palms and each notch of her spine. They wrap around me, catching me like a tiny sprite in a spider’s web. 

I expect to be squeezed to death. To feel my ribs creak then snap as those whips constrict around me.

Instead they start to…undress me. The tip of one black appendage flicks off my helmet while multiple others unbuckle the straps of my armor. 

I have no idea what horror she has planned for me, but I don’t intend on waiting to find out. I am going to fucking die here if I don’t take a huge risk. I can sense Keira’s heart hammering painfully, so gods-damned fast it might burst, while she watches on helplessly. 

I will not abandon her to her fate. I will not leave her a widow.

Belladonna’s eyes have become moving quicksilver now, and black runes thrash across her skin. Her legs shake ever so slightly as she holds onto both wields, the rain and whatever else she is preparing. I hope for my sake that she is overextending herself greatly. That she cannot manage a third burst of complex magic. 

I suck the energy of my shields back into my sword and burn raw magic to let out a beam of intense light. The wield devours all the power left at my disposal. It is enough to scold my skin and burn my eyes. My unshaped magic disintegrates the fall of rain, and the white light has Belladonna falling backward, screaming as the skin of her face cracks and peels away. The scent of burning flesh fills the air.

She drops her wields. The toxic needles stop falling and the whips constricting me turn to smoke. I am left a heaving, shaking mess, doubled over my knees. My power is almost completely gone. A heavy fog of fatigue settles over my mind and for a heartbeat, I can’t hear anything over the ringing in my head.

Aldrin! Look behind you! Keira shrieks, her whole body jolting with shock, the waves of it slamming into me.

I whirl around to find a tall high fae stalking toward me, brimming with violent tension. He has black hair with thick streaks of blue pulled back into a knot, the sides of his head shaved and long tendrils escaping his messy bun. Matching runes swirl across his temples and over his neck. It is his piercing violet eyes that capture me, eyebrows slashing down over them and sheer hate burning within.

“I’m guessing no one told you that the Assassins of Belladonna are led by a Mistress and Master of Death,” he growls. “And I don’t like the way you just hurt my mate.”

“Valentine,” Belladonna croaks. “This one was meant to be my plaything. You had your turn last time.”

I glance back at her. The smooth skin of her face is almost completely healed, but her throat still has a huge, gaping hole burned through it, covered mostly by her hand. She is recovering fast. Then I notice them: the shadows billowing off Valentine and encircling her, lending her power and matter for healing.

We can do the same, I’m sure of it! Keira says frantically. I can send you my magic.

She doesn’t wait for my reply, just forces her raw power down our bond. It trickles into me, clearing my head and allowing me to stand straighter, but it isn’t enough to fuel any wields. 

Buy me time, she pleads. You are so far away.

Her magic hits a choke point in the bridge between us and much of it sloshes off the sides to fall away into oblivion, wasted. The little that reaches me trickles in slowly, but it is better than nothing. 

Keep going, I encourage her. It’s working. I don’t tell her that there is little I can do against two of the most powerful Assassins of Belladonna, even with a magic boost.

“I will not stand by and watch while he burns you alive.” Valentine doesn’t take his eyes off me as he pulls a short metal pole from his belt and flicks his wrist. Twin blades of crackling starlight materialize, forming a double-headed spear. Its tips are huge with ornately curved edges. “But you are right: this is your fight. Allow me to herd him for you.”

“Do you think your mate is too weak to fight me by herself, Valentine?” I throw the words at him, hoping they will make him back down.

He laughs. “She is stronger than you and I combined. Belladonna likes to play with her food, but I am not a patient man.”

Valentine is like a whirlwind as he comes for me, swinging that spear rapidly in a single hand. The blades leave a sharp arc of glowing light in the air as they move. His weapon slams down toward me and I bring my sword up just in time to keep it from slicing through my shoulder. Sparks shower over me as his blade slides across the length of mine, and those drops of starlight burn all the way through my armor and into my skin. The agony of it is a shock to my system. 

He smirks, his head close to mine. “Do you feel the burn of the poison yet?” 

He rains multiple attacks down on me with that spear, and I narrowly evade each one. My movements become sluggish, my brain groggy, slowing my senses. Electricity ignites a path through my nerves, dancing with fire and making my limbs numb. I can’t afford to let any more of that poison drip from his blade into my body. 

Valentine circles me while my heart rate slows dangerously. “You’d be a dead man by now if Dante hadn’t improved your tolerance to our poisons. Shame that he had to waste his time on you.”

I focus what little magic I have left on meticulously burning away each particle of toxin in my blood, just the way this order trained me, but it is slow work that consumes too much of my attention.

Let me do it, Keira begs. I will clear your blood while you fight. She joined me in enough of my lessons to know what to do.

“While this has been entertaining, I find myself getting bored now.” Valentine deactivates his spear, returning it to a simple metal rod. Shadows pour out of his body. The ropes of them ensnare me, pinning my arms to my sides and dragging me to my knees. 

He squats to look me straight in the eye, but when he speaks, it is not to me.

“Belladonna. Finish this now, so we can get to more important matters.”

I burst one of my bindings, followed by a second, because the fool has stopped poisoning me. He chuckles deeply as two more fail, then his eyes flick over my shoulder and my heart stops.

Heeled footsteps approach. 

Cold hands grab my face, turning my head until I am looking into Belladonna’s silver eyes. The black runes are crowded on her skin, overlapping each other, and her lips have turned black. Not a single drop of magic stirs at my call, all of it expended. The ropes of shadow reform around me.

“This is what happens to warlords who come here and try to take what is mine,” she purrs in the softest whisper, then bends low and presses her lips to my cheek. Confusion blooms through me, right before searing pain erupts from the spot. “They call this death’s kiss, because nothing is more poisonous than the skin of my Nightmare.”

My blood turns to ice as my vision blurs. 

Toxins flood my body, rapidly multiplying and attacking with an aggression I have never experienced before. They consume everything. My magic and my life force. 

All I can see is her black form walking away from me, those long ribbons extending out from her body, her tail darting. I don’t realize I am falling until I slam against the ground, landing on my side. 

I can’t move. 

I need to get up. To keep fighting for my life. But I can’t make my muscles respond. Not even a twitch. 

For the life of me, I cannot remember who I am battling. Does Finan have Keira locked in his palace? Is the Winter King invading my court? 

I need to get up.

“Such a waste, Belladonna,” a masculine voice rumbles. It sounds so far away. “We could have used this one.”

My heart slows until it stops beating. 

Each panted breath comes shorter, shallower and further between. 

An agony like none I’ve felt before rips through me, lighting up every inch of my body, making it spasm, until that too dims. There is crying inside my head. A voice wailing and screaming at me to get up. A soul-deep grief rolls through me, piled with hysteria, but those emotions do not belong to me. Layer by layer, they float away on the wind, until they are just a distant whisper. 

Blackness crowds around the edges of my awareness. Dark pinpricks form across my visual field, half blinding me. A bone-chilling coldness seeps all the warmth out of me. I can no longer feel my body, but that doesn’t seem to be such a bad thing. The pain is gone. 

I am so incredibly tired, I could sleep for an eternity. There is a deep part of me that wants to give in to the beckoning calm and peace, away from the agony of my flesh, but something holds me back, with claws sunk into my soul. Someone still needs me. And so I hesitate.

“Well fought.” A loud clapping rings out, paired with a deep, masculine voice, jarring what is left of my senses. It’s not Valentine. A new silhouette walks out before my eyes. The strike of a cane against the floor tells me exactly who has entered the arena. “Really, Belladonna. Did you have to kill him? You have no manners at all…no sense of diplomacy.”

“It’s the rules,” she replies with nonchalance. “He shouldn’t have challenged me.”

I slip away, until there is nothing left but bursts of light among the blackness and that most distant pleading inside my head. She tries to hold on to me, but I am dragging her with me down into the abyss.

A sudden warmth blooms through my chest like a fire roaring to life, jolting my entire body, then my heart gives a feeble beat, followed by another. The pain of being sliced apart from the inside by a vicious poison flares as the numbness recedes from my limbs. I drag in a ragged breath, filling my lungs, as my vision slowly returns. As my brain registers that I died. My body did at least.

But somehow, I am still here, in this fighting ring, defeated without a drop of my blood spilled.

Oh, Aldrin! Thank the gods! Keira cries out. Trauma lashes through her, making her shake violently. I hate that I did that to her. Again.

There is a hand on the bare skin of my neck, warm and large, controlling the very particles of my blood, forcing it to move around my body and making my heart beat even after the flesh died. That foreign power attacks the poisons plaguing me, purging them from my system. It is an immense, specialized magic that succeeds where my own would have failed even if my reservoirs were full.

There is only one fae with such magic.

I rear up, gasping, desperately scanning the space around me for the next attack. Would they be cruel enough to kill and resurrect me again and again?

He is crouched over me. Leonardo. The infamous King of the Starlight Court, with a reputation as black as the lands he rules over. 

“Aldrin.” He drags my name out. “I have been following your plight very closely these last decades. You have finally decided to take action and that has sparked my interest. I would like to offer you a bargain you cannot refuse. One that could be beneficial to both our courts.”

My skin crawls. I do not want to be at the mercy of this brutal king, one who rules over Nightmares and vicious monsters, but I have little choice. This fae is just as likely to drink my blood and devour my organs as he is to offer me a bargain that is actually beneficial to my people.

He holds out a hand and I take it, hiding my shudder as he drags me to my feet.
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Ihold my sword at the ready while the Mistress and Master of Death circle around me. King Leonardo stands opposite, leaning on his cane as his crimson eyes examine me from head to toe. He smiles darkly, my stomach turning as a hint of fangs becomes visible. 

The rumors are true, then. 

The Starlight King can not only control the blood pumping through the veins of another fae, but he also drinks it to steal their extra abilities for as long as the liquid lasts in his body. It is a terrifying power to hold. 

My mind whirls, looking for a way out of this dangerous situation.

I couldn’t fight two of them. The gods know Belladonna would have finished me on her own. I have no chance against three. 

Leonardo doesn’t wear armor. He doesn’t need to lift a finger or break a sweat to win a fight. Not with his powers. He is clad in finery instead. A vest of black brocade with silver buttons, and a coat of long midnight feathers. His curling inky hair tumbles down to his shoulders, and his short-cropped beard frames a strong jaw. All of that darkness contrasts against skin so white it is almost transparent, like the man never sees the sun. The only color to him is the blood red of his eyes.

I take up a defensive stance and channel the magic that slowly returns to me into my enchanted sword.

“Are you looking for another fight, Aldrin?” Belladonna purrs as she stops by Leonardo’s side, staff still in hand. “Was one death not enough for you?”

“Usually in a duel, the opponents are announced at the beginning. They don’t sneak an extra combatant in halfway through.” I send Valentine a dark look.

She raises a single eyebrow. “Would you like a rematch? How many times would you like to die? I’m not sure if Leonardo is feeling generous enough to bring you back a second time. It is a lot of effort, and he is the only fae alive who can counteract my venom.”

Valentine cracks his neck from side to side. “You’ve already had your fun, Belladonna, and I hardly got a taste.”

I grin at him with a little madness, my brain still not working at full function. “Is that an offer? A one-on-one fight to the death for the leadership of the Assassins of Belladonna?”

“Oh, Aldrin. You died,” Belladonna says with mock sympathy. “Your fucking heart stopped. Death releases us from our bonds. You are no longer an Assassin of Belladonna and cannot challenge us for leadership.” 

The blood drains from my head. 

I have failed. 

Instead of chasing after Keira, I came here to waste my time. 

I could have hired these people to take out Titania in her sleep, like she tried to do with me. It would have gotten me further than this, but I was too worried about leaving a power vacuum for one of her supporters to fill. That I would be cast as the villain to my people, someone to rebel against, rather than the savior they would welcome.

I glance at Valentine, who just shrugs. “Did you really think we would allow you to become one of our assassins? Especially when your goal is to take what is ours for your own use? Those of our order give their bodies and lives to the Haven of Death, cutting all ties from what they were before. They have no other obligations. No family and definitely no titles. This is usually an escape from the trauma and cruelties of their past.”

My mind instantly flicks to Dante, who can no longer drink alcohol, and I wonder how many addicts this place has saved.

“Why waste my time, when my enemy is slowly destroying my court? When she has my mate as her prisoner, finding new ways to torment her each day?” I grind my teeth as a bottomless rage boils through me. I am about to lose my mind. We have both endured far too fucking much while I took these trials for them to amount to nothing.

Leonardo taps a finger against his cheek. “We have been watching you for some time, Aldrin, and had to know how hard you will fight for what needs to be done. We want to help you.” I narrow my eyes at him, not believing a word he says, but he just turns to Belladonna. “Dear sister, care to tell Aldrin the true purpose of your order of assassins?”

“Put your sword away. You are done fighting today.” Her staff dissolves into a sparkling rain that shimmers to the ground. 

“I will decide when I sheathe my sword,” I growl.

Belladonna’s tail slices through the air behind her. “Tell me, what does our order represent to you?”

“Every court knows you are the most skilled and highly trained killers in the realm. Ruthless enough to slaughter without bias, taking on any contract, so long as the client can pay,” I say with a bite to my tone.

“And that is a misconception we encourage.” Her smile widens, her lips fading from black to pink. “We are a network of spies who are literally invited into courts, palaces, homes of nobility, in every city, when contracts are made. With each hit against a target, we collect as much data as we can. You can imagine what we gleaned when Titania invited us into her palace.” Belladonna raises an eyebrow. “When we are caught in compromising situations, our intrusions are not blamed on our mysterious order or a specific court, but on the client who hired us. And when we don’t want a contract? Well, often we fake a counter-contract that kills the original client. We do not let a little trifle like morals get in the way of the bigger picture.”

My simmering gaze flicks to Leonardo, who has the audacity to wink at me. “The guild does not belong to me, or follow my orders. They have no connection to the Starlight Court other than that many of their members are expats, but not all. We simply have a good working relationship, my sister and I.”

“Why collect information?” I grind out. “What will you do with it? Sell it to the highest bidder?” Maybe this is how Titania has been constantly one step ahead of me, especially during the time she convinced me off my own throne.

“Don’t insult us,” Valentine grumbles as he stands behind Belladonna, placing his hands on her shoulders. Her eyes glitter as she glances up at him. He is a good head taller than her. “We use our detailed information and sheer manpower on a realm-wide scale to influence intricate politics across all courts. Do not think that your precious Spring has been immune to our manipulations.”

“Get your filthy fingers out of my court!” I scowl.

“Come now, Aldrin,” Belladonna says. “You still look like death. Besides, we want to ally with you. The corruption has been growing across the lands and most rulers refuse to do anything about it. We are very interested in your theories on how to fight it.”

Her words stop me short. “You want to ally with me?” I point at her with my sword. “Your order has literally been trying to kill me.”

“You left us no choice!” Silver suddenly flashes within her amber eyes. “We used our influence to give you everything when Titania ran her propaganda of falsehoods to steal your throne. Groups of powerful people so loyal to you that they would go to war to keep you in power. But you had to take the high road and walk away. Could you not counter her lies with defamation? Could you not dig into her past to see who she truly was? We thought you were weak.”

I run a hand down my face as the horror of those days floods me once more. “Titania is so talented at spinning a web of lies, at making promises she cannot keep, that she convinced me I was no longer a competent ruler. At the time, I decided I would not force myself on my people when they voted me out. That I would not inflict a civil war upon them just to benefit myself. I didn’t understand how truly toxic she is, or that she would destroy us all.”

“And what about now?” Leonardo tips his head to the side, the dim light overhead glinting off the sparse silver strands in his long, curly black hair. 

“Now there is nothing I wouldn’t do to get my mate back and remove that tyrant from my throne. No war would be too bloody. No means would not justify the ends. Because Titania will kill us all. Her greed has us making a slow march toward our doom, with the corruption allowed to grow unchecked.”

Valentine lets out a long, low whistle. “Those are some bold claims from a man of your history. We had to know for sure, thus the brutal trials designed to test your moral compass against your desperation.”

I don’t allow them to distract me. “What was your purpose in taking a contract from Titania to kill me? Surely my death would only benefit her and increase her power over my people.”

“You spent decades in exile, sitting on your hands and doing precious little,” Belladonna answers. “We had hope when you returned to the palace to confront her, but you were so focused on taking the righteous path and winning the useless Senate that it amounted to nothing. It seemed that killing you and exposing that it was Titania’s doing would achieve two things: Cyprien would take revenge on Titania by whatever means possible, then sit on your throne, and the people would be more loyal to you and your ideas in death than in life.” She shrugs, like it all means very little. 

My head spins at the implications. “In my death, Titania would finally be seen as the villain, and all would unite against her. It is the exact reason I cannot have her assassinated or storm the palace without exposing her crimes.”

“You might find that by the time you return, she has already defamed herself,” Valentine adds.

“So what changed your mind? Why propose an alliance instead of a death sentence now?” I scrutinize each one of them in turn.

“Because you started to act,” Belladonna says. “You fought and gained the human alliance that is one half of your solution to the corruption, and then you sought out our order to get yourself an army to take your throne back. We are finally convinced you are ready to fight without restraint.”

I grunt in agreement. They have no idea of the dark depths to which I am willing to descend. My eyes flick to Leonardo. “And this bargain you speak of?”

“That we propose,” Valentine cuts in. “A joint offering from the Starlight Court and the Assassins of Belladonna.”

I turn my full attention to him. “So, you’ve had a change of heart, and now I should just believe it won’t change back and you won’t betray me?”

Those purple eyes bore into me. “That is why it would be sealed with a bargain.”

“My enemy proves that bargains can be twisted and tampered with,” I spit.

Leonardo spreads his arms out wide, his cane extended in one hand. “Hear us out, Aldrin, then decide if it is worth the risk, or if you would prefer to die here. They still have a contract to kill you, if you haven’t forgotten.”

“I just died, by Belladonna’s hand. Shouldn’t that nullify the contract?” I retort.

Valentine and Belladonna glance at each other. “No fucking way,” he says at the same time as she replies, “Nope, I don’t think so.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Why not?”

“Because it’s convenient when you’re the one making the rules,” she admits.

They don’t care about logic or what’s fair, only keeping an advantage. Fuck. A rock and a hard place. 

“Fine,” I hiss. “What are you offering?”

“The old ways have been forgotten across many of the courts,” Belladonna begins. “Not just in Spring, where the high fae flock to the cities, filled with comforts and commodities. Where they abandon the hard life in the wilds, no longer feeding their raw power into the land, rivers and trees. The low fae suffer and rot away with the loss of magic all across the realm. The very earth itself disappears into great rifts with nothing but voids within. All while the high fae drink, fuck and indulge in entertainments in the city. While they keep all their power to themselves, using it to fuel their businesses and create personal wealth, despite their responsibilities.”

“I already know this,” I grumble. “I have been fighting it for years.”

“The magic is fading from my court also,” Leonardo states. “And my high fae still live by the old ways. Even our deepest abysses always teemed with life, but now there is only death and a darkness devoid of all matter. It is like our magic is leached from our plains into the seasonal courts where there is a deficiency, and the only way to correct it is to aid rulers like you in fighting this corruption in their own lands. I doubt humans will want to travel to my court to breed and help produce more high fae. I recall they called it ‘hell’ the last time the portals were open.”

“That sounds…reasonable.” My mind whirls, looking for all the ways they could be tricking me.

What if they are genuine? Keira whispers, like she is too afraid to believe them. Maybe they are fighting the same battle as us. You cannot take their assassins by force, so a bargain could be our only way to get an army of assassins and Nightmares. 

I do not like being at the mercy of a foreign king and a league of death that answers to no one. I don’t trust that they won’t betray us, I reply.

It is a risk we must take. She pauses as her heart rate ramps up dangerously. And they might try to kill you if you don’t agree. Oh, gods, I can’t watch you die again.

Her pain floods me. Her grief is the all-consuming kind that blankets the brain, stops it from functioning and makes it hard to even breathe. 

“Besides, I would like a slice of this trade with the humans,” Leonardo continues. “I doubt they will deal with us directly, but I have heard they have this most delightful food called chocolate. Not much other than meat can be farmed in my court, since we are under perpetual starlight, so I am mostly interested in importing food. We have much we can offer the humans. Toxins and medicines.”

“We want access to the black powder,” Valentine states.

“I am not giving you explosives,” I snap back, imagining the destructive power they would have with such a substance.

“Come now, Aldrin. This is no way to start a new friendship,” Belladonna teases.

“And killing me was a great start, was it?” I turn on her. “Besides, I don’t have access to those humans.”

By the Soul Ripper! Keira curses. My father would not allow that. Neither would King Niall. They don’t even have access to the Explosion Brothers’ black powder.

“This is the bargain we propose.” Belladonna’s voice rings out, dragging me back to the physical. “Leonardo, King of the Starlight Court, and the Mistress and Master of the Assassins of Belladonna will supply you, Aldrin, the rightful King of the Spring Court, with the resources you need to regain your throne, including our assassins and Leo’s funds to achieve such an operation. In exchange, once you are on your throne, you will do everything in your power to counter the corruption consuming this realm, or you will submit to us when we come to kill you if you turn a blind eye to it. You will also make a profitable trade agreement between Leonardo and the humans.”

She holds out her hand, and by the darkness, I hesitate. Can I really agree to allow them to slaughter me if I don’t do enough to fight the corruption? The bargain would surely lock up my body with magic when they came for me.  

The simple fact is that I don’t trust them. That every instinct within me screams that this offer is too good to be true, and it must be a trap.

I walk as though through water as I close the distance between us, moving to place my hand in Belladonna’s, but I stop short, pointing at her. “Don’t fucking poison me when I touch you.”

A slow, taunting smile fills her face. “I can’t make any such promises.”

I take in a deep breath, choke down every curse that rises to the tip of my tongue, then place my hand in hers. Leonardo and Valentine wrap theirs around the outside. Wisps of warm light mingle with tendrils of shadow that curl up around us. A matching, searing pattern runs up each of our forearms, a series of short white and black lines curving around each other like an embrace.

My fate is sealed with this bargain. It may come back to bite me. I can’t find it in myself to care.

I now have the dark army I need to reclaim my mate and my throne.

Hold on, dear heart. I am coming for you.
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Aldrin died today. He actually died.

I thought my heart would stop along with his. I lost the will to live. Those moments of pure agony—I still can’t shake the intensity of them. Echoes crash over me like waves as my mind reels, each one amplified by the last. The reality of what happened hits me hard now that the shock of the moment has faded. Now that he is no longer being threatened and the current calm allows all the trauma to flood in.

I collapse onto the floor of the bedroom, my legs giving out beneath me. I tuck them up against my chest protectively and curl into the side of the bed as violent tremors ripple through me. My throat closes like a vise is wrapped around it. 

I can’t drag in air. 

A wheezing sound escapes me instead. 

I am flooded with the sensation of his breaths becoming shallower and shallower until they stopped completely. Of the way his muscles burned and his brain screamed from oxygen deprivation, alongside the agony of the poison tearing at his body. I press my face into my hands, but all I see is his vision slowly turning black as Belladonna peered into his eyes, her lips as dark as midnight. 

My mind conjures up images of his lifeless body strewn across the mats of the fighting arena, and I break down completely.

I choke and gasp as I scream my sobs, the sound tortured even to my own ears, and I am forced to shove the bedding against my face to mute it. The last thing I need is for my enemies to find me this vulnerable. 

My voice echoes around the chamber regardless. 

Hot tears burn down my cheeks, the salt of them searing my eyes. My heart will surely explode with this anguish, because I can’t seem to stop revisiting the moment of his death.

The night passes slowly, but I am frozen in place and time, unable to move forward. The violent shakes of my body recede until they are replaced by hiccups. My streaming tears dry up; I have none left to shed. I am completely alone, in the heart of enemy territory.

Except he is here with me. 

Don’t grieve me while I still live, dear heart, Aldrin repeats again and again, so gentle and full of love. He sits on the ground beside me, arms wrapped around my frozen body, even though he is so far away. He apologizes so many times for the things I have had to witness during these trials, but he is the one who has had to live them. I should be comforting him.

Don’t fret for me, Keira. I have endured worse.

Those words don’t make me feel any better. I don’t sleep a single wink, even long after the sobs have passed. I stare vacantly into space, and Aldrin speaks softly to me through the entire night. He needs this closeness between us as much as I do.

It isn’t until the sun rises that I pass out, then wake almost at sunset. Basil watches me with consternation as I attempt to eat the small feast he has laid out for my dinner. I am still so unnerved that I drop my fork for what must be the fifth time. It clatters loudly to the table, and I make more noise as I try to pick it up with shaking hands. I can hardly bear to look at all this food, much less eat.

“Is everything okay, my queen?” Basil frowns down at me, but his tone is gentle. “Is the food to your liking?”

I hardly register his words. My entire body feels so numb, my mind disconnected from it.

“My queen?” Basil leans down to peer into my face from across the table.

“Yes,” I say a little too quickly. “Yes. The food is adequate.”

“Adequate?” He raises his eyebrows, but his tone remains politely neutral. “Shall I ask the kitchen to prepare something else?”

“No. No. It’s not the food.” I run my hands down my face. “I received a shock yesterday. Aldrin—he—it’s hard to be apart,” I finish weakly. 

I almost trusted this man, who has been Aldrin’s personal servant since he was a boy. Gods, I have no idea who will betray me in this viper’s den, and it is exhausting to be constantly on guard.

“You truly are Aldrin’s mate, is that correct?” Basil asks and I nod absentmindedly. “Can you speak with him across this distance? Do you know where he is and if he is alive? Safe?” His voice breaks the slightest bit.

The words escape me. “He lives. He is not safe, but he is surviving.”

Basil turns away, dabbing a handkerchief to his eyes. “And it is true that you surrendered yourself to his enemies to save him?”

“Of course I did,” I half whisper.

“Would you go to any lengths for him? To regain his throne with him?” An intensity fills his voice as he stands over me. “Would you die for him? Place yourself in the worst kind of danger for him? Would you go to war for him?”

“Yes. There is nothing, nothing, I wouldn’t do for him.” 

“That is what the spy master said, but I needed to hear it for myself,” Basil murmurs. 

“And what would you do for Aldrin?” I ask.

“I am doing much to pave the way for his return. You will see that shortly.” He turns on his heel and strides into my bedchamber, returning a few moments later carrying a cloak trimmed in soft fur. Basil pulls a silver pocket watch from his brocade vest, checks the time, then snaps it shut again. “If you will, my queen, the meeting will begin soon.”

My mind scrambles to work out what he is speaking of. I dumbly allow him to put the cloak on me and draw up the hood. “I am not aware of any meeting.”

“This way, please. Follow me.” Basil leads me toward the servants’ entrance in the kitchen.

I have thirty seconds to decide if I trust him, or if this is a trap. For all I know, he could be leading me straight to Torin, to be charged with treason. But I am here to take risks, and this man, with his lifelong affection for Aldrin, seems my best bet. 

He leads me out of my chambers and through back corridors. The space is dimly lit, with a polished stone floor and unadorned walls. There are servants scurrying in both directions and I pull my hood tighter. They make an effort to pretend not to see me, many turning their heads in the opposite direction or looking at the ground as they pass. I wonder if it is a common occurrence for nobles to sneak through their passageways to travel the palace unnoticed by their own class. 

I almost feel like I am doing the wrong thing, even though it has been days since Florian took me to my rooms instead of the dungeon and told me to stay put. No one in Titania’s court expects me to be locked away down there any longer.

Basil opens the door to a large supply cupboard and pulls me in, locking it behind us. He rolls a set of shelving holding linen to the side and reveals a small passageway behind. I peer into its murky depths. Apprehension makes my skin crawl. He could be taking me anywhere, in a new kind of cruel torment devised just for me. This could lead straight to a deprivation cell. To some unique betrayal after gaining my trust. 

I turn back to Basil as he lights multiple fire orbs to illuminate a staircase leading down into the bowels of the palace. 

“Where exactly are you taking me?” I ask. “I’m not sure I want to go down there.”

“Trust me, my queen, you do.” He walks through, then holds out a hand for me, his eyebrows pinching as I hesitate to take it. “If I wanted to trick, trap or poison you, I could have done it a hundred times over by now. I am loyal to Aldrin, and by extension, to you. Now come.”

I reach out to Aldrin, because I need his reassurance. I hate how suspicious and unsure this place has made me. He is negotiating the finer details of his alliance with the Starlight King and the Assassins of Belladonna.

Trust Basil, he murmurs. Those are the royal escape passageways. They are a well-guarded secret. Only my closest few know about them, and it would be an ideal place for any resistance against Titania to meet.

I take Basil’s hand and follow him into the darkness.

It is suffocating in here. The brick masonry walls are tight around us and thick dust hangs in the stagnant air, the motes shimmering in the orb light. We travel down and down, and the temperature gradually drops. 

A mosaic of roots each as thick as my little finger snake across the walls, penetrating in and out of the mortar. The stone is slick with moisture, and in many places it drips from the ceiling. I caress the fleshy appendages of the tree and they seem to vibrate under my touch, glowing faintly. Magic thrums through them.

Basil stops and gives me the most peculiar look. “If I didn’t believe you were his mate before, that would be all the evidence I need. You truly are the Queen of the Spring Court.”

I glance between him and the roots that have returned to their dull state. I could have imagined it. “What did I do?”

Basil runs his fingers across one side of his neatly groomed mustache, readjusting the slight curl at the end. “This entire palace is built upon the scaffold of an immense tree, but only the royal family can connect with it or control it. The reaction it just had to you means the tree chooses you as well.”

My mind flies back to when that Assassin of Belladonna tried to kill Aldrin in his sleep, and the branches of this tree literally tore out of the walls under his command. He said the assassin must have been truly desperate, to fight him in his own palace. No wonder Titania was so nervous when he returned. She must believe me too powerless to touch the tree.

We continue our descent until the staircase lands in a small room with four doors leading off it. Basil selects one, taking us down another long staircase that hugs the wall of a cavern with a great crashing waterfall and a rapidly rushing stream. Branches of the ancient wisteria tree grow into the walls here and sprays of lilac blooms hang from them. 

There is an archway at the far side blocked by an opaque white ward with swirling mist leaking out of it. As Basil leads me through, the magic pushes me back, curling across my skin as it queries me, making each step a great effort. Suddenly, we are allowed through, and I stumble multiple steps before I regain my footing.

I find myself in a large hall of elaborate stone masonry. The ceiling arches in intervals, meeting sculpted columns that cut across the floor in long rows. Only a dozen orbs light up the large space with a warm glow, leaving the rest to pool in darkness. 

My heart stops as my gaze falls on the party amassed in its center. Every instinct within me screams to run.

Florian stands in their midst, running their little meeting. 

I drag in a sharp breath as he glances over his shoulder, red eyes gleaming as they fall on me. Of course he is Titania’s spy master. I was a fool to think I could trust anyone here. Around him cluster Rainier and the woman, Juniper, that he always seems to be with; Jasper and Sasha. Everyone who has shown me kindness clearly used it as a weapon to get me into this compromising position.

I try to take a step backward, but Basil is still pulling me forward, his grip tight on my arm. I glance around frantically, expecting Torin to burst through one of the other doors with a small army at his back, accusations pouring from his lips.

Florian takes a few confident steps toward me, spreading his arms wide and smiling broadly. “Keira, I thought you’d be pleased to see me.” 

I almost trip over my feet. 

That tone, kind and amenable, is not his. That voice is not his.

“Not with that face on,” Rainier calls to Florian’s back.

My heart stutters to a stop as the air shimmers over Florian. His long brown hair, half pulled back by a leather strap, shortens until it is shaved close to the scalp. His beard disappears completely. Blood-red eyes turn green, his features shift, and his skin turns so bronze it is almost red. Then the silvery lines of his tattoo shimmer into place over that familiar face that I love and trust.

I almost cannot believe what my eyes are showing me, but there is no denying it.

I run at him, tears pouring from my eyes, and he wraps me up in a tight embrace. “Drake!” I half laugh, half sob. “What in the Darkest Realm are you doing here?”

“Infiltrating the enemy to protect you as best I can. Spy master, remember?” he says into my hair, not letting go, rocking us from side to side. He pulls back just enough to peer down at me. “What were you thinking, giving yourself up to Titania as her prisoner?”

“It saved Aldrin’s life, didn’t it?” I whisper. “And my family is safe.”

“And Aldrin…is he…?” Drake’s words die. Everyone else peers over his shoulder, desperate for my reply.

“Aldrin has passed the Trials of Belladonna and is currently negotiating reinforcements from their ranks to win his throne back.”

Cheers sound from the others. Drake smiles widely. Then I slap him hard on the chest.

“How dare you give me such a fright! I thought I was doomed, finding a trap laid here by Florian.” 

Drake runs a hand over his head sheepishly. “Sorry. I’ve been wearing that bastard’s face for long enough that I sometimes forget the complex weaves of glamour are in place.”

I frown at him. “How long have you been posing as Florian? Because he has treated me horribly.” Memories rise to mind of how Florian manhandled and hurt me as I was pulled out of the portal, and all the cruel things he did and said on the road. “Drake. How long?” I bite out.

“Do you remember when the nymphs attacked your party in protest of Titania?” he says. “Well, that was us, trying to get to a member of Titania’s inner circle so I could take their place.”

It suddenly makes so much sense, especially why Rainier raced after Florian and was so protective of him in his injured state when he brought him back. It was his father he was looking after.

My mind whirls as it reframes every interaction I had with the man after. Florian bringing me to my chambers instead of the dungeon. His de-escalation of our procession into the city and the open riot it almost turned into. Then I remember him coming to my cage right after the battle with the nymphs and throwing a half-eaten peach at me. How he humiliated me for being filthy and tossed his dirty towel at me.

“The peaches? The towel? That was you being an asshole!” I pound his chest.

Drake throws up his arms in mock surrender. “I had a role to play, a particularly nasty one. Besides, I had just discovered the state they were keeping you in, and I couldn’t think of another way to get you fed and cleaned up. I can’t help you if I don’t keep my cover.”

The fight falls from me, and I am left with immense gratitude that someone strong and safe is here for me to lean on. “Why didn’t you reveal yourself sooner?”

Drake lets out a long breath. “Don’t think I didn’t want to. That it didn’t kill me each time I had to keep up my facade and treat you badly.”

Rainier approaches. “We had to wait until it was safe. There is no way we could have revealed our true allegiance on the road, and we have only been in the palace a handful of days.” 

Gods, it feels like I have been here for weeks, months, not only days.

Rainier’s stormy eyes glance over my shoulder, then back at me. “Basil wouldn’t bring you down here and expose our secret operations until he fully trusted you, and the others needed the same chance.”

The butler waiting patiently behind me only tips his head in my direction. My eyes run over Sasha, suddenly realizing our meeting wasn’t by chance at all, then to Jasper, who was probably trying to indicate that he was on my side the entire time.

Drake draws my attention back to him. “Look, I’m going to have to continue to say some very nasty things to you. People will get suspicious if Florian stops acting vile and aggressive. I will scratch my chin as a signal, and when you see it you can remember none of this is real. That Florian is gone and it is really me, taking care of you.”

I nod as a potent relief cascades through me at having such an ally in this. “What happened to Florian?” I ask.

Drake raises his eyebrows. “What do you think? That man committed many atrocities in the Winter Wars. We couldn’t find him afterward and he would have been executed if we did. He was probably hiding out in another court. It is no surprise he returned when Titania rose to power and weaseled his way into her inner circle. She breeds cruelty.”

A few paces behind Drake, Sasha visibly shudders. “I saw the bloody aftermath of his work during the war. He ravaged defenseless villages and cities full of civilians to try to coax out our army, killing children and adults alike, never bothering to bury their bodies. Sometimes he left hundreds of heads on spikes as a message.”

A shiver runs through me at the image she depicts and I am suddenly very glad I was hardly exposed to the real Florian.

“This is where you hold secret meetings? As a resistance against Titania?” I glance around. There are no signs that anyone comes here regularly, not even chairs arranged for today’s session.

Rainier lets out a long breath. “I will be brutally honest: we do precious little to hurt her reign, though that will change now you are here. The disgruntled masses are afraid and fractured, but you could unite them behind you. Our work, though just as important, is to smuggle the minorities she uses as targets out of the city. Titania’s rule is built upon the people fearing and distrusting everyone around them, with her as their only protector against false enemies.”

“You do us a disservice.” Juniper places a hand on Rainier’s arm, and he looks down at it, then at her with intensity. She immediately pulls her hand back and flicks long, dark green-and-navy hair over her shoulder, a light blush staining her cheeks. “It is the difference between life and death for the people we help.”

Rainier shakes his head. “I should be doing more, considering the role I played to help her onto this damned throne.”

As Drake pulls him to the side and speaks intently in his ear, Sasha steps forward, taking my hands. Her coat flutters and I realize it doesn’t have a fur-lined collar at all, but a long-haired puka nuzzled around her neck.

“You know of Titania’s hatred of the Winter Court. Of how she uses us as scapegoats, blaming the corruption that kills these lands on my king’s technology and imaginary acts of war.” She strokes the puka’s fur absentmindedly. “Well, words aren’t enough for the High Chancellor. She sends out her army of Truth Templars in the night. They tear out into the street anyone who migrated from the Winter Court and burn their homes and businesses to the ground. My people are beaten bloody in a brutal display before onlookers. Too many have died. They target those wealthy enough to have assets to be confiscated but not politically powerful enough to protect themselves. They are my people, and I am their ambassador and princess. I am supposed to help them.” Sasha’s voice breaks on those last words and my heart aches for them all.

Juniper rubs her arm soothingly, but her eyes are on me. “In the last year, many of the common citizens have started to flock to the Truth Templars’ warpath, helping them burn, pillage and maim. It is only getting worse. They have been brainwashed and revel in the sense of superiority the violence gives them.”

“Truth Templars!” Jasper spits from where he leans against a column, just outside the group. “I loathe that name. They only care about their own fabricated version of the truth. They twist reality so much that they believe their own lies. They are nothing but gangsters.”

A deep sadness rolls through me. They never should have been left to deal with this alone. “We will stop them. We must,” I promise, but it doesn’t seem enough. “Is there a large Winter community in the City of Vertical Gardens? It doesn’t seem right that they have to abandon the lives they have built here to remain safe.”

Drake scratches his chin. “After the war many refugees fled from Winter to Spring, because even though they had been enemies, the living conditions were much better here.”

“We were thrust into bankruptcy.” Sasha’s eyes are glazed. “There was famine—too much land was ravished by war and too many farmers died fighting, and no one planted seeds for the future. After my uncle was slain, my cousin Erik built our court back up to the functional, thriving state it is today, but the road was long and hard.”

Rainier joins Sasha at her side, picking up the narrative when her words falter. “Aldrin sponsored a program that helped bring many orphans from Winter to Spring, placing them in good families and giving an allowance to raise the child to any who might not be able to afford it. He also helped widowed mothers migrate here with their children. For some reason, the fae of the Spring Court have far more difficulty reproducing than those of Winter.”

I suddenly appreciate the gravity of Silvan’s mother fleeing here after the war, alone with a small babe. How he identifies as a citizen of Spring, who helped them, one of the reasons he is so loyal to Aldrin.

The smallest smile forms on Rainier’s face, and my heart skips a beat because I know what he is going to say. “You have probably noticed I look nothing like either of my parents, because I was one of those orphans, adopted by Spring nobles who couldn’t have children.” He turns to Drake, his true father, and they share such a warm, loving look it makes my heart melt. “I have always wondered if I was a forbidden love child between soldiers of warring sides, considering my hair is the white of Winter and my skin is the deep tan of Spring. I have no recollection of my birth parents, considering I was only days old when I was given away, but I think it is better that way.” 

Sasha wipes a tear from her eye. “They were harsh times. Families were torn apart. I don’t like to dwell on the loved ones I lost to that war. It pains me to see history repeating, and Winter families being destroyed here and now.”

Deep shame fills me. “I am so sorry. We had no idea any of this was happening.” I glance desperately to Drake. “Aldrin has no idea.”

“We knew she was mismanaging the court to fill her own pockets, and that she did nothing to counter the corruption, but not that things had deteriorated this much since the last time we were in the capital,” Drake agrees.

“We spent a year in the human realm to fight Finan and win the trade and migration agreement we needed,” I say. “That’s three years here with the way time moves differently across realms.” All eyes fall on me. By the gods, it is hard to resist the urge to apologize profusely for tying up Aldrin and his people in what felt like my fight.

“A lot has changed since then, and nothing at all,” Jasper grumbles. “After Titania hired the Assassins of Belladonna to kill Aldrin, she shed any reservations that held her back. Things she did in the shadows before, acts we only suspected, became atrocities she committed before all, without a hint of shame. It was like she had already written him off as dead, and believed no one else could challenge her.” 

“The High Chancellor terrorizes the low fae as well.” Juniper’s quiet voice slices through the conversation. “She claims they are lazy and the fact they are diminishing under the rot of the corruption is their own fault. That they want high fae to expend their power restoring lands that they aren’t taking care of. Accusations are spread that their children are dying from neglect, and not from fading magic. Every so often she will put randomly selected low fae on trial to solidify this point. They are always executed publicly in the end. Their businesses and homes in the city are also burned down in the night, just not at the rate of those of the Winter migrants.” 

“Surely the masses don’t believe this? Anyone can travel the court to know the truth!” I don’t mean to raise my voice. I am so fucking tired of the pain caused by one woman’s hunger for power. I clench my fists so tight my nails dig painfully into my palms, likely drawing blood. I almost shake with the unrestrained anger that churns through me.

Juniper scrunches up her delicate nose. “Some people will believe any propaganda that tells them they are the superior race. Born better than everyone else, by no effort or achievement of their own. That puts the blame of their shortcomings on someone else’s shoulders. That allows them to delude themselves into thinking they deserve more rights than others. Some people love convenient lies. They will do anything to protect them, even when they make little rational sense. Unfortunately, that radicalized minority of high fae have the loudest voices and the most destructive actions, making the rest cower. I believe the majority are on our side, your side, but they are not organized as the Truth Templars are.”

She glances at Rainier, then back at me.

“My mother holds the seat in the Senate that represents the low fae interests, as she is half tree nymph, but she is weak. Afraid to speak out. All I can do is try to make up for her failings. I am very aware of the fact that both Rainier and I are immune from the persecution of our people because we have grown up a part of the Spring Court nobility.”

“And what of the humans?” I ask, remembering derogatory comments Titania made on the journey to the City of Vertical Gardens. A telling silence greets me. “How have the humans fared in the capital under the High Chancellor’s rule?” My voice wavers as panic flares within me.

Both Rainier and Juniper look away. Sasha’s lip wobbles, but she says nothing. Drake’s eyes are wide, glancing between each person, the color draining from his face as realization dawns. 

It is Jasper who runs a hand over his face and finally speaks. “In truth, nobody knows. One night, almost three years ago, she had the Truth Templars and Wildrose Guard round up every single human in the city and transport them out through portals. None were ever accounted for after that, and the druid communities in this court searched high and low for their people. We don’t know if they were sent to camps or exiled from the court, or if she merely had them all slaughtered as soon as they were out of sight. Their homes, their communities—they became abandoned ghost towns. Dinner still laid out on their tables. Clothes in their drawers. Nothing packed for a journey. It is not how people are moved on from a place peacefully.”

“How can this happen? Why did no one stop her?” My blood boils as it races through me. My magic sparks within my fingertips, but there is no one here to unleash all my seething rage upon.  

Jasper lets out a shaky breath. “It was her first open act of tyranny. Before that, she wore a mask of the benevolent ruler before the court. Fae watched the proceedings in the streets, but there was so much confusion they didn’t understand what was happening until it was too late.” He shakes his head, as though to clear the horrid memories. “Titania claimed they were criminals being flushed out of the city, and we were naive enough to believe her. She made sure my Royal Guard was out of the capital when this happened, because no matter what, she never quite trusts us. This is another failure of this court that I hold myself and many others responsible for.”

Drake curses profusely under his breath. A tear drops from my eye as I visualize all those scared people being herded to some unknown doom by vicious force, and how we were a realm away when they needed us.

“No more,” I growl as I hold each of their gazes in turn. “No fucking more. This stops now. All of it. There is untapped power in the masses. Those who don’t agree with Titania and her brutal ways, but don’t know where to turn to stop her. I intend to be a rallying point. To organize my people into a force to be reckoned with and empower them. But to do that I need to be able to speak to them en masse. Are there trade guild halls or large taverns where people gather and we can target the politically minded? We need to work out which groups are the most disgruntled under Titania’s rule.”

Pride flickers in Drake’s eyes as he watches me. Both Rainier and Juniper perk up at the suggestion. Did they not think I would be willing to put my neck on the line for my people? 

It is Jasper who comes forward. “There is a meeting at the merchants’ guild hall tomorrow night. One that is somewhat rebellious in nature. Some of my guards are working as unofficial security at the event. These traders specialize in imports and they have a lot of suspicions about the food shortages and Titania’s hand in them. These merchants are taking a huge risk in having such discussions behind her back, and they are ripe for the picking. It is a good place to start. They will be amenable to what you have to say.”

“Make it happen, Jasper,” I say. “This is an opportunity too good to miss.”

Rainier’s scrutinizing gaze never leaves me. “What makes you think you can leave the palace? Does the bargain you made with Titania not hold you here as her prisoner?”

“Has she not already twisted and warped its bounds? Let’s see if we can do the same. I must test the limits of the bargain.” I smile at him. “Besides, I made an oath against escaping her, but I am merely suggesting going for a walk, with every intention of returning.”

Rainier opens his mouth to say more, but muffled voices ring out from the warded doorway at the far end of the hall, drawing our attention. 

My heart stutters to a stop. Have we been discovered by Titania’s agents?

Drake places an arm around my shoulders and leads me toward the entrance. “Did I forget to mention that I planned a little surprise for you?”

I don’t get a chance to ask. The milky barrier of the ward breaks, the swirling mists part—and my father steps through.

I stare at him, stunned, for several seconds, then I am running and laughing and colliding with him as he wraps his arms tightly around me, almost knocking us both to the ground. 

My father wipes tears from his eyes, but he doesn’t let go of me. “Why are you always the one who makes all the trouble?” he growls in my ear, then laughs. “You were such an easy child.”

“I guess I have to make up for it now.” I cling to him, suddenly that little girl again, all her problems melting away because he is here. “Why? Why did you travel here when you know it is so dangerous for our family?”

He pulls away from me. “Why? I would march an army to the end of the universe to protect you, that is why. Did I not prove that when I upended the North in open rebellion because that mad king wanted to take you?”

“Enough, Edmund. Let me see her.”

My mother’s voice has me whirling with shock. She places both hands on my face, touches my arms and adjusts my dress, all while tutting.

“My poor child. I dare say you have been through a lot.” Her cold fingers run through my hair, fixing it. All her fussing fills my chest with growing warmth. This is as affectionate as my mother gets. It is how she protects and shows her love. Then she shocks me by pulling me into a quick embrace. 

“Mother, you should have stayed away.” My voice breaks. “Titania wants you as a hostage too, and I can’t allow that.”

“Nonsense. It will take more than an army to regain your throne.” She places a hand on my cheek. “We need clever political maneuvering to win the support of the people and nobility before descending into violence—though I do agree both will be necessary. Luckily, this is my greatest skill, and I am here to advise you. My king has appointed me as the fae ambassador. And your father…” She glances at him with affection. “He will wave his sword around and command his army to keep you safe, as he does best.”

“And burn things,” he grunts in reply. 

For the first time in days, I can finally take in a full breath.

Behind my mother, Cyprien stalks toward me like a riled-up cat. The sight of him is a beacon of hope, and I smile broadly, opening my mouth to greet him. I only take a single step in his direction before he descends on me, grabbing me by the shoulders.

Cyprien holds me close and scrutinizes every line of my face. He looks haggard, his lips twisted downward and deep, dark grooves beneath his eyes. “How does he fare? Tell me he is alive and I don’t need to slaughter a league of assassins.”

I realize with horror that he is looking for signs of grief on me. “He lives, and he is coming for this court with a dark army at his back.”

Cyprien lets out a long, heavy breath and tips his face up to the ceiling. “Well, thank fuck for that.”
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Acool breeze whips my cloak around my legs as I sneak out of the palace the following night. The secret passageways lead all the way out to the base of the palace, which is built into the apex of the city.

We move in a quiet team, sneaking through the shadows. Jasper keeps his grip on his sheathed sword as he scans the streets, and both Sasha and Juniper hover close to Rainier for protection. Drake leads our party with a hand wrapped around my arm, like he is afraid of losing me again. 

The entire city sprawls out from our vantage point in a vista below. Clusters of buildings reach impossibly high from the depths of the valley into the clouds. Each megastructure seems as tall as a mountain, as the majority of the city occupies vertical space. There are spires, domes and towers rising from every level, with bridges connecting them and external staircases scaling the surfaces. 

Immense balconies wrap around the layers. The broadest of them create spaces for public gatherings, dotted with shops and restaurants. Wide boulevards are highways for foot traffic. The city is crafted from stone and wood, with much of the latter still alive, as they have incorporated many forests and trees into their urban planning. Streams gush alongside the wide walkways and cascade down buildings in dainty waterfalls, feeding all that life and washing everything clean.

I fell in love with the City of Vertical Gardens the first time I visited here. I was taken by the beauty and culture infused in every inch of it. Walking these streets again not only solidifies that affection, but makes me want to give my all in fighting to release it from the clutches of that monster. To give its people the peace and safety they deserve. 

I don’t know where the intensity of my devotion comes from. If it bleeds across my mate bond from Aldrin, or if I was born to rule here. It already feels like my home. More than Appleshield did in the last decade. 

We step straight from the palace into an upmarket neighborhood, illuminated by fire orbs in pretty lanterns that cast leadlight colors across the walls and ground. The air is full of laughter and music. Well-dressed high fae tip their heads at us as they pass by in groups, leaving restaurants or strolling toward bars. None look at us too closely. To them, we are another group of nobles looking for entertainment. 

It isn’t until we reach the sectors of the middle and lower classes that the streets become deserted. Deep shadows hover over every corner and even the taverns are shut, their doors barred and metal shutters over the windows. 

“Is there a curfew?” I whisper to Rainier.

His thick, dark eyebrows pinch in the middle. “No. The Truth Templars come out at night. Sometimes they beat a fae walking down the street just for the sport of it. Any excuse or type of minority will do for them.”

As though on cue, the marching of boots and catcalling of voices echoes through the platformed street we travel down. There are so many staircases and bridges arching off it that I cannot immediately tell which direction the gang approaches from. Jasper pulls his sword halfway out of its sheath and I bring forth my raw magic, letting it dance at the tips of my fingers. 

I will not have a party of spoiled, hateful brats get the better of me.

We quicken our pace, darting down a narrow flight of stairs and across a rickety balcony in ill repair. Stale smoke irritates my nose as we pass a shop that has been burned to a skeleton and over dark grime marks on the road that could be old blood. Eyes peer at us from between bars on windows and dart away just as quickly.

“We don’t want to get caught,” Jasper grunts. “The last thing we need is to reveal our identities and nighttime activities to those thugs.”

“It would be hard to explain why we have the Spring Queen and Winter Princess with us, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t itching to kill some Templar bastards,” Rainier spits.

My nerves flare as crashing boots and clanking chainmail grow louder. Closer. On the platform two stories up, the broad forms of armored men become visible as they march in a loose column and jostle each other like children. There is no discipline to their line at all. 

“Is there somewhere we can hide?” I whisper.

Behind us, the metal panels of the barricading door of a shop roll open, and two silver-haired high fae gesture to us frantically. “Lord Rainier. We thought we heard your voice,” one says. “Princess Sasha, quick, hide in here until they pass.” 

My heart races as we duck inside a toy shop. It is filled with colorfully painted items with many moving parts, the likes of which I have never seen before. A long vehicle running on tracks and blowing out steam, large wheels turning, has many buckets along its front face and tiny wooden fae inside each one. Each miniature is incredibly complex. This must be the Winter Court technology I have heard so much about.

We hover in the darkness of the storefront, hidden by the thick barricade. The shopkeepers bow and fuss over Sasha while she murmurs reassuring words to them. The gang of Truth Templars stomps past, enough feet striking the wooden balcony for the ground to vibrate. There must be fifty of them, yelling to each other about the Winter invaders they are going to thrash tonight and how the homes of traitors are going to burn. The stink of sweat and ale follows them. Did this disgrace of a guard stop by at a tavern first? Does alcohol fuel their base actions?

Torin’s voice rings out, barking orders that aren’t quite discernable, as they march away to find their next victims. My blood turns to ice. These thugs and their horrendous acts are backed by the throne. No wonder fae choose to hide, rather than meet them on the streets. Their word is law, no matter how unjustified or prejudiced. 

“You should leave here, Gavriil, Alyona. It is not safe for our kind,” Rainier hisses at the shop owners. “Take my offer this time. Relocate. It is not worth risking your lives over.”

“And where are we to go?” Gavriil shrugs. “We would be cast out just as much in Winter as outsiders now. Our life and business are here. Why should we throw all that away? Better to make a stand here.”

Rainier grinds his teeth audibly, but the woman, Alyona, cuts in before he can speak. “The true queen is here now. She will save this court. I am sure of it.”

I step forward, removing my hood to reveal my face, my hair and the golden tiara I have glamoured into it. I place a hand on her shoulder as she stares at me with wide eyes. “Stay safe and be vigilant. Prepare yourself for what is coming. I will reunite the people of Spring to toss that tyrant off her throne. All the people of Spring, regardless of where they were born or what their status is. All will be equal under my reign.”

Tears spring to both shopkeepers’ eyes, and they cannot stop touching my hands and arms, murmuring words of thanks, until we are out on the street again.

We descend through the vertical city, rushing down staircases and through back allies, avoiding the wide boulevards. In the distance, the racket of two gangs of Truth Templars rings out in the night from different directions. 

Each time the bargain pulls at me, tugging my essence back toward the palace, I firmly reinstate in my mind that I have no intention to escape Titania. That I am out for merely a night, and I will return to my captivity. Without failure, the sensation disappears.

We stop before a large establishment in pale brick with many upper-level wooden balconies and arching window frames with colorful leadlight panes. Vines cover much of the surface, flowers overflowing from them, and luscious moss grows in large patches across the vibrant blue tiled roof. There is a sign hanging over the door, with the name painted in ornate script: The Merchants’ Guild Hall.

I turn to Jasper with a question on my lips and he nods. “This is where you will be speaking tonight. I apologize, I will not be able to join you.” His eyes slide away from mine, to Sasha.

“We are meeting with some of our loyalists to help Winter descendants and low fae flee the city,” she says. “Juniper, Rainier and Jasper normally join me, though I will not hold it against them if they want to support you tonight.” 

Despite being a bear of a man, Jasper seems to wither under our joint gaze. He runs a hand across his pained features, making strands of black hair fall from where they are pulled back from his face in a topknot. “I am not ready to face him again. We all know how Silvan will react to me. I cannot handle the resentment in his eyes.”

Rainier places a hand on Jasper’s shoulder and the warrior seems to take comfort from it, then he breaks the heavy silence. “I will follow Keira. I am eager to see my mother tonight. It has been far too long.” My heart leaps at the thought of being reunited with Klara. 

We enter the guild hall through a discreet back door. I am ushered into a small room that has spare tables and chairs stacked against the walls. A voice echoes into it from a woman in the next room giving a powerful, passionate speech on the grain crisis and food shortages. She is visible through an open doorway on a large dais addressing a crowd, but is mostly obscured by the bodies crowding around and watching from this position backstage. 

They turn one by one to face us. My parents. Caitlin. Cyprien, Silvan, Klara and Hawthorne. Even Lilly and Zinnia are here. They all came for me.

Before I can well up with overwhelming emotion, Caitlin barrels into me, squeezing me far too hard in an embrace and slapping my back multiple times. When she pulls away, a scowl fills her face and tears form at the corners of her eyes. “By the Soul Ripper, Keira, what were you thinking leaving us like that? I thought Father was going to burn down the kingdom again in his rage.” 

“I did what I had to,” I whisper. “I won’t apologize for it.”

There is a slight tremble to her body where she holds on to me. “Thank you for getting Morgana out of that monster’s clutches. I cannot explain how much it means to me. I will stop at nothing to help you regain your throne, not that it will ever repay the sacrifice you made for us.” She scrubs away her tears. “Gods damn it, I have turned soft since becoming a mother.”

While we are still hugging, half sobbing but trying to hide it, Klara races past us, straight to Rainier, who shuffles awkwardly by the closed door. She grabs him by the shoulders and examines every inch of him with burning lilac eyes, like she is searching for injuries. 

Rainier remains incredibly still. “I have missed you, Mother,” he says softly, hardly daring to look her in the eye. “I am still so sorry that I initially picked the wrong side of this battle—sorry for everything, really. I have been trying to make it right—to make up for what I did…”

“Enough of that!” she snaps at him and he flinches, but before he can pull away, she grabs his face and kisses each of his cheeks, then engulfs him in a hug. “We have spoken about this already. You and most of the Spring Court made a mistake. It is what you did after you realized her true colors that counts.”

My heart swells for them as potent relief washes over Rainier’s face and he pulls his mother closer to him.

“Just make sure your father doesn’t get himself into trouble in that rabid bitch’s court,” Klara grumbles.

Rainier laughs. “I thought he was a magnet for trouble.” Klara scowls at him and he throws his arms up. “Okay. Okay. I will try.”

“I don’t see why he couldn’t come here tonight,” she ventures.

“Florian was expected to attend a formal dinner with the other advisers.”

Cyprien squeezes my shoulder, dragging my attention away from mother and son and giving me a curt nod. I have never met a less affectionate man, except when he is with Aldrin. Then I am passed between Hawthorne and Klara, who wrap their arms around me and talk over the top of each other. 

With dizzying force, I am deposited in front of Silvan. He pats my arm awkwardly, but there is a softness in his eyes as he looks down at me, or at least a momentary lack of simmering rage. “You have been a bloody hard woman to get to. How have they been treating you? Tell me, how many of the assholes in Titania’s inner circle do I need to kill?”

“Why not all of them?” I laugh. His blond eyebrows shoot up as I drag him into a hug, and he stands with his arms limp at his sides for too long before finally wrapping them around me. Sometimes I wonder if there is nothing gentle or tender left in the man, until it is forced out in these moments. “Thank you for showing up for me,” I whisper.

“What in the Darkest Realm were we supposed to do? Leave our queen in the clutches of that maniac unaided?” he growls. “We have been trying to get to you ever since the moment she took you.”

A single man is left in the crowd, hovering back and watching me with uncertainty. I almost don’t recognize him. Kai is in his entirely humanoid form, which looks anything but human. I have never seen him with two legs, or wearing clothes, and he seems uncomfortable with both. The kelpie’s long hair, braided down his back, has a deep blue-and-green sheen to it, and his chest is completely bare, because of course it is. There is a blue tint to his skin, and it is scattered with scales where a human would have hair. 

I hardly saw him during his brief aid in our war against Finan, and it has been too long. I run up to Kai and hug him, because despite his distance, he was my savior too many times in my first visit to these lands. 

“Don’t get soft on me, human,” he grumbles.

I laugh, my pointed ears on full display. “I don’t know if you can call me that anymore.”

“So I heard.” He pats me twice, then pries me off him. “Why are you and your mate always needing me to save you?”

“Don’t mind him.” Klara bumps her shoulder happily into his and earns a stern look. “Kai is happy to see you. He is pissed off, and rightly so, because we just learned how low fae are treated in the capital.”

“I am fucking furious. You will fix this.” His words are hard, said in that gravelly voice that doesn’t seem meant for this language, but those brown eyes are pleading. “I will not be a second-rate citizen.”

“I will fix it, Kai. I just need your help.”

Warmth blossoms within my chest as they all look at me, talking over the top of each other and laughing. Aldrin’s loyal band of warriors don’t view me as a tool or figurehead to be used. They genuinely care about me.

My parents converge on me the moment the others back off. My mother removes my cloak from my shoulders, fixing my hair and fussing over the form-fitting gold gown beneath that leaves no curve to the imagination. The entire dress is covered in tiny beads that shimmer as they reflect the light, except for the long, sheer sleeves. The corset is tight, lifting my breasts and dipping in the middle to expose much of my cleavage. There is a split in the silk skirt that reaches high up my thigh, and I tell myself it is to allow me to run if needed. The entire dress pairs functionality with beauty. 

“So, you are continuing the look she forces upon you in the palace?” my mother asks without a hint of judgment. We both ignore the fact that Titania’s outfits are far more revealing than this one. Each time I walk through her court proudly despite my attire, she reduces the amount I get to wear the next time. 

“Since I have no choice there, I am claiming the look as my own,” I say. “It is unfortunate for her that she started this with gold chains to make me look like a powerless royal prisoner, because she cannot back down now, and the color makes me look regal.”

A red flush creeps up my father’s neck and his fists clench and unclench, like he wants to charge straight to the palace and strangle Titania with his bare hands, but he says nothing.

“You look beautiful, dear.” My mother arranges the curls of my hair. “Trust me, you will find the nobility mimicking your style in this realm and mine, just as long as you stand tall and wear it with pride.” 

She leaves unspoken the fact that even this gown would be a mild outrage in my home kingdom of Strathia. But myself and Caitlin in armor was no less of a stir. 

We never played by the rules.

“I have written a list of speaking points for you.” She pulls a long, rolled-up piece of parchment from her pocket and tucks it into my hand. “Try to touch on as many of them as possible. Klara, Hawthorne and Silvan have spent the last hour mingling with the merchants drinking in the hall and have interviewed them on their main grievances. Each speech needs to be tailored to the specific concerns of the group you address.”

I nod as my eyes flick over the words, many of the topics already a part of my intended speech, but there are some new items. “Thank you, Mother.”

“That is not all, Keira. Copy as many of their mannerisms as you can. You want to be relatable to these merchants.” She presses her bony fingers into my shoulders and leads me to the doorway, where the stage is laid out before us. “Watch the way this woman speaks. Back straight. Chin up. Full of the confidence of a businesswoman running a massive, thriving enterprise. There is strength, anger and passion in her voice, and she doesn’t cower or pause each time another merchant calls out and interrupts her speech. Yes, she may answer the question, or she may ignore it, but even the worst criticisms don’t make her hesitate.”

I nod vigorously. Most would be intimidated by stepping onto a stage and speaking before a crowd, especially one that might not be kind toward me, but I have spent my entire adult life under the public eye as Finan’s intended betrothed. Nothing, nothing, can be worse than being forced to marry him in front of that crowd, or being silenced on the royal dais while he held court and discussed the war against my family.

“And Keira.” My mother breaks my concentration. “These people believe Aldrin is dead. It is a thing we can use to our advantage.”

My heart stops, then hammers rapidly as the memories flood me. “You would have me lie to our people?”

“Not a lie. Aldrin did die during the war against Finan. We both know his heart stopped for too long after your father brought him back from that battlefield and he was full of musket bullets. It took strong magic to make it beat again. I am merely suggesting we use Titania’s lies against her. That we claim Aldrin died and was brought back from death as a martyr to save his people from a tyrant.”

“Twice,” I murmur, my chest constricting painfully. “He has died twice.” 

My mother’s face drops. My father notices our mood change and comes over, placing an arm around my shoulders and pulling me into his side while I tell them in whispers what happened when he challenged the leadership of the Assassins of Belladonna. 

I glance at Aldrin’s people, chiefly Cyprien, and know they don’t need to be devastated by the details just yet. 

My father peers into my face with emerald fire burning in his eyes. “Pour your anger into your speech. Show them your strength.”

When my presence is announced and I step out onto that stage, I do so with fury brimming in my soul and my hair literally ablaze. The orange-and-gold curls rise on a phantom breeze, moving in a cloud around my shoulders, flames licking across them and embers floating around me. The light it casts shimmers across the golden beads of my dress and I am sure it has a similar effect upon my crown. I ensure my ears are in their true, pointed fae form and allow every one of my abundant freckles to glow with the fire that rages beneath.

The crowd turns deathly silent, staring at me with wide eyes, absolutely stunned.

Good. They are ready to hear their queen.
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There are more fae present at this merchant guild hall meeting than I was expecting. They are arranged on long benches before tables, and many have frozen with mugs of ale halfway to their mouths. All are dressed immaculately, in brocade vests and velvet gowns and well-tailored tunics, laden with jewels.

I examine the crowd while wearing a mask of unshakeable confidence, allowing the silence to drag on as they take in my unexpected appearance. My sheer power and primal form.

“It is true,” one whispers. “The queen is fae, with a halo of golden fire.”

“She does not seem like a helpless human captive to me,” another murmurs.

I hold my back straight and create an air wield to send my voice evenly across the room. “The rumors are true: your King Aldrin has died, not once, but twice.”

The room erupts into chaos, but I simply hold up a hand and they fall silent for me.

“Perhaps the gods know he is needed here to save this land and its people, because they have sent him back to us. Twice he has died, and twice he has risen from death, a martyr born again to liberate his people in their darkest hour. He will return to reclaim his birthright, and he will be far stronger than before. Unstoppable. But right now, it is your queen who is here. It is I who challenge you to rise up against your oppressor.”

I survey the crowd that stares back at me with unbroken attention, eyes glassy and jaws hanging open. 

“There is a tyrant sitting on the throne!” I roar, and many call out their assent. “Titania promised to bring wealth into this court during the election! That it would be shared among all, giving good merchants like yourselves a better way of life, but instead she has hoarded it all for herself.” More calls of agreement erupt from the crowd. “She claimed to understand you because she is a businesswoman. Promised to cut the tithes and the restrictions on trade to make business easier for merchants. Instead, she has increased both. Why? Because she doesn’t want your competition. Because Titania only cares about her own interests.”

“She is killing our trade!” one woman cries out. “Targeting those who threaten her with additional tithes.”

“There is a supposed food shortage, but we can’t bring in the stock we have acquired from across the border!” a man shouts, and several others agree. 

“Titania has cut you out of the deal,” I continue. “She has installed herself as High Chancellor so she can bleed this court dry of wealth, lining only her pockets. This was her plan all along: to stifle other businesses, making it impossible for them to trade. To steal from the people she is meant to be serving.” 

More and more merchants perk up, nodding at my words, so I push on.

“We all know she restricts imports into the city. That she creates false shortages so she is the only one who has the goods in demand when prices rise. It is despicable for a leader to price gouge to make themselves wealthy, while the common person struggles with the cost of living. While they starve.”

Up until this point, I have only spoken of things they already know and reinforced their opinions. I have told them I understand their struggles. These merchants are now buttered up to hear what else I have to say.

“I can make you a promise. I am not a businesswoman. When Aldrin and I claim our throne, we will not cut merchants out of their own trade. We do not need to line our pockets with your money. I have trained to be a queen and rule a kingdom for my entire adult life—we just had no idea I belonged to the Spring Court, not the human kingdom of Strathia. I know how to rule and bring equal opportunities to all, because that is what we want: wealth and prosperity for all of Spring. Unsure whether you should believe me? Do you remember what trade was like under Aldrin’s rule? I have heard many since then call it the golden times.” 

In truth, it was Silvan who discovered that little detail.

Apparently, while I was being tormented by Titania, he was visiting every bar and tavern he could, picking up information for me to use when I found my power base and spreading his own rumors in our favor.

“Let me tell you a little story about Titania. It will demonstrate that she is not only the opposite of the shrewd businesswoman she claims to be, but also a shortsighted, terrible politician.” Grumbles rise at my words and I smile with triumph. “You may have heard her claim that Aldrin fought in a war in the human realm because I seduced him away from his own people in their time of need. The truth is, he did it to install a king on the human throne who is friendly toward fae interests. One who agreed to reopen trade between our realms and bring great wealth and many opportunities to the Spring Court.

“Think of the new business ventures this agreement could present for you. The many markets among the humans that could be available to you and the rare goods you could import. There is little magic left in that realm, and even simple enchanted exports like fire orbs that are abundant here could fetch you an exorbitant price there. You would be presented with the opportunity to bring in delicacies like chocolate, coffee and even butterflies.”

I pause for long enough to hold many of their eyes.

“Neither Aldrin nor I are going to squander this trade for ourselves, as your High Chancellor would. No, we will need the support and hard work of the merchant guild to make this deal happen. You will benefit, personally.”

A round of applause erupts from the crowd and a few people cheer. My heart hammers within my chest, because if I get the execution right on my next words, I will win these people over to us in such a way that Titania could never drag their allegiance back.

“There is one reason why Titania has kept this immensely profitable deal hidden: she very nearly destroyed this trade agreement before it started. Mere days after we signed the contracts and sealed the bargains, with all trade to funnel through the Lord Protector’s lands with his oversight and approval, Titania invaded the human realm with a legion of warriors, stormed and captured the Lord Protector’s castle, and threatened violence against his family. Against my family.” 

Horrified gasps fill the space, followed by angry muttering. Many faces pale.

“Her ruthlessness knows no bounds!” a red-faced man roars, standing from his seat. “Her bullying tactics will blow up in all our faces!”

“She has become the court’s most powerful and rapidly expanding businesswoman because of her tactics to destroy the opposition,” a woman calls out in response. “Maybe she knows what she is doing and the humans need stern guidance.”

The room breaks out into arguments. I momentarily become all but forgotten.

“I will tell you the effect her tactics had!”

My air wield amplifies my voice until it is as loud as a clap of thunder. The halo of fire around me whooshes until it engulfs my entire frame, then suddenly recedes. The squabbling cuts off abruptly. 

“The Lord Protector himself has informed me that the human king views Titania’s violent and disrespectful actions as an act of war and will not trade with her. He will not allow fae under her rule into his realm, believing this is a benchmark of how they will behave. King Niall will only collaborate with Aldrin and myself. If you want a slice of this deal, Titania must be removed from the throne.”

Someone drops their glass to the ground and it shatters, the sound painful in the silence that falls over the room. 

“How long until Titania’s rule sends each of you bankrupt? How long until there is no wealth left in this court, except what is in her pocket?” I ask. Glazed eyes stare at me as they do the math. “During Titania’s propaganda blitz, just before she stole the throne from Aldrin, she claimed he was going to impoverish the court with his ideals. That only she could bring economic growth. Well, it has been a decade and she has only done the opposite, while Aldrin offers riches on a silver platter instead. All you have to do is be bold enough to reach out and grasp them.”

It is a risk to even allude to Aldrin’s push for the high fae to return to their responsibilities in the wilds to these merchants. Dispersing the population, their customer base, in such a way would only increase their expenses. It is more important for them to stop viewing Titania as a businesswoman who will make all their fortunes rise, when she does the opposite.

“I call on you now to fight against Titania’s tyranny,” I demand. “Do not sit on your hands or cower because it is easier.”

“How do we do that?” one man calls out, as if on cue. “We are not soldiers! You cannot expect us to take to the streets with weapons. To fight Truth Templars!”

I smile broadly at him. “No. I want you to do quite the opposite. I call for peaceful opposition from the merchant guild. You have told me this city is in the middle of a food shortage crisis. That people are starving and cannot afford the essentials to survive. You also know that this situation has been manufactured by Titania herself, and that every effort you make to bring food into the City of Vertical Gardens is blocked by her.” 

I flare my air wields to make my voice burn brighter, louder, larger than life.

“I ask this of you: speak out. Inform your customers. Whisper to your neighbors. Make sure every citizen in this city knows the truth, so that when we challenge Titania for the throne and she calls on these very people to rise up and fight for her, they will know that she has no loyalty toward them. They will turn their backs on her, instead of fighting violently for a High Chancellor who does not deserve their fealty. She cannot take your power so long as you still have a voice and the courage to use it.”

A rumble of assent rises up from the crowd, with so many calling out that I cannot discern individual words. They clink glasses and throw back drinks. As I leave the stage, most break off into groups for deep discussions.

I mingle with the crowd, drinking their fruity ale. I noticed many of my personal supporters had slipped into the audience while I spoke. Silvan, Klara, Rainier and Hawthorne sat among the merchants and listened to their whispered comments to gather their reactions, while others placed themselves around the room like my personal guard, in case anyone decided they didn’t like what I had to say and reacted violently. 

Both Cyprien and my father have large circles of people around them, asking questions of one of their most prominent senators and the human Lord Protector through whom all this promised trade will funnel. I am pushed and pulled in many directions, with hordes of merchants vying for my attention. 

“It is the High Chancellor herself who sets the exorbitant prices of food staples!” a man with silver in his hair, broad-shouldered and draped in brocade, bellows at me over the top of others. “We either have to purchase expensive licenses to do the same, which she only gives to a select few, or buy the stock from her once she brings it across our borders. We cannot do our jobs and we cannot compete!”

I place a hand on his arm to calm him. “I will put an end to this as soon as I have secured the throne. You know what it is like to conduct business under Aldrin’s rule. He would never set such harmful restrictions on your trade.” The man visibly deflates under my touch as much of the tension melts from his body.

A woman with soft pink hair wearing a full fur coat steps forward. “I have contacts in both the Summer and Autumn Courts who have informed me of the cheap prices of the food they export. Frankly, they cannot understand why I am not importing from them and offer me discounts I do not have the license to take up. Titania buys inexpensive produce then grossly inflates the sale price to make a huge profit, plunging the middle and lower classes into deep poverty. She gives grain away for free to the poorest of society, so people believe she is gracious and trying to help them, rather than devastating an entire court.”

“Don’t hold your silence.” I take a step closer to her, peering intently into aquamarine eyes with tears at their corners. “Make sure every fae in this court hears you. It is the only way to stop her. Tyrants must be held accountable and only the people en masse can do that.”

It is while I am hearing the same complaint about debilitating tariffs for the third time that a man with a commanding aura touches my elbow to get my attention. “I am Helios, the head of this guild. May I speak with you in privacy about a rather urgent matter?” He tips his head toward a door and the many beads in his long, thick silver braids clink together. “In one of the sound-warded meeting rooms, perhaps?”

I glance over his shoulder and make eye contact with both Silvan and Hawthorne, who immediately converge on us through the crowd. 

“Of course. Show me the way,” I say, following Helios slowly through the press of bodies as the others catch up. 

He brings me to a large, ornate space at the back of the guild hall that has many shallow alcoves with mahogany tables and velvet benches. Several have curtains or silk screens that can be drawn over them for further privacy. Helios motions toward one, waiting for me to enter first. My ears pop as I pass through the ward that prevents all sound from escaping. 

“This is where we conduct our business meetings. Some trade deals require more secrecy than others.” Helios sits opposite me, then motions toward Silvan and Hawthorne, who have taken positions on the far side of the room. “Are those your men?”

“I do not go anywhere in this city without guards.” 

“Wise,” he says. “I will not take up much of your time, but I have information of a sensitive nature that I believe you need to know. That Aldrin can use to his advantage.” 

His eyes search me for a long time, then he lets out a long breath.

“Titania has massive warehouses just outside the city, full of a variety of grains, vegetables and even meat. The interiors of many of these buildings are held at cold and freezing temperatures to store the abundance of food, but there is still so much waste, because she prefers to let goods spoil and be discarded instead of allowing them to go to market where the people can access them. The food she stockpiles has been seized by force from Spring farms.” Helios pauses a moment as he cringes. “Most of the merchants in the next room believe Spring crops are failing and that Titania escalates the issue by restricting imports from other courts.” 

I lean forward over the table. “Do you know the locations of these warehouses?”

He pulls a thin piece of parchment from the top pocket of his well-fitted surcoat and taps it on the table. The scent of fresh ink rises from it and I wonder if he scribbled it down immediately after my speech.

“This is a well-guarded secret. One I only discovered weeks ago. It cannot be exposed to the people, because they would ravage and destroy the warehouses in a day. The information has been brought to the Senate and they did nothing with it. There was no higher authority to go to, until now. I believe my colleagues would get themselves killed trying to go after this bounty. I hope I am making the right choice in giving this information to you.”

A chill runs down my spine as he holds out the list of locations. I reach across the table and take it from him. “You have made the right choice, Helios. One that the rightful crown will not forget. I will make sure this food gets into the hands of the people as peacefully as possible.”

He crumples into his seat. “As a man who grew up as an orphan and knows what true hunger feels like, I really hope so.”

I leave the merchants’ gathering within the hour and visit the guild of artisans, who are far more inebriated and free of tongue when I arrive. They cannot create and sell their wares until they are “approved” by Titania, in the form of hefty bribes. If they refuse, their businesses are destroyed by unfair laws or simply burned to the ground. 

I implore them to fight against this injustice from the shadows. To paint counterpropaganda posters or sculpt stone statues of Titania and display them in the city, all depicting her as a tyrant standing on top of people being crushed beneath her heeled boots.

The next night I talk before dozens of writers who gather in the Kingsmen Tavern. They cannot speak freely or even report the truth in their newspapers and political flyers. Many who have done so disappeared the same night after a targeted visit from the Truth Templars.

I convince them to keep publishing under aliases, exposing the High Chancellor’s corruption in a discreet operation that cannot be traced back to them.

Then, in a closed-off courthouse, I meet with the lawmakers, judges and orators who defend the people. All have been silenced by Titania and had their practices taken away because of their high morals and refusal to break laws for her.

Only those who are willing to enact her very illegal will have kept their jobs. I encourage each of them to take to the stages at taverns, to speak at congregations in private homes, to spread the word of how the justice system has been destroyed. 

The High Chancellor has a near cult-like following, and this is a very real threat to combat.

Each one of us has our role to play in bringing down the tyrant. In disillusioning the masses from her false charm and hollow promises, so that when I make my move against Titania with Aldrin at my side, the people rise up not against us, but beside us.
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My heart hammers with the thrill of anticipation as Belladonna and Valentine wrap their shadows around our party of assassins. Dante moves to my side, gripping my shoulder and squeezing it as that cold, silky darkness swallows us whole. I will never get used to this feeling of falling through nothingness for long periods of time, my entire body weightless and numb.

I have spent days negotiating with my new allies and recruiting assassins willing to back my cause. The order is less of the expected totalitarian regime and more of a hierarchical family, where the members are respected as individuals who can refuse a contract.

The journey through shadows takes far too long.

Every inch of my being is desperate to reach our destination.

We land in the heart of the Spring Court with a loud thud as dozens of boots strike worn floorboards and send up a plume of dust. The shadows recede swiftly around us, but not completely, hugging the corners of the already dim space. We are in the center of an abandoned tavern. It has become the base of operations for my most loyal people since they arrived in the City of Vertical Gardens. 

Cyprien stands alone at the far end of the room, peering through cracks in a boarded-up window, but swings around violently at our intrusion. The beads in his many war braids clink as they fly out behind him, despite being tied high in a leather strap. The shaved sides of his head have new runes tattooed onto them. He almost drops the tall, narrow glass of rakisi in his hand. Some of the cloudy white spirit slops over the side as he takes in the horde before him, eyes widening.

The Assassins of Belladonna are an unsettling sight, especially for those of us who have had the misfortune of fighting them. All wear deep indigo robes that billow around them on a phantom breeze, exposing metal greaves and bracers beneath. Many have their hoods drawn up and fabric masks covering the bottom halves of their faces. Niko’s set of huge, branching antlers is on full display, along with his clawed hands, and Ada’s leathery wings bracket her body.

I have witnessed Cyprien charge at the front line of an enemy army, roaring and swinging his sword, during battles where the odds were against us, but right now he is frozen in place and barely seems to breathe. His glass drops to the ground and shatters. Then he draws the sword from his back in a swift motion, his lips peeling back from his teeth in an animalistic snarl.

I push my way through the crowd and throw my arms out wide. “Did you forget I was coming, brother?”

His eyes narrow on me. “I did not forget.” He sheathes his sword, then he is upon me, holding me by the shoulders at arm’s length, inspecting every inch of me for grievous wounds.

“It’s okay,” I half whisper as his wild eyes meet mine. “I am okay.”

“You spent weeks with the realm’s most deadly killers who were hired to destroy you.” His fingers dig deeper into my shoulders, failing to hide the way they shake. “You endured trial after trial while they attempted to kill you.”

I squeeze his arm. “And now they work with us.”

All of a sudden, Cyprien pulls me into an embrace so tight I swear my ribs creak. “Fuck, Aldrin. You’re going to put me in an early grave with your antics. I wanted to be at your side when you faced the trials.” 

I slap his back. “I needed you here, watching over Keira and preparing the city for us.”

He pulls away and wipes tears from the corners of his eyes. “It took far too long to get Drake on the inside, and he only revealed himself to her a few days ago.”

“I know.” It is how I have been communicating with Cyprien, through Keira and Drake. “You did your best. Now, let’s introduce you to our new allies and replace that drink of yours.” I slap him on the back hard enough to make him stagger. 

Cyprien straightens immediately, as though he forgot about our guests. 

“Allow me to introduce you to Belladonna and Valentine, the Mistress and Master of the Assassins of Belladonna,” I say as both leaders of the guild tip their heads toward him. They cast an extremely unfriendly image, shadows still billowing around them. “This is Cyprien, the Commander of my Armed Forces.” 

Cyprien stares at them with simmering accusation. “Mm-hmm.”

“Commander of your Armed Forces?” Valentine repeats, his gaze stony. “And what exactly happened to those troops? Because as far as I was aware, Aldrin, you came to us because you don’t have an army.”

“He doesn’t have control of the army yet,” Cyprien snaps. “Give me time, and I will muster our soldiers for him. He won’t even have to die for it.”

I cringe. How did he discover that little detail?

“And how much time will that take, exactly?” Belladonna raises a coy eyebrow. 

“We can get into the specifics of it later,” I grumble, scowling at all three. “Right now we have an army of assassins to house, and I need to set foot into my city to see my enemy’s handiwork for myself.”

Assassins mill around us, waiting and murmuring. Bodies stumble as they are pushed out of the way, then Dante materializes from the crowd. He walks straight up to my oldest friend with a huge grin on his face, which is at complete contrast with the curling horns and the indigo runes inked all over his skin, and holds out an arm for him to shake.

“Cyprien, right?” Dante says. “Any friend of Aldrin’s is a friend of mine.”

Cyprien looks at his hand, then his face, eyes narrowing further. “Aren’t you the one who poisoned him regularly and set up trials designed to kill him?”

I am going to kill Drake. He has clearly been using his abilities to spy on me. It was Keira’s idea to keep my people in the dark about my harshest treatments until I returned to them.

“That would be me. It is our way.” Dante shrugs. “I am also the man who trained him and made sure he had the skills and knowledge to survive each battle. Would you like to know what Aldrin looks like fighting imaginary Cú Sídhe while high on hallucinogens? I can tell you all sorts of stories from when he was drugged out of his mind.” Dante forcibly takes Cyprien’s hand and shakes it.

My brother-in-law’s expression softens and he presses his lips together to hide a smirk, eyes sliding to me. “I think I will take him up on that offer.”

“Great. Bond over mocking me.” My tone drips with sarcasm.

More of the assassins introduce themselves to Cyprien, while I pour two glasses of rakisi and tuck one into his hand. I take a sip of my own and the intense spirit hits me like a tidal wave, burning down my throat, chased by a strong note of aniseed. 

Fuck, if it doesn’t taste like home. 

Niko steps behind the dusty but well-stocked bar and serves drinks to the horde of assassins, who settle in at the tables and chairs pushed to the sides of the room. Ada sits on a stool opposite the bar, criticizing everything he does, until she finally gets up and helps him. A sly smile forms on his face behind her back. 

I have no patience for idle conversation. This is not the place I have been desperate to return to, and despite my love for Cyprien, his is not the face I have longed to see. 

The crowd parts with gasps and spilled drinks as Fluffy’s spiked black form comes bounding happily through it. He leaps with his front paws, landing on Cyprien’s chest, Cyprien staggering backward in his shock. The hound sniffs him intensely, but doesn’t snap or growl.

“Down! Down, Fluffy!” I snap my fingers at him, but the creature doesn’t respond until Nico lets out a long, loud whistle that has his pet racing for him.

“Fluffy?” Cyprien turns wild eyes at me, face pale and hair completely ruffled. “Why the fuck is an obsidian dread hound called Fluffy?”

“Don’t even ask.” I knock back my drink, finishing it in a single gulp, then tip my head to the door. “Let’s go.”

“As much as I would love to escape this place, it is not time yet.” He dusts his hands down his clothes, removing the huge pawprints left there.

“Then let’s get there early.”

A smirk curls one side of his lips. “Impatient for discovery, are you? There are other ways this can be done. You are a mad bastard for coming into the city, let alone sneaking into the palace.”

I raise an eyebrow at him. “You know why I have to penetrate the palace.”

“Keira can come here,” he says.

“It is not just about Keira. The gods know I want to see her, that I will see her no matter what Titania throws at me, but I need to know the allegiance of the Wisteria of Mythanar before we attempt any attack on the throne. It can turn the tide of a battle.”

“Basil said⁠—”

“I would know for myself,” I cut him off. “I would have Keira as connected to it as much as I, not just receiving a whisper of acknowledgment but full control. There are things I need to do to make that happen.”

Cyprien gives me a curt nod, but says no more. 

I pull Belladonna and Valentine to the side. “I am going to infiltrate the palace through the secret tunnels and receive a status report from the spies I have on the inside. We will know our first moves soon. Until then, ensure your assassins keep a low profile and hunt outside of the city—with beasts as the prey for food only, no nymphs or needless killing. There will be plenty of that soon enough.”

Valentine scoffs, but Belladonna cocks her head to the side. “We are professionals, Aldrin. Did you find a litter of dead bodies when we laid our attacks on you not so long ago?”

“Is that because you ate the bodies whole?” Cyprien frowns deeply, but there is a hint of humor in his eyes.

Valentine analyzes him like he is a potential threat, but Belladonna throws her head back and laughs musically. “Oh, I like this one already,” she says to her mate, making his features harden further.

I cover myself with a heavy cloak as we step out into the street, but the deep hood is hardly necessary with the area almost completely abandoned. We are in one of the poorest sectors—close to the base of the palace and, from what Keira tells me, under heavy Truth Templar surveillance. The evidence is clear even under the dual moonlight and glow of the sparse lady of the night blooms. 

Hastily boarded-up shops. 

Shattered doors and broken windows. 

Buildings burned to the ground.

As we pass a makeshift gallows, my blood boils. No one, and I mean no one, should be executed in the street with no dignity.

It is like there is a tether connected to my heart and my soul, dragging me upward, toward the palace. I keep our mate bond suppressed. I want to surprise Keira. She doesn’t know that I have entered the city yet. 

A crazed urgency fills me as I use my magic’s royal signature to open one of the gates leading into the secret tunnels. I take the steps two at a time, not waiting for Cyprien. The entire masonry of the passage’s roof and walls lights up with a dazzling glow as the hundreds of roots snaking through the mortar recognize me. 

Maybe I have gone insane. I need her in my arms like I need air in my lungs. I long for her lips against mine, for our tongues to clash. Every part of me burns for our bodies to become one with such an intensity I cannot think straight. But most of all, I need to touch her and know she is real. To look into her eyes and know she is okay. That despite the harm Titania’s games have done to Keira, she is not broken.

Cyprien grabs my wrist and tugs hard, stopping my climb. “Slow down,” he snaps, pushing past me and taking the lead. “We are getting close to the meeting chambers and we don’t know for certain that we are the only ones with access to these ancient tunnels.”

We keep climbing until we reach a doorway with a thick ward of swirling mist.

Cyprien pauses and glances over his shoulder at me. “Ready?”

I pull back my hood, grinning like a fool. “Beyond ready.”

The heavy resistance of the ward pushes back at us with each step we take, until all at once we are through.

The atmosphere of the room turns completely as tense discussions cut off. Silence falls upon us as my closest friends gape at me. None dare to move, except Hawthrone, who rubs at his eyes like I am a mirage. 

“Well, it’s about fucking time you arrived!” Drake bellows, breaking the spell and striding over to me. “Where have you been? Hiding under a rock somewhere?”

“You know damned well where I have been,” I say. “I brought the reinforcements we need to the city, with more to arrive in the coming days.” 

Drake closes the distance between us, throwing out his arms for a hug. “Come here. Bring it in.”

I put a hand to his chest, holding him back a step as I wrinkle my nose at his appearance. Fucking Florian’s red eyes look at me with such affection. His face, framed by chin-length brown hair and a short-cropped beard, smiles warmly at me, when the real man only knew how to sneer. While my brain knows it is Drake under that facade, my eyes tell me a different thing. 

“Drop your glamour, Drake. I’m too tempted to punch you with that face on.”

He does so immediately, then locks me in an embrace, rocking us from side to side. “Don’t leave us again. Especially not under these circumstances, where we don’t know if you are dead or alive from moment to moment.” His voice breaks, and guilt floods me.

“I had no choice, Drake,” I whisper. “You’d do the same for Klara.”

“I know, but just don’t do it again.” 

I sense another person approaching, and then Klara is pulling him off me. “Stop being selfish. We all want a piece of Aldrin.” She gives me a quick squeeze, never one for big gestures of affection. “Keira will be here soon. She has done well and triumphed over every insult they have thrown her way.”

All I can do is dip my head in reply as words rise up and choke within my throat.

Hawthorne slams into me next, tears sliding down his face despite his struggles to keep it together. I say soothing words and pat him on the back, then pass him off to Drake. 

Silvan slaps me on the shoulder multiple times, as though testing my sturdiness. “You didn’t do too badly for being locked up with those gods-forsaken Nightmares.”

Kai stalks around, riled up with frustrated energy that he cannot expend in his humanoid form. When I hold my arms out to him, he tosses his head like he would as an equine, flicking long navy-and-green hair, then points a finger at me. “Win that throne, Aldrin. Stop this persecution of the low fae. We should be able to walk the streets as equals to any high fae, not be treated as a hated and shamed minority.”

“Kai.” I place both my hands on his shoulders and peer into his eyes. “Why do you think I am here? The Spring Court will return to the way it was under my rule years ago.”

The beast within him calms long enough for him to place a slightly scaled hand to my heart. “This is why you will always have my allegiance. Not just the way you respect kelpies alone, but this, your heart, is the reason I will follow you into any battle, no questions asked.” He turns and abruptly stalks away.

Zinnia gives me a broad smile that is somehow viperlike, drained of warmth. “Kai is going to lose his gods-damned mind if we don’t start fighting soon.”

“And you?” I ask.

“I’m about the same,” she says with nonchalance. 

I sense Keira’s approach before she enters the room. 

A telltale warmth blossoms within my chest.  

The misty ward covering the doorway churns and billows out white tendrils as two murky bodies push through, and then she is before me with Basil at her side. 

My heart skips a beat at the sight of her beauty. Rosebud lips. Immaculate porcelain skin scattered with radiant freckles. Huge, hazel doe eyes that widen as they fall upon me. That halo of tightly curling fiery hair that has a life of its own.

I cannot help the huge grin that grows across my face as I stalk toward her like a predator homed in on its prey. Then Keira is running at me. I grab her around the waist and lift her into the air, spinning in a circle as I press her soft body to mine. I take her lips and find paradise within them.

Aldrin! Oh gods, Aldrin! It really is you, she moans into my mind.

Her hands run through my hair and across my face again and again, as though she cannot believe it. I part her lips and dip my tongue inside her mouth, needing to taste her. She meets me stroke for stroke. This is pure bliss. It is everything I have longed for since I lost her. 

For the first time, that dark cloud weighing on me lifts. 

“Please tell me we’re not going to have a repeat of this,” Drake groans somewhere behind us. “It was bad enough when their mate bond snapped into place.”

Keira continues to devour me like a wild animal, clinging to my clothes and not caring who sees. I slowly pull away in increments, until she is on her feet again, peering up at me with eyes that blaze with passion. 

I trail my fingers across the curve of her cheek. “By the Soul Ripper, I have longed to touch you. To feel that you are truly okay and unbroken.” My voice breaks a little.

Keira’s hands slide down my chest possessively. “It is no more than I can handle. Truly, Aldrin, the worst has been witnessing your trials and being utterly helpless to aid you.”

“You saved my neck multiple times.” I lean forward and rumble in her ear, “It doesn’t mean I’m not absolutely livid at you for selling yourself to Titania. Never, ever sacrifice yourself like that again. I have the perfect punishment in mind for you for being such a bad girl.” I bite her earlobe before I pull away. A deep satisfaction runs through me, right to the pit of my belly, at the shiver that tears through her.

We finally drag our gazes away from each other and return to the council standing around in the center of the room. 

“I want a full debrief on what has been happening in the city while I have been gone,” I demand. “Our next move is to find ways to weaken Titania’s authority and sow discord in her inner circle, to distract her, while we search for the Spring Court army she has hidden away. Our soldiers and their allegiances must be accounted for before we attack. I want to win them over.”

Cyprien grunts beside me, cracking his neck from side to side.

Drake lets out a low whistle. “That is no small task.”

We pull apart every vicious incident and tyrannical tactic Titania has utilized, analyzing them from every angle until my head hurts. Both Keira and Drake speak of her inner circle, and how the people close to her are constantly changing. The fact that she trusts no one with her deepest confidences, not even Torin.

When the discussions are over, Rainier approaches me with caution. He stops a span away and hovers with a pinched expression of uncertainty across his tanned features. “Aldrin, I want to apologize for not seeing the truth of Titania when it truly mattered. For supporting her instead of you the first time you fought for your throne.” He gulps in a large breath of air. “It took me far too long to see through her lies, and I am ashamed of the fact. It was Sasha who opened my eyes, as she has done with many others, and brought myself and Juniper into this inner circle to help the people I have harmed.”

I place a hand on his shoulder. “The important thing is that you have seen the truth and choose to fight against it now, Rainier. Many in your position cower in fear or sit on their hands, doing nothing.” 

“You are not the only one who has made that mistake.” Cyprien materializes at my shoulder. “I was far too consumed by my grief after I lost my wife to stop that disastrous election and see Titania’s true intentions.”

I run a hand through my hair. “Gods, her propaganda was so convincing I too came to believe I was incompetent, that another could rule better than I. Especially when it was the will of the people.” 

A fond smile grows on Rainier’s face as he glances back at Sasha. “I was lucky that Sasha likes to collect strays and lost people. She has been a mentor for a few of us.”

Both Cyprien and I turn to her. Her conversation with Keira breaks off as she stiffens under our joint gazes, and the soft expression she holds for my mate slips away.

“Thank you, Sasha,” I begin, “for⁠—”

“It is in the best interests of the Winter Court if I have allies and sympathizers here to help rescue my people, who your crown targets,” she snaps. “Do not think for one moment that I, as a foreign ambassador, am getting involved in your bid for the throne.”

I can’t help smirking at her sass. She is as harmless as the puka sleeping around her shoulders. “Foreign ambassador today, is it? Not a helpless victim of my supposed cruelty?” I raise my eyebrows. 

Aldrin! Keira chides within my mind. I still cannot believe you have been holding her as your prisoner for decades. Don’t you dare make light of it!

I roll my eyes, and her scowl deepens. She doesn’t want to leave my supposed imprisonment of her. I will prove it to you. Besides, she had every luxury when I was in power. Have you seen the butterflies in her chambers? We need a royal hostage from Winter to ensure they don’t invade again. There is a reason why Titania has had so much success with that particular lie.

I turn back to Sasha. “It’s not too late to swap you for another Winter royal. Perhaps that brother of yours that you detest.”

Sasha scoffs. “I’m not going anywhere. My brother wouldn’t lift a finger to help our people. He would join Titania’s inner circle, then bring her toxicity back home.”

I shoot Keira a significant look, raising an eyebrow. There is always one reason or another for her to stay. I think she secretly likes it here. Well, she did before Titania’s rule.

“Other arrangements can be made.” Cyprien takes a step forward, his voice the gentlest I have ever heard it. “You can remain in the city, hidden in a safe place, and your work can continue. I’m sure the technicalities with Winter Court royal hostages can be worked out later, when Aldrin sits on the throne again. You don’t have to put yourself at Titania’s mercy.” 

Sasha’s back turns ramrod straight and every inch of her becomes icy cold as she looks at Cyprien. “I have work to do. I don’t have the luxury of standing around chatting all night. Rainier.” She whirls around to the man. “We will be late to meet Jasper and his soldiers.”

She storms toward the exit of the chamber, not bothering to check if Rainier follows her. He is already on her heels, mouthing an apology to us.

“Why does she seem to hate only me?” Cyprien grumbles, his eyes following Sasha’s every step until she disappears through the ward.

“She doesn’t particularly like me either,” I say.

“Well, she loves me.” Drake waltzes over and drapes his arms over both mine and Cyprien’s shoulders.

Cyprien immediately shrugs him off. “And why does she like you?” he snaps.

“It’s my winning personality. Everyone loves me.”

Klara groans, approaching us. “Of course you would say that.” She laughs. “You don’t leave them much choice. People get hounded by your constant ridiculously good mood.” She says it as though it were an insult.

“I go out of my way to make people smile. Maybe you should try telling a joke one day, Cyprien.” Drake slaps his back.

Their chatter fades to background noise as I gravitate toward Keira. I take her hands in mine, rubbing my thumbs across the back of them. “I want to toss you over my shoulder and drag you back to the safe house. I don’t want you to set foot in this palace until Titania is dead, much less leave you here by yourself.” 

The very idea of walking away tonight, while Keira returns to that woman’s clutches, has my stomach twisting in painful knots. Every instinct roars at me to charge into the palace and carve a bloody path through my enemies, so none of them can hurt or humiliate her ever again. But the blood spilled tonight would be mine and my people’s. 

Even with the Assassins of Belladonna at my disposal, we would face significant losses against the guards in this palace. They greatly outnumber us and we would have to fight a bottleneck to slowly get our warriors in. Even if we were to succeed in this way, I am sure the people would rise against us in a civil war. It baffles me how much love Titania still commands from them. It is like a cult.

Keira places a hand on my cheek. “You cannot take me away from my captivity and hide me somewhere safe. The bargain won’t allow it, and even if it did, you won’t stop me fighting for our throne. It is just as much my right.”

“I won’t,” I admit begrudgingly. “Come.” I tug at her hand, voice dropping seductively low. “There is something I need to show you. I promise, I will make it worth your while.”

I don’t give her the chance to agree or protest. I steal her from the room with every imaginable wicked thought whirling through my mind about just how I am going to punish her for daring to sacrifice herself for me. She is going to be begging and incoherent by the time I am done with her, drenched in her own arousal.
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Aldrin pulls me through a doorway into one of the many narrow tunnels, then slams my back against the wall. The soft network of roots that coats it cushions the impact. His lips are on me within a heartbeat, trailing up my neck from my collarbone to behind my ear, his stubble lightly scratching against the tender flesh. 

I gasp for air, running my hands down the muscled planes of his back, feeling each one ripple beneath my touch, until I grab his ass. I have needed his closeness so badly. Our mate bond has given us the intimacy of the mind and emotions, sharing almost everything while we were apart, but this—no tricks with magic can compete with having his body wrapped around mine.

I smile as his hardness grows and presses into my stomach. It is empowering, to have such an effect on him. I writhe to drag friction across it. Pure elation fills me as his powerful body jerks under my control and I try to weave a hand between our tightly pressed bodies, but he catches it and pulls it over my head.

“Not yet. I have plans for you,” he promises, kissing me so deeply my head spins. All I know is the intoxicating scent of him: earthy and floral, with hints of masculine sweat. Love blooms within my chest until I think my fluttering heart will explode, then he pulls away. “It’s not far from here.”

He takes my hand, the size difference meaning mine is almost completely hidden in his, then pulls me up the steps. I almost stumble multiple times, because I am more interested in the light show put on by the roots that dart in and out of the grout of the masonry. They become bioluminescent in a long ring around Aldrin, lighting up the space multiple steps ahead of and behind us. Some of the tendril-thin tips reach out for him, receding after he passes, like the tree too has missed his presence.

He swings open the door at the top of the staircase and turns back to me with a wolfish grin on his face. His profile is bathed in bluish-purple light. I allow him to lead me through, pulling me in front of him and holding me by the shoulders.

The cavern beyond takes my breath away. 

Immense columns and archways are carved straight into stone, supporting a high natural ceiling. Circular shafts are cut into it, with prominent beams of moonlight shining through, down onto an ancient wisteria tree. 

Its immense size sends shockwaves of awe ripping through me. The twisted trunk is as wide as the throne room, many low-hanging branches extending off it, each with the girth of a carriage. The woody limbs reach across the cavern, disappearing into the walls and ceiling at hundreds of different sites. I finally understand why it is called the bones of the palace. 

Roots taller than even Aldrin snake across the ground, splitting again and again into a web. A crystal-clear, ankle-deep pool of water fills the cavern, with an island hugging the base of the tree. Long cascades of tiny purple flowers decorate the canopy, completely filling the ceiling and squeezing against the walls. Their petals are littered across the floor, floating atop the pool and piling high on the solid ground. Segmented, bean-like seed pods hang from the foliage in clusters, some as long as my arm and radiating that bluish-purple light. 

I turn in Aldrin’s arms to face him. “Is this the Wisteria of Mythanar?”

“It is.”

He leads me down the embankment, and we take our boots off before stepping through the water. Tiny blue sprites swim within it, darting toward my toes and away. 

“This tree was planted by my ancestor, the same queen who built this city and palace. She set a powerful enchantment over it, so it only bonds to our royal family line. I had to see it for myself, to ensure it is loyal to my bloodline and not the throne itself.”

He steps onto the island surrounding the tree, bringing me with him. The ground is surprisingly soft, with a carpet of moss beneath the fallen petals. Aldrin crouches and places his hand to the tree. Rough strips of bark pull back so his palm touches the smooth wood beneath and purple runes light up across the trunk, rippling out from his contact. He closes his eyes, frowning slightly, and when they snap open, he gestures for me to join him.

“Put your hand beside mine,” he murmurs. “The tree is still loyal to me alone. I want to introduce you to it.”

I do as I am told, kneeling beside him, but glance at him questioningly.

“Do you remember when an assassin tried to kill us while we slept in the palace and I dragged the tree’s limbs out of the walls to capture him?” he asks, and I nod. “The roots and branches of this tree are spread throughout every room of the palace, but no other fae can control it, no matter how much earth magic they have. Not even the Tuatha Dé Danann gods themselves. But you are my mate and my family. I want you to be able to wield this tree as a weapon or a means to restructure any space. To be able to open doorways through walls if you need to escape.”

Aldrin’s power pulses within the tree. It caresses my palm and pulls on my own power as the tendrils of our magic interlock. It feels like he runs his fingers over the most sensitive parts of my body, along my sides and across my breasts, up my inner thighs and over their apex. A tantalizing shiver runs down my spine as my breath hitches. 

He drags my consciousness deeper into the tree, right up to the wisteria’s source that flickers and glows like a violet flame. It flares around us, probing but not touching. It offers itself up to Aldrin to take hold of, but it is wary of me. 

Then Aldrin pours his power inside mine. Around mine. Penetrating, consuming and connecting with every part of me until we are one, in the way that only mates can be. I cry out a sound that is half a choked whimper, half a throaty moan. 

He is deeper inside me than when his cock is buried to the hilt within my core, hitting those delectable spots. It is like having his tongue, his cock and his fingers buried within every orifice all at once, his body touching every inch of my bare flesh, his mind wrapped around mine, showing me his pleasure on top of my own, and still this is more intense. 

That purple light flares around us both, offering itself to my power as it does his, recognizing the demonstration of our mate bond in the alignment of our two souls. I am a sweating, shaking mess by the time Aldrin leads our joint consciousness out of the tree and completely back into our separate bodies.

When I open my eyes, his are right before me, the amber of them burning with hot desire. He lifts my chin and kisses me with hunger, his lips sliding against mine and his tongue entering my mouth, claiming me. 

I lean into him, wanting more. 

Needing everything and all of him.

There is a tugging at my clothes, coming from multiple different spots. Long, velvety tendrils creep up my legs and over my waist. I suck in a sharp breath as my heart stutters with fear and I pull away from him, eyes wide, then glance down at myself. Thin branches have sprouted from the tree and formed cords, encircling my thighs almost to the point where they curve inward and meet. They lift the skirt of my dress all the way up. Others pull at the buttons of my neckline, slowly undoing them.

“Aldrin, the tree! Is it sentient?” I panic, trying to pull away from it, but the hold is tight.

He looks upon me with a simmering heat that tightens the pit of my belly, his gaze traveling lower, watching closely as the fabric covering me is unwrapped like a present. “The Wisteria of Mythanar is not sentient. It is like any other tree in that way, bending to my will.”

The tension immediately flows from my body. I remain completely still as the woody coils wrap around each thigh. As they pry open my neckline to reveal my breasts, snaking around them and across my back. My chest rises and falls heavily as the thinnest tendrils dance across my nipples, pinching at them and stimulating the sensitive flesh. 

“Oh, gods, Aldrin,” I moan. “I’d prefer your hands and mouth on me instead.”

He raises an eyebrow and sits back on his legs. “Would you now? What if I told you I’m not going to touch you? Not until you are a shaking, begging mess. Not until you have earned it. Do you remember that punishment I promised you?”

Heat pools in my core as it throbs for him. “Please. I want you now. Don’t deprive me when it has been so long.”

The vinelike coils climb up my belly and across my skin from under my dress, and in one fluid motion, pull it over my head. They make short work of tearing away my panties, and very quickly I am naked before him, on my knees with multiple loops of his rope wrapped around me. 

His eyes fixate on the shadowy depths between my thighs. With a flick of his wrist, he has that rope pull my legs wide apart. He inspects the wetness slicking my core, so painfully close his breath caresses my intimate parts. 

It drives me wild. 

“Please, Aldrin. Please. Just one lick.”

He laughs, coming up to meet my gaze. “Perhaps next time you won’t throw yourself away for me. I want you to value yourself as much as I do—not as a commodity to be spent, or a shield to be put before other people, but as a precious queen this world cannot do without.”

He gives my neck a long, slow lick, conceding to my demand, though not in the way I want.

“Remember my oath, Keira. I cannot restrain you like this unless you want it. The Wisteria of Mythanar responds to your command as well as mine. It will stop if you tell it to. But I really hope you will let me do everything and anything I want to you.”

His words send a sensual thrill tingling through me and I melt. A ropy branch reaches down from the top canopy and encircles my arms from wrist to elbow, then raises them above my head, all while my knees are still buried in the carpet of moss and soft petals. 

So softly, ever so gently, I am dragged to my feet by the bindings on my wrists, with other ropes keeping my legs wide. More wrap around me, weaving across my waist and around my breasts. They writhe, caressing every inch of my body except for my core, where I desperately need the friction.

I am completely at his mercy, utterly by choice.

Aldrin watches my body twitch and shudder as my skin flashes hot and cold with anticipation. I let out a whimper as one vine nears my core, then flicks away. His burning amber eyes flick up to mine, and he cocks a single eyebrow in question. He knows exactly what he is doing to me. The bastard is enjoying this sweetest torment.

“Do you need something, Keira?” that low voice mocks. 

I have no idea what he is planning to do to me, but he could burn down the entire palace around us right now and I wouldn’t stop him. 

These games he plays—they drive me insane with need.

“I—I—” The words choke in my throat. I can’t even rub my thighs together to alleviate the burn of my desire.

“This is your punishment.” He runs a finger all the way down my belly, making it clench as his touch gets lower and lower, lifting away from me right before he reaches my clit. “Tell me what I want to hear.”

“I did what I had to—to do,” I grind out. “To save you—to give us a chance.” 

I take matters into my own hands, pumping raw power into one of those velvety tendrils snaking along my skin and sending it down toward the apex of my thighs. If he won’t touch the swollen flesh soaking with my arousal, then I will take care of myself. 

Aldrin laughs where he kneels before me, his face a few handspans away from where I want it, then grabs the branch and snaps it. 

“You’re a cruel man,” I gasp.

“Not fucking good enough, Keira,” he teases. “You need to do better than that and tell me what I want to hear if you want a reward.”

He watches me with an expression of awe, like my naked body is the most beautiful thing he has ever seen. Those heated eyes slide up my belly, darting from each place where he has bound me, to my heaving breasts, and finally to my flushed face. 

I force my will into a dozen of the tree’s roots and peel off his tunic. He doesn’t even flinch. It reveals all that gleaming, tanned muscle beneath. I need to lick every rise and divot. To sink my teeth into him.

“I’m sorry I put myself in harm’s way. That I hurt and terrified you,” I moan. 

He slowly runs his hands up the inside of my thighs, but this time he doesn’t stop when he reaches their apex. His fingers slide through my wetness and his thumb rolls over my clit, making just one pass before he pulls away. Pleasure bursts through me, hard enough to make me jolt and send my eyes rolling back into my head. The mixture of deprivation and anticipation makes it all so much more intense. 

“And?” 

“And!” I screech. “What else is there?”

“You do not sacrifice yourself without at least consulting me first. I will not be cut out of such decisions, forced to watch helplessly while you are abused. We are a partnership.” He sits back on his legs, pulling further away from me. Fire burns in his eyes as rage mixes with desire.

I pant heavily. “I had to save you.” 

“Do you want my tongue between your legs? Do you want me to swirl it over your clit? To spear it inside you and lick every inch of you until you orgasm so hard you scream?” he asks in that deep, rumbling voice that makes my legs go weak. 

“Please, Aldrin. Oh gods, please,” I say, hardly coherent.

“Then take your punishment and promise to never make a bargain this foolish again.” A hardness sets his features, washing away the lust there for a single heartbeat. “Because if you die, I die. If you are broken and tormented, I am broken and tormented. You would not be saving me by sacrificing yourself. I need you to understand that.”

With those words, his perspective comes crashing down over me, and suddenly, I do understand. I would feel the same. 

“I promise. Please. I promise.” Tears spring to the corners of my eyes at the pain I caused him. At this punishment that is too fucking good. It is too much. My mind reels at the sight of my spread body, loving it all the same. 

“Good girl.” His hands ghost across my hips, remaining there but hardly touching me. “If you want my mouth, come and get it. I’m right here, dear heart, already on my knees for you.”

I am tied up so intricately that at first I can’t move an inch, but I have never been one to give up without a fight. Especially not when he is a single span away. My magic flares through my bindings, loosening them just enough. I swear the vines retaliate by lifting me so my feet hardly touch the ground. I take a step toward him on shaky legs, on the tips of my toes. His grip on me guides my motions, lining up my hips with his face. The second step brings me almost to him, half an inch away.

Aldrin’s tongue flicks out, closing the distance between us and licking me from entrance to clit in a single, slow motion. Pleasure shoots through my entire body, right to the tips of my fingers and toes. 

Before I can move again, before I can bury his face hard against me and writhe on it like I want, he laughs and gives me a push backward. I swing too far away from him. 

“What are you doing over there, dear heart? Come here and take what you want.”

He is toying with me. I let out a frustrated yell.

His lips already glisten with my arousal. My eyes fixate on that sight as I try to get to him. I take two sturdy steps toward him while the damned ropes pull me back. A few snap while I wrestle with the power within them and he lets out a low laugh as he antagonizes me.

Aldrin’s hands loop over my ass as I finally reach him and his mouth is on me once again. The strokes of his tongue on my clit are brutal; hard, fast and efficient. My entire body shudders and shakes. 

He brings me right to the edge in mere heartbeats. 

Every inch of me tenses and I almost orgasm, but he lets go of his grip on me before I tip over into bliss and I fall away from him, back to my starting position, completely unsated. 

Aldrin punishes me again and again, dragging me to him, devouring me, but not allowing the climax I so desperately need. Each time he resumes touching me, the sensations are so much more intense, like the repeated stimulation and refusal compound upon each other.

Surely my heart will give out.

I collapse, panting in my restraints as sweat beads across my skin. I flick my eyes to his, feeling them burn with the fire of my primal form. “This time, you will make me orgasm,” I growl.

Aldrin laughs. “Such a fragile, wanton thing. Show me that strong-minded willpower I know you have. Come here and get it.” He taunts me, rubbing his thumb in a single sweep across my clit. He brings it to his mouth and sucks on it.

He is enjoying this game as much as I am. The evidence is in the hard length in his pants, outlined by the fabric hugging it, and the jolts of arousal that shoot up from it each time it pulses, finding their way to me along the mate bond. A ghost of each wave of pleasure his punishment sends through me travels into him as well. He can feel exactly what I like and just how much I need it.

I pour my magic into my restraints, completely overpowering Aldrin’s magic within them. I snap any woody ropes that try to force me back from him. Lengthen the tether on my wrists to allow me to get to him. I don’t free myself from my bindings, leaving them intact, because I am enjoying this too damned much. All I need is enough give to reach his waiting mouth. 

Aldrin’s arms wrap around me as my core finally meets his face, pressing hard against it. My eyes roll back in my head at the sensation of his tongue on me. Then he is falling backward in slow motion, never breaking contact, pulling me on top of him. 

Roots lower Aldrin’s body to the ground until he is lying flat on his back in the petals. The restraints around my wrists extend as we drop together. The coils around my legs position me until I am seated on his face, suspended by the arms and the restraints around my torso, not quite touching the ground.

Once again, he is in complete control, and the ropes are strung taut.

While we are being rearranged, Aldrin’s tongue doesn’t stop dancing over my already swollen flesh. On the ground, he uses the fact that he can swing me over him to lick me from entrance to clit over and over again, the stubble of his cheeks scratching my thighs. Low moans tear out of me. 

I am completely at his mercy.

Nothing has ever felt better. 

Tension builds and builds within me, winding me up tight, as waves of intense pleasure crash over me. I cry out, because I almost can’t take it anymore. Aldrin’s presence is in my head like a warm, loving embrace as he revels in every sensation he inflicts on me.

Come for me, dear heart.

I shatter into a million pieces. I tumble down a rapid spiral of ecstasy, climaxing so hard my core spasms around his tongue buried deep within it, drenching his face. Aldrin doesn’t release me, squeezing every last bit of pleasure out of me. His fingers dig almost painfully into my thighs where he holds me while his tongue continues its lapping and swirling until I am done. I don’t know how he breathes.

I am left tied up and struggling for air as he slides out from underneath me, and my body is finally lowered to the ground. Weakness rolls over me and I struggle to keep my eyes open. There is no way I could stand right now, much less do anything else.

Then I register the swishing of fabric and clinking of metal as he fully undresses. Thuds tell me he has dropped his clothes to the ground. The very thought of Aldrin naked has my core aching with need, but I can’t see him, because the damned ropes hold me tightly in place.

I am suddenly nowhere near as spent as I thought I was. 

My heart skips a beat as he takes slow steps toward me from behind. My bonds come to life once more, arranging me so I am on my knees, head and chest pressed into the ground and butt up in the air. I sense the moment Aldrin takes to appraise me in this most intimate position with everything on display. A low, lust-filled growl leaves his throat. 

His hands pull me wide and his thighs press against the back of mine, hard with muscle and hot against my skin. His cock grinds between their apex, slipping through my wetness and sending lightning erupting through my body as its head slides over my clit. His hands move up my hips and over the sides of my back as he kisses his way so damned tenderly up each notch of my spine. 

When his hand reaches the back of my neck, he holds me down, firmly pressing me into the soft bed of moss and petals. He speaks right into my ear. “I am going to fuck you hard, because I think we both need it.”

“Punish me, Aldrin,” I moan. “Show me what happens when I’ve been bad.”

His deep laughter vibrates through my back, where his chest is pressed against it. He pulls back marginally and guides just the head of his cock into my entrance. His fingers curl around my hip almost painfully, holding me tight, while his other hand doesn’t leave my neck. The anticipation is overwhelming, having the first inch of him spreading me open. Then he slams it in, all the way to the hilt, and my body sings with the sensation.

Aldrin sets a brutal pace, sliding his huge cock almost all the way out of me, then back in with a force that lights up all of the deepest spots within me. With each thrust of his hips, my body lurches forward. I rock my hips against his and we move in a dance that becomes harder and faster with each plunge.

The brutish grunts that leave his throat each time he buries himself deep into me drive me wild. Then the hand on my hip sweeps across my curves until his finger lands on my clit, swirling and stimulating it while he fucks me.

My entire awareness becomes saturated with layers of sensation. The friction of his cock grinding across the walls of my core. My depths throbbing with ecstasy with hit after hit. My clit sending bursts of lightning through me to the tips of my limbs. The echoed pleasure coming from Aldrin with the tug and pull of his cock as it pumps in and out of me. 

His mind is a wash of carnal need combined with erotic bliss that builds upon itself each time our bodies come together. He holds back the dam of his own release as he focuses on bringing me to the same point with a single-mindedness, but it is growing to a near unbearable point for him.

The idea of him climaxing inside me is enough to tip me over the edge.

I jerk in his clutches as an orgasm rips me apart that is so pure, I no longer remember my name, my problems or where we are. All I perceive is his huge body wrapped around mine, his hips crashing against mine with savagery, and his cry muffled against my back as he finds his own release. I instinctually clamp around him as his cock twitches within me, spilling its hot seed.

We fall to the ground in a sweaty, sticky mess of limbs, laughter of pure elation spilling from us. I reduce my restraints to a fine powder of dust as Aldrin rolls onto his back, not letting go of me. I half climb onto his chest, resting my head between his pectorals and listening as the still-frantic beat of his heart gradually slows. My stomach flutters as he places a kiss on top of my head.

I run a hand up his muscled chest. “Did you get what you needed? Was your cruel punishment of me enough to satisfy your base desires?”

His voice turns low, eyes simmering with heat. “You fucking enjoyed it.”

“A little too much, I think.” I nestle back into his chest, closing my eyes.

“There is no such thing.” He threads his hand through my hair and pulls my face up to him. “When it comes to me and you, there is no such thing as demanding too much pleasure. It is one of the ways I take care of you.”

We lie there, bound up together and relishing the closeness of our bodies with small caressing touches. By the Soul Ripper, I have missed him.

“Can we just stay here, naked and having incredible sex for the rest of our lives?” I ask. “We don’t need to go back out there and fight an uprising or win a throne, right?”

“Mm-hmm,” he replies, grazing his fingers over my nipple. “Don’t tempt me.”

All of a sudden I jolt up as though bitten. I lean over him, resting my hands on his pectorals and peering into his face as excitement thrums through me. “Aldrin. I know what our next two moves will be!”

“I hope you mean our next two sex positions.” The look he gives me has my stomach dropping with anticipation.

I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “This is important. Titania has been starving the people of Spring for her own profit and hiding exorbitant amounts of food in warehouses that she is slowly selling at a premium. I believe she will flood the city with it when things get truly dire to make herself appear the hero. I have the warehouse locations, and you are going to capture them with your dark army of assassins.”

His eyebrows raise. “Am I now?”

“Yes.” My smile grows wicked. “Then you are going to return to the capital with the Spring Court’s hidden armies and hand out all that food to the people. You will be more than a hero. You will be a messiah returned from the dead to save them. And I have a plan for how we will find the troops.”

Aldrin leans up on an elbow and kisses me hard. “Gods, I love your brilliant mind.”


[image: ]


Iwalk through the palace corridors with purpose, a single target in mind. My heart hammers painfully in anticipation of what I must do and my mind whirls with all the ways it could go wrong. 

I wish I could approach this danger in stout armor. 

Instead, I’ve been forced into a flimsy, mostly transparent gown.

Torin erupts from his chambers at the same time every morning, almost missing his command briefing with the palace guards. Right on cue, he stumbles out now, looking groggy and hungover. He probably spent most of the night drinking, pillaging and murdering with his Truth Templars.

I walk straight past him, slamming into his shoulder as he steps into my path. “Rough night, Torin? You look like shit,” I toss over my shoulder without bothering to glance back at him.

He grabs my wrist and pulls me toward him. I allow it, pretending to trip over my own feet. 

“What did you just say to me?” His lips twist in a sneer.

“I’ve been wondering: what exactly is your role here in the palace, other than being a mommy’s boy?” I take a strand of his long hair and curl it around my finger, getting close to his face so he knows his usual intimidation tactic of sexual violence is useless. “You’re not a senator, or the Captain of the Guard. You’re not the Commander of the Armies or official second to the High Chancellor. Everyone knows dear Mommy listens to Florian and not you. Do you even have a voice here? Does anyone listen when you have an opinion?”

Torin rears back as if slapped. My words clearly trigger something deep within him. His arm flies out and I brace for the impact of a punch. I even craft cushions of air around myself to deflect the blow. He has too little magic to detect others’ wields. But instead, he wraps his big hand in my hair and drags me off my feet by it. Pain explodes across my skull and tears spring to my eyes as I try to scramble along with him. 

Fuck, Keira. Kill him now. We can find some other asshole to manipulate, Aldrin growls in my head. I will gladly do it myself.

My power of decomposition stirs within my gut, wanting to break free. I slap his grasp away from me.

Trust. Me, I gasp through the sting.

Within a flash, Torin holds me over the top of a stone staircase, my body at such an angle that he is the only thing keeping me from tumbling down it. My magic snaps out, creating a web of air below me, ready to catch my body if he lets go. 

Torin spews venom. “One more defiant word from you, and I will toss your fragile human body down these stairs. I wonder if you would look so pretty in this slutty gown with your neck broken.”

“Does this make you feel like a big, strong fae man? Overpowering a defenseless woman?” I look at him with mock pity. “I bet these moments are rare for you, considering you have no magic. You’re usually the weakling in a crowd, aren’t you?”

“I FUCKING HAVE MA—” He stops as his bright blue eyes narrow on me. “What game are you playing?” He shakes me over the void for emphasis. “Actually, I don’t care. Know one thing: I will break you, Queen of Nothing. You are the one who is voiceless and powerless here. I will grind you down to a quivering mess, because I am sick of your constant rebellions against myself and my mother. Perhaps if I kill you now, I can save us both a bit of inconvenience. She will find another toy; she always does. I heard you have two very pretty sisters.”

Torin uses cruelty to gain power over people. I wonder if that dynamic is all he has been shown by his mother.

A red flush creeps up his neck and the pinched planes of his face tell me he is seriously considering dropping me. His fingers around my arm loosen, letting me slip backward a span as they slide to my elbow, setting me at an even more precarious position. Cold sweat breaks out across my body and my eyes widen. He is going to force me to reveal myself. I will have to kill him if I do. It would be a waste of an easily manipulable resource. 

Satisfaction blooms across his features. He believes I fear for my life. He lets me slip even further before catching my arm a second time, a morbid fascination in his icy blue eyes. 

Then he releases his grip on me completely.

As I begin to fall backward, time seems to slow to a stop. I harden the air all around me for a fraction of a second. Long enough to hold me up while I grab him by the collar. Then I use that wield to turn our bodies, knocking him off the top step. I give him a hard shove over the void, to send him plummeting down the staircase. That wall of hardened air pushes me securely back to the top level and I grip the railing, panting.

In this moment, I don’t care if he realizes I used magic, or if he thinks it was some feat of acrobatics. He is too busy falling, cartwheeling his arms through empty space, to truly register my actions.

Something within me snaps. 

Perhaps the dam on the boiling rage I keep buried deep. 

Or it could be my sanity.

I am so sick of petty bullies tormenting, maiming and killing those they perceive as weaker than themselves for their own kicks. Of their needless cruelty for the sake of a power grab. I am so fucking tired of it all.

The old version of myself would have felt sorry for this man because of his childhood abuse and trauma, but he is an adult now, and he chooses to do far worse things to other vulnerable people.

All of this races through my mind as, with an agitated wave of my hand, I disperse the network of air wields crisscrossing the staircase that was meant to save my neck if he got the upper hand and tossed me down it. 

In truth, I shouldn’t have needed to put them there in the first place. 

I let him fall. 

Part of me relishes the ironic justice of it. Torin slams down the stone steps in the same way he envisioned for me, his body bouncing off the hard edges. Almost all fae have air magic, being universal to every court, but he uses none to save himself. 

Only numbness fills me as he rolls to a stop at the bottom, landing in a crumpled heap. 

Did I take it too far? I whisper across my bond to Aldrin.

Not far enough, he says darkly.

Torin groans as he pulls himself up onto all fours, cracking a bent finger back into place. His long hair drapes over his face. His lip is badly split and blood trickles from it. When his eyes fly to me, murder flashes within them. 

A human wouldn’t be able to stand after a fall like that. They would likely be dead. Torin pulls himself to his feet and charges up the stairs. There must be a significant amount of fae within him to be so durable, despite all the human blood, evident in the deep cut across his eyebrow that closes before he reaches me.

I take multiple steps back, my heart beating frantically as my flight instinct takes over. I remind myself that I am still in control here. I know exactly what I need from him.

“YOU!” he roars, grabbing me by the arm and shaking me violently, making my head whip back and forth. “You pushed me down those stairs! I’m going to toss you out a window, so everyone can see your broken body on the pavers.” He drags me toward the closest opening, his arms shaking with his rage.

I swear to the gods, if he brings you anywhere near that window, I am going to remove his head from his shoulders, Aldrin spits.

Not helping, Aldrin, I send back.

“Don’t you need to ask Mommy for permission?” I purr at Torin. “It would be a horrible inconvenience for her to have to replace me.”

Torin pauses, the red flush spreading further across his face. His eyes turn glassy as he thinks, and his fingers dig even deeper into my flesh. 

I lean in toward him. “If I die at your hand, my supporters will rise up in the streets. Any who are still loyal to Aldrin will use it as a cue to riot against you.”

“What supporters? You have none!” he snarls.

“Then your enemies will use it as an excuse. I will become the figurehead they rally behind. A martyr in my death. Why do you think your dear mommy hasn’t put me in a dungeon? Why does she expend so much effort on damaging my image, if I don’t have influence here?”

“A quick death is too good for you. I will bring you before the High Chancellor so she can arrange for you to be dumped in the dungeon. Regular torture sessions will be the only thing to break up your days.” His lips curl downward. “Don’t worry. We can get a healer to close up the wounds so you look as good as new whenever she wants to parade you around.”

I flinch, my stomach bottoming out. 

This time it is not an act. 

Torin is doing exactly what I need him to do. I must speak with Titania, and she would be suspicious if I tried to arrange a meeting. But there is a chance he could have enough power to follow through with his threats. By the gods, I hope my judgment is right.

I will tear down the palace brick by brick if they dare try to torture you, Aldrin promises. I don’t care if every fae in this court turns against me for doing it before I can win them over from Titania. You may be a fierce, independent woman, but I have my limits on what I will allow you to endure.

Torin grabs me and shakes me when I hardly react. The motion makes one of his already askew golden wire ear caps fall off and become tangled in his hair. I gasp at what it reveals.

I always assumed he wore the caps to give rounded ears the illusion of peaked fae tips, but instead, there is mangled flesh beneath. The top half has been cut off completely, and the flesh around it is covered in puckered white scar tissue, like the cut was made with a blunt knife. The wound is old. Even Aldrin’s ear grew back after being blown off by musket fire. Only a child wouldn’t recover from this.

Bile burns in the back of my throat, because I suddenly know exactly what happened to him.

“Your ear.” The words escape my lips in a whisper. “What happened to it?”

Torin immediately releases me and his hand flies to the ornate cap, correcting it. “Fuck off. As if you don’t already know. As if the entire court doesn’t whisper about it behind my back.”

Aldrin? What happened to him? I ask, even as horror churns through me, because gut instinct tells me exactly who did this.

Titania claimed he was born with a deformity. That this was for his benefit, Aldrin rumbles. The healers reported that she cut his ears off as soon as he was pulled from her, with the same blade used to slice the umbilical cord. They should have removed the babe from her care immediately after that. Maybe Torin wouldn’t be so fucking twisted now.

A chill runs down my spine.

Torin grabs me roughly by the arm and drags me through the palace, completely forgetting about his meeting. He charges toward a set of ornate double doors and tears them open. The guards posted there take one look at his seething expression and step aside, as though this display is a regular occurrence.

Titania rises from her seat behind a heavyset desk covered in ledgers and accounts, placing both her hands on it and leaning forward. My eyes flick to the great vault door behind her, an intricate contraption of gears and locks. It is here that she keeps her ledgers detailing her fraudulent dealings, the blackmail she has on other fae and the details on where she is hiding the troops, I am sure of it. I desperately need to get inside.

Both men at the High Chancellor’s side quickly step back, their conversation cutting off at our intrusion. Florian’s signature scowl deepens, flicking from Torin to me and back, as though he wasn’t expecting exactly this. Like he didn’t plan it with me. The second man looks utterly disgusted, with equal hatred for both myself and Torin. He has white dusted through the auburn of his long hair, pulled back in a sleek ponytail. 

Torin tosses me at Titania’s desk and I fall across the top of it, my hands splaying out to catch myself inches before I strike my face. Papers fly to the ground around me. When I glance up, the golden flames in Titania’s eyes intensify as they focus on her son and her black lips compress into a thin line. She doesn’t even consider me.

“For what reason are you busting into my office, disturbing my meeting and throwing this trash on my desk, Torin?” she snarls. “I thought you were beyond these little outbursts for attention.”

I try to pull myself up, but Torin holds me down with a cruel hand pressing on my back. “This trash should be in a dungeon. She should be facing the harshest of penalties each time she defies us. Twenty lashes to begin with.”

A flicker of fear crosses her face and disappears just as quickly. Titania can’t harm me in such a way, because I do have power over the people. We both know I could be a rallying point, in life and death.

Titania lets out a forced, high-pitched laugh, tossing her gaze to her two supporters before returning cold eyes back to Torin. “Do you not indulge in your twisted desires enough each night with the Truth Templars? If you want to whip a pitiful, weak woman that badly, go find someone from the Winter Court on your next hunt. At least your base needs would serve a useful purpose.”

“I can give you coin for a prostitute, if you have gambled all of yours away,” the middle-aged fae throws at him, his cruel grin widening as Torin stiffens.

“This has nothing to do with sex and you know it. This human is allowed to roam free, causing the gods know what sort of havoc.” He grinds his teeth. “She just pushed me down a flight of stairs. I don’t know how she did it, only that she did! Some humans have a bit of air magic. She is up to something. I know it.”

“Well, that explains why you look a mess,” Florian snickers. Torin shoots him a wounded glance.

“Really, Torin?” Titania rolls her eyes. “You need me to save you from the defenseless little human?”

“She is not defenseless, but hiding behind that image,” Torin cuts in. “I know it. My instincts are never wrong. She has magic, at least a drop, and she is dangerous in many ways.”

The High Chancellor clacks her long, pointed fingernails across the desk. “You have always seen monsters in every shadow, son. Time to grow up and start acting like a man, instead of a fearful little boy hiding behind his mother’s skirts.”

Torin’s mouth opens and closes, no words coming out. It is disgusting how quickly the mother is able to demean and destroy the confidence of the son, especially when he is right. He hesitates for a moment, his argument completely shattered—not even by a logical rebuttal, but by a conditioned history of abuse. 

“What he says is true.” I speak with a sulky tone and the other fae sneer at me. “I have more power than you realize. Not magic, but influence. Aldrin has support here and senators have been vying to speak to me. Many don’t believe he is dead. I will use them against you,” I end in a high-pitched, childish tone.

Florian lets out a mocking huff. “Liar! No one would dare make an alliance with a pitiful creature like you.”

I stamp my foot on the ground and pout. “But it is true! You wouldn’t believe the names that offer their alliance to me. Your senators are not loyal to you. Not all of them.” I need Titania to take me seriously enough that she investigates my claims, but also disregards me as a threat.

Florian comes to the side of the desk and examines me with narrowed crimson eyes before turning to Titania. “While I think Torin is afraid of his own shadow, perhaps we should investigate which senators are speaking to her. They are clearly not going to align themselves with this pathetic wretch once they get to know her, but the very fact they have considered it calls into question their loyalty to you. This could be an opportunity to flush out any weak links that could be corrupted.”

Titania watches him over steepled fingers, and a slow smile grows on her lips. “Get answers for me, Florian. I want those names investigated, but make sure there is no…evidence left behind by your work. And no outright torture. I don’t need word of that getting out. I doubt my little mouse has a very strong will.” There is such glee in her eyes that it turns my blood cold. “Oh, and Zedrick, dear, pick up these ledgers for me.” The other man in the room stoops and collects the papers around her feet.

Florian grabs me by the shoulders and leads me roughly out of the study as Titania and Torin break into a shouting match. The moment we are around a corner and down an isolated corridor, Florian—Drake—gives me a wink.

“Nice performance you put on in there. I almost believed it myself.” He puts a light hand on my arm to lead me. “I will give them the names we agreed on. Leave it up to me from here. Those senators will be ours by the end of the week.”
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The following evening, guards lead me from my private chambers toward the ballroom. The closest two have their grubby hands on me, their gauntlets digging into my arms. My stomach sinks, because it means Titania intends to make a display of me at this event and doesn’t want anyone to intervene. 

I will not allow her to win. 

She has no idea of the cards I hold.

The High Chancellor called for an elaborate ball to be organized after Drake returned to her with the names of my falsified collaborators. It is so painfully obvious that she intends to exact her wrath on them publicly, before the nobility and Senate of this court, to show them what happens at even a whisper of disloyalty. The woman loves her dramatics.

The fabric of my gown swishes around my legs with every agitated step I take. This dress is the most revealing yet. There are thick gold-plated cuffs around my throat, waist and wrists that tell me I will be chained by them. The rest is a completely sheer fine thread, so every line and curve of my body is visible through the tan fabric. 

I own stockings that are less transparent. 

Scattered across the gown are gold beads in long lines, inches apart, reaching over my breasts and down my hips. Between the gaps, my nipples, mound and bottom would have been on full display, no different than if I were walking around naked.

That was before I glamoured it. 

I added finer beads between all the gaps, covering the essential areas but leaving my entire legs exposed and a gaping space between my breasts. If I cover up as much as I would like, Titania will become suspicious and might even cut the dress off me in front of the crowd. This way, she will think her seamstress incompetent at following instructions.

The mass of glittering courtiers funneling into the ballroom splits around me, many stopping to gawk. Whispers about my clothing filter through to me, and I straighten my back and raise my chin defensively, until I register so many words of…admiration. There isn’t a single fae who calls me a whore or ridicules this gown that can hardly be considered clothing.

Then I take notice of what they are wearing.

One woman with olive skin struts in a dress made to mimic the exact chain linkages of the first outfit Titania forced me into for humiliation, except the metal is copper instead. The floor-length skirt sparkles as it drapes to one side, revealing the entirety of one leg through a split. It comes to a point at the center of her belly, exposing all of her waist, connected by a ring to a tiny top. Her large, dark nipples are clearly visible beneath and she wears the tiniest panties that completely disappear into the cleft of her well-sculpted ass, visible as she turns around. 

Another fae with long pink hair in many tiny braids is in a colorful gown as transparent as mine, with elaborate lace and bead embellishments over her nipples and front. 

A third doesn’t even pretend to wear something flowing and floor-length to pass as a ballgown. Hers is a tiny tube, barely covering her ass, the neckline just fitting over her breasts. If she lifts her arms, she will be revealed completely. There are splits of translucent fabric from the top of her thighs all the way up her ribs, and a similar plunging neckline. Surely magic keeps it together. 

Some men wear tunics that are completely see-through, and others are topless. Some have dinner jackets over bare chests or leather pants laced at the sides with such generous space between the two halves that the curves of their asses are visible.

I swallow hard at the show of so much skin on display. I have not just started a fashion trend, but a subtle hint of solidarity. The problem is, it is hard to tell which fae are supporting me in this attempted humiliation and which have jumped mindlessly onto a new fad.

None, absolutely none wear gold, as though they respect the color is my signature and right alone.

Gods, Keira, what have you done to my court? Aldrin laughs in my head. I have never seen such daring outfits that leave so little to the imagination. 

I thought you said I shouldn’t be ashamed of my gown? That it wasn’t outlandish or scandalous, I say with indignation.

That was your first dress. Many of these here tonight are more revealing than what you wear. Aldrin chuckles as a woman walks past in heels and not much else. I think glitter has been applied to her skin, along with a few scraps of lace. Not at a ball where it isn’t the theme, and not so early in the night. 

Maybe a quarter of the fae are dressed as outrageously as I, and the rest are in full-length gowns of heavy velvets and silks. They still boast splits high in their skirts and extreme plunging necklines that reveal enough to make any human blush. Even the men in more conservative suits pair them with open shirts that display much of their chests.

My guard doesn’t allow me to interact with any of the guests, despite the ripple that travels through them as I pass. All eyes are dragged away from me when we enter the ballroom. 

It is completely bare. 

There are no musicians performing, nor are there tables with food or drinks. The walls bear no ornamental banners or flowers. There isn’t even any furniture. Just an empty room with a golden throne on a dais at the far end.

Titania sits upon it, wearing tight-fitting black velvet pants, ridiculously high heels and a long, tailored coat that hugs her bony figure and is embroidered with silver. She leans forward in her seat with her elbows on her thighs and a wide, cruel smile on her black lips. 

She is enjoying this: the confusion on her guests’ faces as they look around, swiftly replaced by wide-eyed fear as realization dawns. 

The High Chancellor curls her fingers at us, beckoning my guards, and they jolt forward, dragging me between them. I am pulled up onto the dais and multiple sets of hands thrust me down by the arms and shoulders, forcing me to crash to my knees. 

I try to fight them. To remain standing and keep my dignity.

There are too many men holding me down. I grind my teeth as I resist the urge to blast them away from me with a whirlwind of fire and air. These fae are going to get the shock of their lives when I stop playing the damsel in distress.

Thick, gold-plated chains are fastened to the cuffs at my wrists, waist and throat. They are too short to allow me to do anything but kneel, and the restraints strain and chafe as I do so. 

Titania claps her hands and laughs with delight. “It is about time you took your rightful place at my feet, pet. You need to realize that you are nothing but a pretty ornament in my shadow. You should be grateful that I allow you to join the ball rather than rot in the dungeons.” 

Her eyes bore into me, waiting for a flinch or outburst, but I give her nothing.

Pure shame rolls through me at being manhandled before my people and forced into a position of supplication at my enemy’s feet. It doesn’t help that nobles gasp and discreetly point at me. Hot waves of humiliation roll through me, more than any outfit could garner. 

Then the sensation of suffocation hits, because I am trapped here, arms spread wide and on display, made helpless by my self-imposed handicap. All these guards wouldn’t let me walk free even if I wielded my magic to melt these chains and slice a path through them.

My breaths come hard and fast through a tightening throat. I have to resist the urge to claw at my cuffs or thrash in my chains like a wild animal. 

I can’t breathe.

The walls seem to close in on me. 

All I can think is that I am trapped, trapped, TRAPPED.

My heart beats painfully against my ribs and pounds like a drum in my ears. I cannot help the panic attack that engulfs me.

I scan that crowd for any allies at all, and find Rainier toward the back, angling his body in front of both Sasha and Juniper. He nods to me in acknowledgment, and Sasha gives me a small smile and mouths a few words of encouragement. 

I spot Jasper among the guards, and note his allies intermingled between them, ready to defend the people if our plan goes wrong. His eyes lock with mine and he mimics taking in a deep breath, and releasing it slowly. It reminds me of my coping mechanisms.

The anxiety rippling through me must flow all the way to Aldrin, because he pauses in his preparations for the fight to come. Do not fret, dear heart. Titania may win this first move, but we will be triumphant tonight. She will be the one humiliated by the time we are done.

A knot lodges in my throat. I don’t want our people to see me like this—vulnerable, beaten and chained.

You are far from beaten, Aldrin says into my mind. Look closely at them. See their outrage. They are not snickering at you and Titania is not getting the reaction she wants. Head up, chin high, and show them that you will not falter, even when you are meant to be alone in an enemy’s court. Show them the reason why you are a queen worth following, like you have every other time you have clashed with Titania.

Those words do something to me. 

His warmth envelops my body and confidence surges through my blood. 

Suddenly, the chains aren’t such a heavy burden, and all those eyes boring into me are witnessing Titania’s shame, not mine. I stare straight ahead, watching the nervous crowd amass around the corners of the room, too afraid to come close. Like they know of the twisted plan Titania has for the night. Perhaps this isn’t the first time she has trapped them with her games and lies.

Florian marches into the ballroom with a cloud of guards in full armor swarming behind him. They bar the grand doors of the only exit and spread out among the people menacingly. 

Drake’s portrayal of the vicious war general is so convincing that my entire body locks up with tension at the sight of him. His eyebrows slash downward and his red eyes boil with barely contained rage. His broad shoulders look even more massive in his plate armor and are slanted forward as his long footsteps quickly chew up the distance, like he is about to draw his sword and charge into battle.

He glances at me for only a heartbeat before I am dismissed completely. He must take in the tension that ripples through my body and the fact that I cower slightly from the imposing figure of the war general, because he scratches his chin in our secret signal to remind me that I am dealing with Drake, not the real Florian.

The dais vibrates under his heavy step and he walks past me, straight to Titania. I follow him with my eyes as he bends down to speak softly to her.

“All of the preparations have been made. I will await your cue.”

“Well done, Florian,” Titania purrs. “I will see to it that you are rewarded with additions to your personal estates from what we confiscate tonight.”

“And we are still in agreement on this list? You have reviewed the names?”

Titania flicks her fingers to dismiss the question. “You are one of the few in my inner circle I actually trust to be competent, but yes, I have approved the list.” 

“If you are confident, I will not question you,” Florian grunts. I have to suppress the smile that tries to spread across my lips as he steps from the dais. 

Gods, Drake is good. 

She has no idea that he is about to read the “wrong” list. 

Or, I should say, the names she reviewed are different from this list.

We make an amazing team, Drake and I, as the work of one is suspicious without the other. Titania would have looked deeply into the names of supposedly disloyal fae if Florian had produced them himself, either distrustful that he merely wanted to weed out competition for his own position, or suspecting him of beginning a coup to take her throne. With the names coming from me, she mostly disregards them and is using this whole affair as a power play to remind her court of her ruthlessness.

Torin gives orders to the guard then makes his way up the dais. Those blue eyes glitter as they land on me. He slaps my cheek twice, hard enough to sting, then holds my shoulders still as he bends down to speak in my ear.

“I see you have finally found your place here,” he says, and I throw my head back in an attempt to strike him. It would be so satisfying if I broke his nose. I narrowly miss and he pulls back, laughing. “I will break you, little mouse. Sooner or later, I will break you.” Then he is gone, standing at the side of his mother’s throne and slightly behind it. 

I don’t know who is more twisted: the mother or the son. Titania crushes people for a purpose, to win power and status over them. To fuel her ego. Torin does it for the pleasure it gives him.

Titania stands and stalks to the edge of the dais, coming to my side. The entire room falls deathly still, as though they fear a single movement could bring the cruel attention of this predator down on them.

“There are traitors in this room, among you, here to dine, dance and drink at my expense. People who oppose my leadership and believe Aldrin can do it better. That this powerless human girl can rule better than I.” She lets out a mocking laugh as she flicks those damned nails at me, almost taking out an eye. “I have already bent this little mouse to my will, and you want to follow her.” 

I laugh bitterly. The sound rings out through the silent ballroom, echoing off the walls. “You may have had your guard force me into chains, but it does not reflect my will. Already the citizens of this city gather in their support of my claim to the throne. Aldrin has returned from death itself to lead these people out of the tyranny of your rule. Together we will⁠—”

Bands of air wrap around my mouth, cutting off my words. The lazy wield is clear to see, coming straight from Florian. Titania’s significant look at him, paired with the evidence of his magic, makes it obvious to all with enough power to see that she had to signal another to bind me, because she has no magic herself. 

I hate to use this as a weapon against her. The lack of magic shouldn’t rank a person as weak or less worthy, but these people need to be reminded of the hypocrite she is. That she strikes down humans and low fae for not having the abilities of the high fae, but that prejudice comes from a place of self-hatred. Because her blood is more human than fae.

Titania turns back to her audience like I am nothing but a fly buzzing at her side. “Do not listen to idle threats from a child with no means to back them. She claims Aldrin will return from the dead? Please.” She rolls her eyes. “Perhaps he will be a better king as a corpse. Do not forget that Aldrin ran this court into the ground.”

She spends a long time listing off his many faults, some of which contradict each other, others issues that have only gotten worse under her reign of terror. Every time I hear this speech, it changes.

“I will not tolerate treason in this court,” Titania roars. “Disunity could tear us apart, when the Winter King is already trying to do just that. The treachery of the few could throw us all into war, and I will not allow it! This is why drastic action must be taken. You all know by now what happens when a person tries to stab me in the back. I discover their intent and strike first, before they land their blow, because my eyes are everywhere. But tonight, your very own rightful queen offered up the names of her supporters gladly. Do you see what happens when you support this weakling?” 

A chill of anticipation runs down my spine as she gestures Florian forward, a dark smile that is all pointed teeth growing on her face. The guards lining the hall take a step forward in unison, the clash of their armor reverberating through the room, and the guests shrink back from them. 

My heart races violently, because I know what comes next. 

It is going to be so much more brutal than Titania is expecting. 

She wants a show? We will give her a show, and lay the blame for the carnage at her feet.

Titania uses these displays as a fear tactic. Anyone she doesn’t like or trust, for even the slightest reason, is wiped out from this power base. Some are placed under house arrest in their own estates, others banished from the court, and a few disappear completely. 

Every single time, she attacks the traitor’s wealth, reclaiming the majority of it for the throne. For herself. This alone puts enough fear into the people that it keeps them in line. What will they do if they think she has started to slaughter the nobility? Will it make them act, when it is not just the low fae and Winter fae who die at her hand? When they become vulnerable too?

Florian pulls out his list and takes a few moments to examine it. The crowd shuffles nervously. When he looks up and his eyes scan over the people, many shrink back a step. I regret the terror we must inflict upon them, and hope they are not caught in the crossfire, but this is a necessary evil.

“Senator Ivy Nodorin. You have been condemned as a traitor to the Spring Court,” Florian declares, and a ripple runs through the courtiers.

Jasper and a handful of his Royal Guards tear their way into the crowd. There is a crush as the onlookers rear back from the onslaught and all but spew the accused senator from their masses. Jasper places his large hands on Senator Ivy’s shoulders and tries to guide her out. She shrieks, spits and kicks, forcing him to lift her around the waist and carry her.

“There is no way I am a traitor!” Ivy bellows. “I have done everything the High Chancellor has ever asked of me. The human trash queen is lying if she claims I collaborated with her!”

He drags her to the vacated center of the room and locks irons onto her wrists and ankles, connected by a chain. A ring of both Royal and Wildrose Guards swarms around her, not to be outdone by each other.

I glance at Titania from the corner of my eye. There is a slight frown pinching her brow. This accusation definitely wouldn’t have been expected. 

Florian waits for the drama to come to an end with a self-satisfied smirk, which is probably a genuine response from Drake. Elation rolls through me. The names on our list belong to the senators who supported Titania in her most base acts.

Florian crinkles his list as he returns his attention to it, and every fae in the room flinches. “Senator Flint Galrandir. You have been condemned as a traitor to the Spring Court.”

A middle-aged fae is dragged from the crowd by two guards gripping him under the shoulders. “You are mistaken, Florian! I am far more loyal than you!” Flint screams, his face turning purple as he struggles.

Titania’s fingers dig into the armrests of her throne as she shoots a dark look at Florian. The third person is named and arrested, and Titania almost launches out of her seat. With the fourth, she is staring daggers at Florian and gesturing wildly at him to stop. He purposely doesn’t look at her.

I can’t help the smile that splits my lips. 

Titania blamed me for providing the names for these accusations of treason, but it is clear to all that some of her closest supporters are being attacked. That I pulled the strings here. The High Chancellor is too damned proud, too concerned with appearing powerful and in control, to stop the proceedings and admit she made a mistake.

Aldrin watches her closely through my eyes. Titania will snap soon, and there is no telling what chaos she will unleash when she does. We must time the second part of our plan perfectly.  

Florian reads out the names of two more supporters, who are torn yelling from a very confused crowd. Some snicker and point at Titania’s greatest followers receiving the same treatment as their own loved ones for minor digressions. Others stand as still as statues, eyes wide and faces pale. 

Titania grabs her son by the tunic and drags him down toward her, snapping a series of commands in his ear. Torin stalks to Florian, tearing the list from his hand and shoving him in the chest. I hold my breath as I watch, waiting to give my cue.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” Torin hisses.

“I am reading the fucking list the High Chancellor approved,” Florian booms back, voice far louder than professional, showing discord in her inner circle before all.

“This is not the list she approved.” Torin waves the parchment in the air. “Those names should never have been on it! Their loyalty and usefulness has been proven time and again, and we need them.” His voice is a low growl, and I can only just make out his next words. “Admit you made a mistake and fix this.”

“By the Soul Ripper, Torin, the mistake is not mine to admit! I will do no such thing,” Florian snarls back. “You say the mistake was yours, if your mother doesn’t want to admit fault. She is good at using you as a scapegoat. Surely you are used to it by now. It seems to be the only value you bring around here.”

Torin looks ready to explode and Titania is gesturing madly at her Wildrose Guards. This situation will spiral out of our control if we leave it any longer. Shame. There were more senators on that list.

Aldrin, move our forces in now! I shoot the command to him, and he responds with a caress of acknowledgment across my awareness before barking orders at his amassed Assassins of Belladonna. 

The shadows at the corners of the room billow like smoke, expanding rapidly with tendrils that reach out across the light, consuming it. Within them, Nightmares form. Beasts with claws as long as my forearm instead of fingers and great, branching antlers or horns. Black bodies covered in spikes or scales. One unhinges his huge jaw like a viper, displaying rows upon rows of needle-like teeth. Razor-sharp tails with spines lash out and leathery wings unfurl. 

The crowd rushes away from the Nightmare assassins, colliding into each other in frenzied panic. There is nowhere for them to go. Titania barricaded the doors. Royal and Wildrose Guards pull their blades from their scabbards, but hesitate with confusion. 

“Hold fast!” Jasper bellows over the screams of the crowd. “We were warned that Titania had a new punishment in mind for these traitors. Allow the beasts to do their work and make sure they do not attack any innocents. Form protective barriers around the guests!”

They move in quick formation, trusting his position as Captain of the Royal Guard.

My breaths come in short pants. I know these are highly trained and disciplined assassins, but they sure look like wild beasts that would tear into any flesh displayed before them. I hate how vulnerable I am in these chains, but there are too many eyes on this dais for me to break them with magic. 

Titania remains paralyzed in her throne, her entire body taut as she grips the arms tightly. Tendons show along her throat and her eyes of swirling fire are wide, fixed on the Nightmares flooding the ballroom. Torin speaks rapidly at her side, trying to extract orders from her, to work out if this was planned, but Titania has completely frozen up. We had arrangements in place to deal with her if she got in the way, but she has incapacitated herself.

Then every window in the room shatters and more Assassins of Belladonna leap through. They are high fae, wearing those signature indigo robes that billow around them, hooded and hiding their faces for further effect. They create silver blades of sparking lightning or the purple-black glow of a dying star, and converge on the Spring fae. 

A single Assassin of Belladonna stalks to the center of the room, drawing all eyes with his magnetism, dozens of bolts of lightning crackling and zapping across every surface of his body. The magic reminds me of my grandmother’s abilities. He is hooded and masked, but enough of his blue-and-black hair escapes for me to recognize it from Aldrin’s experiences, along with his voice. 

“High Chancellor of the Spring Court,” Valentine announces. “For the crimes of treason, corruption and abuse of power, we are here to enact violent vengeance.”
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Ialmost want to laugh at Titania’s expression. Valentine’s words lead the High Chancellor to believe the assassins are here to attack her personally, but allude to the rest of the amassed people that he seeks justice on her behalf.

Titania jumps to her feet, almost twisting an ankle in her heels, then runs from the room through a hidden door behind the dais. Torin sends multiple guards after her, then draws his sword and stalks toward the chaos. It is clear he still has no idea if she planned this. He looks to Florian, who simply watches the madness unleash with his arms folded across his chest and a rare smile on his lips.

The assassins advance on the whimpering, shaking prisoners in the center of the room, many of whom are on their knees. The image is jarring: vulnerable nobles in chains, with foreign warriors converging on them in metal plate armor, swords drawn. Especially as our own guards step aside and offer them up. 

“No, no, no! I will give you anything, anything! I am a wealthy man!” Senator Flint calls out, holding up his manacled hands before his face. “Just don’t kill us!”

Senator Ivy clutches another accused woman and both weep loudly. 

I don’t feel a scrap of pity for them. How many others have they put in this exact position? 

At least we don’t truly intend for them to die.

The energy in the room shifts from frozen terror to pure panic as the Nightmares launch themselves through the crowd, roaring in the faces of innocents and swiping at them with claws and teeth that conveniently miss. Multiple winged creatures pick fae out of the crowd and lift them up in clawed talons before dropping them again. 

The desired effect is immediate: absolute chaos. 

Courtiers run and scream as they are chased by Assassins of Belladonna. Guards fight the foreign force to protect the nobility and stop the threat from getting out of hand. 

This is the show we need. A brutal distraction so I can do my job for this night.

I watch the battle rage before me, waiting for the right moment.

A female assassin catches my attention. She has many slits in her dark robe, which allow a black tail and a dozen whipcords extending from her spine to escape. She uses each one like another limb or weapon. Wisps of hair fall out of her hood, midnight black on one side and pure white on the other. 

Belladonna. 

The memory of what her poison did to Aldrin burns a fire of rage through me. Of the way she made him suffer needlessly to prove a point. It makes me want to do the same to her, even if she fights on our side.

A staff materializes in her hand and she brings it down on Jasper, who blocks it with his sword just in time. Most of the assassins engage in staged fights with guards sworn to my cause. 

Torin clashes blades with a skeletal Nightmare whose ribcage is completely exposed, its four tentacle arms wrapped around swords. I am shocked by Torin’s fearless skill in battle as the beast uses multiple weapons to slash down at him and Torin darts in and out of his reach. I had expected him to be a coward like his mother. He wields a sword that dances with blue fire, and I wonder if that is all the magic he has, or if the weapon is an enchanted relic like Aldrin’s blade.

Torin calls to the guards to engage in the fight, while Florian and Jasper order others to hold back and allow the assassins to complete Titania’s commission. It is complete insanity, many of the professional warriors focusing on dousing the bolts of magic the panicked guests shoot out in an attempt to protect themselves without considering that the room is so packed, they will only hurt other Spring fae.

Multiple assassins wrap thick shadows around the prisoners, who shriek and cry like they are in physical pain. The condemned disappear, one by one, and huge arcs of crimson blood spray out where they were standing. 

A shudder ripples through the crowd at the dramatic display, many wailing and some trying to climb out the broken windows. They don’t know that the Starlight fae merely transported the prisoners elsewhere, and imported cattle blood in from the same site. 

Two prisoners try to run, but Valentine winks in and out of existence, appearing right in front of them and engulfing them in darkness, sending them to our secret location. 

“This is what happens when you support Titania as High Chancellor!” I scream over the mayhem, risking an air wield to amplify my words across the ballroom. “Rise too high, and she will destroy you as a threat to her power. Become too loyal a follower, and she will have you slaughtered by monsters simply because you bore her. She has hired the Assassins of Belladonna before, and let them into the palace in an attempt to kill Aldrin when he returned home after a long exile. This is how she risks her court, but flees in the face of that same danger!” 

Eyes flick between me and the illusion of a massacre in the center of the room. 

So many people cower behind the protective line of guards. I spot Rainier among them, dagger in hand, Sasha and Juniper pressed between his body and the wall as he prepares to defend them, clearly not trusting our new allies. 

A wolf of rippled obsidian bounds across the ballroom toward the dais. Straight for me. The beast is far taller than a man, and with a pelt of long, hardened spikes. Blue light glows through each crack. As it eats up the distance between us, its huge claws make rents on the floor. 

Cold sweat prickles across my body as my stomach bottoms out, but I raise my chin, not showing any weakness to the creature that has set its sights on me.

He transforms from Nightmare to man as he takes each step. The sight is horrendous: bone cracks and clicks into place, and flesh turns from hard black spines to smooth blue skin marked with indigo runes, retaining armor that matches his Nightmare form.

“Hello, Keira,” Dante purrs as he pulls his long, dark hair back from his face and secures it with a leather strap behind two curling horns. He looms over me, grabbing the chain connected to my throat. “I have been wondering: did Aldrin use his mate bond with you to cheat in his trials? We didn’t know of your existence until the end.”

I am forced to look up at him, still on my knees. “Do you have any explicit rules against it?” I spit as my blood boils at the memory of everything they put him through. It ignites an inferno within me.

Dante laughs. “No, I guess we do not.” His claws form, slicing through the collar and cuffs like butter.

I rise to my feet, ignoring every ache within my body. 

His damned cocky smirk makes me see red and my body reacts without thought. 

I punch Dante hard in the face. I use air wields to strengthen my blow and shield my knuckles from breaking, his body blocking the magic from view. The impact jars up my arm and pain explodes within my fist, but his head slams to the side in the most satisfying way and a trickle of blood runs down from his lip.

“That,” I growl, poking him in the chest, “was for making us believe Aldrin was going to be ripped apart by a mob of bloodthirsty Nightmares. That was for poisoning and tormenting my mate.” 

Dante’s grin only widens. Thin streaks of blood outline his white teeth. “I think I like you already. You will excuse my terrible manners, queen, but we can’t have these good people thinking you are immune to our monstrous attacks and potentially our true hirer. Excuse me while I abduct you. We both have a job to do, and yours is more important than mine.”

With that, he bends and tosses me over his shoulder. I kick and scream and scratch, only half putting on the act. 

Why couldn’t they let me fight with a sword like the rest of the people here? 

The battlefield playing out in the ballroom parts for Dante and I become immersed in the chaos. Pale, wide-eyed faces with lips peeled open in screams blur into each other. Fae fall and scurry back from us, their feet slipping in the sprays of blood.

Gods, I hope no one gets severely injured or dies. 

But these are fae, and it will take more than the frenzied crush of a crowd to kill them.

Dante slams a single booted foot into the door and it shatters to splinters upon impact. I jolt, because multiple Spring fae tried the exact same thing with no success. He steps through the falling debris, and as soon as he clears it, dozens of fae in ruined velvets, silks and brocades dash out behind him to their freedom.

He carries me down multiple corridors and fae scatter when they come face-to-face with us. Dante only sets me down after we enter a cold room near the kitchens full of cheeses and cured meats. Basil rushes over, frantically checking me for injuries, holding the maid’s uniform that will become my disguise. 

“By the Soul Ripper, did you need to be so convincing in your damsel-in-distress act?” Dante grumbles as he rubs at the long scratch marks down his face.

“Who says I was acting?” I throw at him. 

Dante shakes his head, still fucking smiling, then slips out to return to the fray. 

I quickly change clothes, then follow Basil through the passageways, head down and glamoured to look like a different person. I hold a box of cleaning supplies as though I am about to begin work, but in truth, I wouldn’t know how to use half of them. The butler and spy leads me to the door of Titania’s study, unlocking it and handing me the key.

“Hurry, Keira,” he urges. “If you are caught in there, this maid disguise will only go so far. The distraction of the assassins’ attack will only last so long. It is a nice bonus that we have procured senators from Titania’s inner circle, but the true bounty of tonight’s work lies in what you will discover here.”

I place a hand on his shoulder. “Leave it up to me, Basil. I know what I am doing.”

He nods, but struggles to leave. 

I light a fire orb in my palm as I walk through the shadowy space of Titania’s office, past the rows of bookshelves and her desk to the vault behind. The arching doorway juts out from the wall by a foot, plated in gold engraved with lines upon lines of protective fae runes. The front of the thick metal door has a huge wheel on it, with many intricate cogs and bars across it. This looks like the famed Winter Court technology that is far more advanced than anything I have ever seen.

Intermittent screams pierce the stillness of the study as I place my hand on the vault. There is strong magic protecting the door that leads to a small room beyond. The kind that pulls at my raw power and could soak up the entirety of it without opening the mechanism. I would guess that it is tuned to only Titania’s essence and no one else would have a chance at opening it. 

All of her secrets are guarded in here, including the location of the Spring Court’s army. Drake has tried to get access to the information, but Titania completely blocked him out, immediately threatened by the possibility of Florian overpowering her. 

No spy can get past this door, but I am not a spy. I am the rightful Queen of the Spring Court, recognized by the Wisteria of Mythanar, the living, breathing structure of this palace. 

I place my hand on the brick wall beside the vault door, funneling my raw power into it. The branches within connect with my desire, pulling the blocks neatly aside one by one, until there is a second doorway into the guarded room beyond, framed by thick, interwoven branches. I step through and the tree sets to work behind me, completely rebuilding the wall. 

There are wards in place here that won’t allow anyone from outside the Spring Court to set foot in this room, even if invited inside. It rules out any assassins teleporting in. Floor-to-ceiling shelves line one wall, packed with neatly labeled ledgers and piles of scrolls, with more laid out on a table. I open one of three huge chests to find it full of gold coins. There is a rack of enchanted relics, mainly weapons and armor, and another with dozens of maps of different courts. I find what I am looking for almost immediately among them.

On the table, I sprawl out the large parchment that depicts the entire topography of the Spring Court, with a dozen different locations marked to indicate where the soldiers have been sent and how many, notes referring to a ledger with more details. I locate it quickly, flicking through the pages. 

A thrill rolls through me at both discoveries. 

We actually have a chance at winning back this throne.

I pull out a smaller map from my box of cleaning supplies and circle the locations of the army, then take out a journal and jot down quick notes. My fingers ache by the time I am done, but there is so much more information here we could use. 

In other ledgers, I find records of Titania’s schemes, past, present and future. Embezzlement of money from the treasury into her own businesses. A list of the names of every single member of the nobility and Senate, the blackmail she has over them and the perceived loyalty of each. I scribble it down, because if we can negate what she holds over them, we could gain more allies. 

Here is all the intelligence we need to expose and destroy our enemy. To gain the army we desperately need. But I can’t take the original documents with me and risk Titania discovering they are missing. 

I am almost done writing as many details down as possible when I hear the door to the study slam open and multiple sets of boots stomp through the room. Someone throws something; there is a loud crash as it hits the wall and cascades to the ground. I hold my breath as my stylus stills, even though they cannot hear it. I feel so damned exposed, despite being tucked away in a separate room.

“What. The. Fuck. Florian!” Titania roars, as more crashing and thuds indicate she has swiped the contents of her desk onto the floor, including multiple books.

“Do not growl at me! I followed your every instruction. I even confirmed that you were willing to proceed with the list before we started!” Florian snaps back. “Honestly, I don’t even know what your problem is. Tonight was the show you wanted, wasn’t it?”

“You don’t know what my problem is?” Her voice becomes shrill. “You don’t know what my problem is? Torin, surely you have an idea.”  

A silence stretches out. My heart hammers so loudly in my ears that I have to focus intently on the conversation. This move puts Drake and his cover at far too much risk.

“You are so secretive with your plans, Mother, that no one knows when they go astray,” Torin replies, far too softly. “But even I figured out that the Assassins of fucking Belladonna were not meant to join us tonight.”

“It doesn’t take a genius to work that one out, son,” she yells. “Did neither of you idiots realize that you were attacking our closest supporters? People who were not on the fucking list?”

“Well, maybe you should have spoken up and said something! I am sick of you constantly preserving your own image at the expense of everyone else’s!” Torin bellows, his voice shaking with fury. “Maybe for once, you take responsibility for your own fuck-up. Did you not read the list of traitors given over by the queen before approving it? Because I did, this afternoon, and you wouldn’t even see me before the ball to hear my doubts.”

I smirk at the brilliance of the game we played with them. The way we will pit mother against son.

“That was not the list I was given. None of those names were on it!” she snarls.

“What do you mean that was not the same list?” Florian cuts in. “I sent it to you through a trusted senator. A man I fought alongside in the Winter Wars. There is no way he would betray me.”

“Well, he did!” Titania replies. “He—whatever his name is—he gave me a different list of names to approve. I want Senators Ivy and Flint back, and whoever the hell else those demons swallowed into their darkness.”

There is a long pause before Florian speaks again. “I will have Senator Rowan executed for this little mess he clearly designed as a power grab for himself. Forget Ivy and Flint. They are already dead. Those Nightmares ripped them to pieces as their shadows consumed them.” 

I shudder at the violence in his voice. Rowan was a man Drake only suffered to live after his arrival at the palace to use in a ploy like this. Anyone who fought alongside Florian in that war committed so many horrendous crimes that they earned immediate execution. Aldrin put a bounty on his head decades ago. 

“There is no point in arguing over the details tonight. Tomorrow, we will do damage control,” Florian growls, his usual cloud of furious energy penetrating his voice. “High Chancellor, allow me to personally escort you to your chambers. We do not know if all of the Nightmares have been removed from the palace.”

“I do not need you. I have an entire guard outside that door waiting for me.”

“Then one more warrior cannot hurt,” Florian pushes. Drake knows I am in here, and is trying to clear the space for me.

Footsteps ring out over floorboards, decreasing in volume as they move away, then the hinges of the door squeal as it opens, but doesn’t close. Heartbeats pass and not another sound is made. 

I frown, desperately trying to understand what is going on.

“Are you coming, Torin?” Florian calls out.

“Clearly he’d prefer to stand there and stare at a wall,” Titania laughs.

My heart skips a beat as my blood freezes.

“Does this wall not look like it has been disturbed to you?” Torin says, so incredibly close to me. He is examining my entry point into the vault. Maybe the Wisteria of Mythanar didn’t have enough time to repair it completely. “There is mortar dust on the ground.”

“Well, have a word with the fucking maid if you are so concerned with the cleanliness of my study, Torin, but I frankly don’t care,” Titania spits. “The vault is impenetrable, as are the door and walls around it, so no, it has not been disturbed in any way that matters.”

Fast footfalls move across the room and Torin’s grumbling voice recedes.

“Get some sleep, Torin. You’ve clearly been hit in the head too many times tonight,” Florian rumbles at him, before slamming the study door shut.

I let out a shuddering breath and wait while the lock clicks into place. I remain within the vault for a long time to ensure they are all gone before I creep out with my prize. When the wall closes up behind me, I make sure I remove the dust left behind with a gust of air magic. 

I only need to make it back through half the palace without the map or journal being discovered on my person. Through corridors that might be teeming with guards.
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One by one, the Assassins of Belladonna transport the members of Titania’s innermost circle into the large, empty warehouse. I watch from my hidden position as their number grows. As more Nightmares lurk in the shadows all around them, converging on them like the predators they are. The lords, ladies and senators are splattered with cattle blood and cower together instead of trying to fight. Powerful jaws snap at them and clawed feet click on the ground as they are encircled. 

“Charge!” I bellow, lifting my sword as a cue to my warriors. 

We race out of the dark corridor, roaring battle cries. Magic swirls around us in a display that distorts the air in ripples as we form wields that toss beasts aside. Within a matter of heartbeats, our swords clash with those of the assassins and Nightmares alike, metal grinding against metal, blows pulled to ensure the other party isn’t truly hurt. 

The condemned senators stare at my Spring force as though we are their saviors. They don’t know this entire assault has been staged so I can capture them. I need them to believe Titania wishes them dead.

I shoot a blast of air into Ada’s leathery black chest as she descends on a senator cowering on the floor. She whips out her wings to catch herself before slamming into a wall. An assassin with blades at the ends of each of his six arms races at me, and I am forced to pull a second sword from my back in a show to block the overhead attacks. We clash over the top of a senator frozen on the ground.

“Run, Flint. Get out of here,” I grunt at Titania’s man.

“Aldrin? You are alive?” He shakes his head violently. “Where would I go? She will find me anywhere and kill me. That is clearly her intent.” 

“Like she apparently killed me?” I growl, kicking the Nightmare in the chest. My assault throws him off balance. I restrain him in the thick bands of vines hanging from the ceiling that the workers of this warehouse infuse with earth magic to create a system of pulleys for moving bulky items. The assassin stays in his cocoon, despite the fact that we both know he could easily break free.

“Pledge your loyalty to me, and I will protect you. Titania cannot touch me.” I stand over Flint, holding out a hand. He takes it, scurrying to his feet. 

I pull him behind my back as Nico’s damned dread hound of spiked obsidian snaps at Flint’s neck, drool dripping from its massive fangs and its eyes glowing with violet light. I never trust that these dark beasts will stick to their training without the intelligence of the low fae Nightmares like Ada and Dante. I slam the flat of my sword into the side of its head, breaking one of its many black glass spikes, before sending down more vines to encapsulate it.

In that exact moment, Nico materializes through thick shadows with another of our targets in his grasp. His head whips to Fluffy in time to witness the tiny piece of obsidian fall from him. The lights that glow within Nico’s empty sockets flare with rage and he points a single long claw at me accusingly.

Fuck. I’ve pissed him off again.

Flint is crying and begging at my back, scratching uselessly at the panels of my armor. By the gods—this man is powerful in earth magic; he just never bothered to train in it. I have never expected all my people to be battle-trained, even the lords, but they need to give back to this realm in one way or another. A soft man like Flint should do it by replenishing the magic of the land and low fae, not keeping it all for himself.

I turn to the senator and finally understand what he is gasping out. “I will make an oath to pledge my allegiance to you. Please, Aldrin, save me! I will do anything for your protection!”

I grab his hand, turn it palm up and slash the tip of my blade across his flesh. His face scrunches up as a shallow gash forms. 

“It will be a blood oath.” I squeeze his palm hard in mine, and he nods vigorously. It is cruel, binding a person to me in such an absolute way for life, but I am tired of these nobility who switch sides with the tide, only caring for their own wealth. Tied to me in such a way, he will give me everything he has on Titania, because his fortune can only rise with mine now. It is done within a matter of moments.

“Cyprien!” I roar as he ducks to avoid an overhead swipe from Nico’s long-clawed hand. Silvan attacks the Nightmare from behind to draw his attention and free up my general. He stalks over to me, not even flinching as another winged creature swoops low over his head, pretending to just miss him. 

There are so many monsters here who are doing little more than causing chaos, snapping jaws menacingly or flying overhead, inspiring fear but not actually engaging in the battle. We would be quickly overrun if these assassins were not working for us.

Cyprien arrives at my side, sneering at Flint.

“We need to retreat and get these people to safety,” I say while lazily sending out more vines from the ceiling to capture Nightmare and high fae assassins alike. I find I am enjoying how easy they are making it to overpower them.

“Perhaps we should leave him to his fate. He chose to follow Titania and benefited from her viciousness.” Cyprien’s cold eyes bore into Flint, making the man grip my arm tightly like it is the only thing holding him up. “Don’t forget, I have been in her court for years, and I know the things you did at her side.”

“Flint has agreed to become my informant in exchange for my protection. Isn’t that right?” I say, and he nods vigorously. 

The bodies of a snakelike fae and Hawthorne roll past us, locked together in a wrestling match. Flint looks like he is going to vomit. Senator Ivy runs at me, gripping my other side like a child. Her gown is torn and the heavy black liner on her eyes has run down her face with her tears.

“Please!” she begs. “Whatever agreement he has made for protection, I want the same one!”

Cyprien scoffs. “Really, Aldrin, surely one traitor is enough. How many Winter Court migrants have been attacked so you could take their businesses, Ivy? How many have died? We don’t need her. Leave her for the Nightmares to devour.”

She turns wide, glassy eyes on me. I have to stop myself from laughing. Cyprien plays his role far too well. It’s probably not an act for him.

“Make the same blood oath to pledge your allegiance and loyalty to me in exchange for my protection, or I will toss you to the assassins,” I tell Ivy. The information this woman could give us on those Winter attacks is essential.

Her face pales at the gravity of the oath, but she doesn’t hesitate.

“Regroup!” I bellow at my warriors. “Prepare to retreat!”

Silvan drops to the ground right before us, landing with an assassin beneath his boots. One of its wings is snapped at an odd angle and it has slashes across its leathery skin—he literally forced it from the air. I cringe at the sight. Silvan is going a little too hard on the display. The anger he carries with him has begun to boil over since he returned to the capital. 

“I recognized this bastard from the first time Titania unleashed the Assassins of Belladonna on us. Fought him at the Frozen River Fortress,” Silvan growls, stepping off the creature as its body turns to shadows and rebuilds itself. It is only then that I realize he has a small woman clutched to his chest. He tosses her at me. Wren, the senator responsible for the supposed food shortage. “It tried to fly away with this one. Do with her what you want.” 

Silvan immediately takes a defensive position, engaging with another Nightmare that charges at us. Cyprien does the same on the other side of our small cluster, giving them the appearance of protection. I force my third victim into the oath, her past just as dark as the others’. 

Klara brings me my fourth victim while swinging her sword between two Nightmares who attack her from either side. More Spring Court fae pop into existence, shrouded in shadows, until all six we managed to capture are with us and bound in oath to me. Then Belladonna and Valentine appear as they slowly bring back the rest of the assassins who penetrated the palace with them. 

Soon, this space will be crawling with their number, and we won’t be able to plausibly pretend to fight them off. 

“RETREAT!” I roar. We slowly move backward, fighting our way through a horde whose attack significantly lessens to ease our way out. 

Flint is suddenly at my side, grabbing my shoulder. “What if Titania sends more of us through the shadows to be eaten by monsters? We can’t leave them behind!”

I know for certain there will be no more. Keira confirmed that Drake only managed to have six arrested. “Then they are left to be eaten. That is Titania’s doing, not mine.” The blood drains from Flint’s face, but he doesn’t argue.

Dante steps out of the swirling shadows and motions me forward with a curl of his fingers, a smirk across his face despite the blood dripping from his split lip. I meet him in the space between my huddled group of traitors and the amassing shadows and assassins, my sword held ready to meet his challenge. 

We don’t have time for this, but I can’t resist.

He doesn’t even try to block me as I swing my sword at his middle. No, he uses that fucking time stutter to disappear and reform multiple steps back.

“I met that woman of yours,” he says, wiping the blood away from his chin. “Fiery little thing.” He pulls free his curling blade from his back, and we clash multiple times, the metal throwing off sparks as they slide against each other.

“Oh yeah? And what kind of reception did you get?” I ask. “She has a wicked temper when pushed and those little trials of yours threw her off the edge.” I knock Dante’s curved sword from his hand.

Huge, beastly claws form at his fingers. “I was the perfect gentleman and removed those chains from her, and she punched me in the face.”

I throw back my head and laugh. Immense pride fills me. Keira needs to tap into that deep river of burning rage buried within her more often. She is usually far more forgiving than people deserve. 

Dante uses my moment of distraction to change forms, the gods-damned show-off. The Spring Court fae behind me gasp and yelp as he doubles in size. As ripples of obsidian erupt across his body, forming great manes of spikes. Those huge jaws that could wrap around my head form and snap at me. I drop and roll to get away from him.

“You know, we did have an agreement,” I say, reminding him that he needs to let me win, and quickly, for my political advancement.

Dante’s Nightmare lets out a vexed huff, pacing around me.

“Or I could light up my sword again and thrust it down your throat, though I think your colleagues would be pretty enraged by the necessity,” I taunt.

He lunges at me, angling his claws away and leaving his belly wide open for my dramatics. I slice my sword through the space it occupies, but there is no resistance as expected, because he dissipates into shadows and time stutters away to give the illusion of defeat before I really touch him. 

When I turn back to my people, Titania’s supporters gape at me, at my power display. If I hadn’t won them over before, I definitely have now. 

I need them to live and breathe for me. To enact my will without hesitation. 

Whether that is fueled by admiration or fear, I don’t care. 

They will speak at rallies before Titania’s strongest supporters among the citizens of the city, using their positions as recognizable members of Titania’s power base. They will reveal her greatest crimes against the court and disillusion the people. These senators are another tool to win them over. 

We funnel out of the space teeming with assassins, and Klara and Zinnia barricade the doors behind us. I direct my Spring fae at a run down a corridor that leads to storage room after storage room full of the food supplies Titania has been seizing and quarantining to create her false shortage. These are the very stocks she plans to flood the city with to be perceived as a savior when the crisis gets particularly nasty.

Senator Wren sends me a panicked look when she realizes we have discovered her and Titania’s dirty little secret. 

“Why do you think we were conveniently here when those assassins arrived, attacking you?” I snicker. “We have found all of Titania’s warehouses and we are reclaiming them for the people.”

I signal a halt and we skid to a stop when we find the right room. Maeve and Edmund’s voices ring out among the high shelves as they take stock, while Caitlin and some of her guards keep protective watch at the entrance. I recognize her new Captain of the Protector Guard at her side, a tall blond human called Liam who she has glamoured to appear fae. 

Behind them, the small human army Edmund has brought with him is packing the stores and preparing to transport them. They are using magic to aid in the task. Now that they have broken the blocks on their reservoirs, they are going to obliterate the stereotype here that humans have no magic.

“We have rescued members of Titania’s inner circle, and I will be getting them out to safety,” I tell Caitlin, my voice drawing Edmund and Maeve to me as well. “This warehouse is swarming with Assassins of Belladonna and their numbers are only growing. Clear out immediately. I will leave all my warriors with you to help with the evacuation, except Silvan. I think the two of us can manage six senators on our own.”

My cryptic message is clear. I will be leaving to put these fools somewhere they can’t harm themselves, then I will return, as per our plan, but our allies have finished their role for the night and will arrive soon to help them move the stores. 

We will hide all of it from Titania, tonight. There is a ring of portals just outside this building that will help us transport it quickly. Some of the few that weren’t destroyed in this court by centuries of warfare.

Edmund huffs a laugh, slapping me on the shoulder as his eyes roam over the dozen warriors surrounding me. “Just you and these few guards taking on scores of the realm’s most deadly and highly trained assassins and monsters. I wonder just how you did it.” His tone drips with sarcastic amusement. It is clear he loves the political intrigue at play here. His fingers tighten painfully on my shoulder as he suddenly drags me closer to him. “If my daughter got hurt in any of this⁠—”

“Then I will personally slaughter the assassin or any member of my court who did it,” I growl back.

“It is bad enough that they humiliate and mistreat her in your name. That she is taking the fall at the hands of your enemies. What are you doing to exact revenge on them right now?” Flames flash in Edmund’s eyes. “I am tired of patience. I want my daughter out of that tyrant’s clutches now.”

Caitlin walks past him, knocking into his shoulder and placing herself between us. She sends up an air barrier so none of the fae of Titania’s inner circle can hear us. “Do you think Keira would just walk away from her position as a spy in the palace even if we broke the bargain? Look at how much she has already gained for herself. I am sure she will find the location of Aldrin’s army and do so much more. There is power for her in being Titania’s prisoner. She needs to get her hands dirty in this war or her people will never take her seriously.”

“You have tried to tell your daughters what to do many times, haven’t you, Edmund? How has that worked out for you?” I say, and his eyes only narrow further, because he knows he raised willful creatures who won’t be controlled by any man. “I know you are not used to taking orders from anyone, but if you are still interested in helping your daughter win her rightful throne, then you have a job to do.” I gesture to the racks upon racks of food items behind him.

Maeve grabs his elbow and begins to pull him away. “Come, Edmund. We need all the hands we can get to move these stores, and while you are here bickering, the rest are waiting for our instruction.” 

Edmund turns to hold my gaze, walking backward as his wife drags him deeper into the warehouse. “Not a single scratch on her!” He points a long finger at me. “I am going to hold you personally responsible if they put a single scratch on her!”

I found it, Aldrin! Keira’s elated voice rings in my head, her thrill filling my chest with electricity. The image of Titania’s ledgers floods my mind. I found where they are keeping our army!

A huge, self-satisfied smirk grows upon my lips, and Edmund’s frown deepens as his gaze homes in on it, probably thinking I am reacting to his empty threats. He disengages from his wife and stomps toward me, a red flush traveling up his neck, but before he has a chance to rip me apart, I place my hands on his shoulders. 

“She did it! That brilliant woman fucking did it. I told you Keira could hold her own in my court.” He gives me a confused look, and I clarify, “My queen has found our army.”
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It is the early hours of the morning by the time we finish emptying out the warehouses and return to the tavern that is our base of operations. A fire dances in all our blood from the thrill of battle, trickery and triumph, and it won’t be quelled by fatigue alone. Cyprien pops open bottle after bottle of rakisi, pulling out tall, thin glasses to fill with the milky white spirit. Caitlin procures a small keg of sweet ale and passes mugs of it around the room. 

Laughter rings out as warriors recount our rigged fights and assassins describe the look on Titania’s face as they burst through windows into the ballroom. How she fled almost immediately and left her people to their fate.

I feel disconnected from the celebrations, unable to relax. 

Not until my mate is here among us, safe in my arms. 

Her job tonight was the most dangerous of all. I can sense her through our bond, sneaking through the royal escape tunnels with Drake at her side, but it will take time for her to arrive. 

Cyprien inserts himself in front of me, preventing my pacing, and tucks a glass of rakisi into my hand. “Why do you look so sour? Was tonight not a triumph? Did Keira not confirm that she found our army? Relax for one night.” 

“Relax?” I raise a single eyebrow. “Do you know the meaning of the word, Cyprien?”

“Yeah. It’s a gods-damned fleeting thing.” He knocks back his entire drink in a single gulp. “I can relax when I drink, fight or fuck. Every other time—well, you know what the crushing pressure is like.”

I remember the man he was before he married my sister. Cyprien had bedded a different woman every time I spoke to him, and we spoke often. He was so incredibly discreet that few knew this side of him. Unfortunately, it meant he had too many married women unsuccessfully chasing him. He has always had a stick up his ass when it comes to the rules, but following this one is something I have always respected about him. 

For a fleeting moment, I wonder if he is the same now, but I am no longer the man he confides in, being the brother of his passed wife. A deep part of me hopes he hasn’t spent decades being loyal to her ghost and missing out on a big part of life. It could go either way with Cyprien.

Relax, he says. How do I do damned thing like that when my people are in turmoil? 

“I need to speak to our newest allies,” I grumble.

“Titania’s corrupt senators?” Cyprien states coldly. “Let them stew in their own self-pity and fear for a night. We will deal with them tomorrow. Join your people in celebration.”

I look around the room, at Klara and Silvan clinking mugs of ale. She throws back her head and laughs, tossing her lilac braids around her, and his usual brooding expression is gone. Hawthorne and Rainier sit around a table, learning a card game from Ada and Nico. By the darkest abyss, I hope the assassins don’t poison them in the process, like they did to me.

Dante clutches a handful of forgotten darts, the center of the board across from him littered with his marks, while he has an animated conversation with Caitlin. She offers him a mug of ale and he pushes it away. From the way her eyebrows slash downward and her lips are pressed thin, it would be easy to think they were having an argument, but that is how Caitlin always looks.

She flicks her auburn braid over her shoulder and stalks toward us, Dante in tow. “He won’t drink the ale or the rakisi,” Caitlin snaps like it is my fault.

Dante shrugs. “I’ve been a hundred years sober.”

“He needs to drink something to celebrate.” Her eyes flick to Cyprien. “Do you have chocolate for melting into a beverage, or…” She grimaces. “Or coffee for him to try?” She whips back to the Starlight fae. “Really, Dante, you request coffee at this time of night?”

He shrugs. “I’ve never heard of chocolate, but I’ve always wanted to try coffee. We didn’t get access to human trade when the portals between realms were open, and it is even harder to come by now. I don’t exactly get a chance to go shopping whenever I am on a mission in the seasonal courts.”

“Everything you need is behind the bar,” Cyprien says. “I assume you can use your fire magic to boil the water.”

“Stay here.” Caitlin points a stern finger at Dante, then turns on her heel and stalks to the bar. 

“Talk about aggressive hospitality.” Dante runs a hand through his hair. “Are all of your mate’s family like this?” he asks me.

“Unfortunately. Her father is the worst,” I admit. “Your best friend one moment and ready to remove your head from your shoulders the next.”

“Don’t forget about her grandmother, the High Priestess who imprisoned and tortured you for weeks,” Cyprien snickers, and I cringe at the mention of the old spider.

Dante grins. “Well, at least the sister hasn’t punched me.”

“Yet.” I smirk. “Caitlin doesn’t know her sister is angry with you.”

“What about those two?” Cyprien flicks his head to where Valentine and Belladonna are tucked away in a corner in a small armchair. She sits in his lap, her hands all over his chest while she feeds him fruit from a platter. They laugh and talk in low murmurs, constantly kissing. Their faces are never far away from each other. It makes my heart ache for Keira. “Are they always like that? It can’t be easy to be around as a single man.”

Dante glances at them. “Do you mean being disgustingly cute? Yeah. You have no idea what it is like being the third wheel to mates.”

Cyprien gives me a dark look. “I have some idea.”

“Are you close with them because of your line of work?” I ask to shift the heat off myself. “I never quite worked out your command structure.”

A light glitters in Dante’s eyes. “No, I grew up with Belladonna as her foster brother. I knew her long before there was any league of assassins and she took interest in politics. The girl I was orphaned with didn’t know she was one of the many bastard children of the previous king and wanted nothing more than to become a professional dancer. She did, of course. Opened her own studio and theater, but it wasn’t enough. Valentine worked as a deep undercover spy for Leonardo…sometimes. When he felt like it. At other times he was more of a smuggler and vigilante. He has quite the reputation for going rogue.”

I glance at the pair, wondering about their history and how a dancer falls for a spy. 

A fast-paced melody kicks up and my attention is drawn to Silvan, who has pulled out his set of panpipes, and Lilly, who sings a high-pitched melody alongside him. A couple of the assassins join in, clapping hands or pounding boots on the ground to add to the beat. Fae immediately pair up and start dancing.

Caitlin returns with a steaming mug of coffee and hands it to Dante. She watches intently as he takes a long swig, his throat working as he gulps it down the way another would ale.

“Not so fast! That is scalding hot and you are going to burn yourself,” Caitlin chides while Dante wipes the back of a hand across his mouth. She turns her emerald eyes on me. “He is like a big child. Are you sure he is one of the realm’s most deadly assassins?”

“I can prove it to you if you like?” Dante says, all bravado, finishing the coffee. “Care for a sparring session?”

Caitlin narrows her eyes at him for a long moment as she considers, then smiles wickedly. “Only if you teach me to use those poisons of yours. I imagine they could be very handy.”

Dante opens his mouth to retort, but then stares down at his empty cup. “What in the most sacred darkness is this stuff? My senses are on fire and my brain has never been more awake.” When his eyes flick back up, his pupils are completely dilated. 

“Caitlin, what have you done?” I groan, running a hand over my face. “The last thing he needs is more energy.”

Dante hands the mug back to her. “Make me another one of these, and I’ll teach you whatever you want.”

A pretty female Starlight fae dances by our group, pulling Dante into a ring of couples who move gracefully in a large circle. The steps of the dance are simple, easy to pick up after watching for a few moments. 

Caitlin takes a step toward the bar, mug in hand and eyes bright with deviousness. Cyprien grabs her by the wrist and stops her. “Do not make that man any more coffee. Only the gods know how wild or rowdy he will get.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Exactly. I want to see it.”

Cyprien shoots me a hard look, like he wants me to intervene, but I just shrug. “It could be entertaining.” I glance over to Dante, who swings his partner so fast that he knocks into multiple couples.

“You know, if you really want to distract me from causing mayhem, Cyprien, you could dance with me,” Caitlin says in a mockingly sweet tone.

He stiffens. “We have work to do. Those senators need to be questioned and it is better to strike while the iron is hot.” 

Cyprien takes the half-full glass of rakisi from my grasp and shoves it into Hawthorne’s hand as the latter dances past with Ada in her humanoid form as his partner. With her radiant onyx skin and long dark hair, I guess she is attractive when she doesn’t have reptilian features, spikes on her spine and claw-tipped hands. Klara and Rainier spin past us after them, laughing together. 

Cyprien practically pushes me from the room.

I give him a sidelong look. “What happened to relaxing?”

“Getting pulled into a thrashing mob while being expected to move in the exact same way as them is not relaxing. Besides, I think Caitlin enjoys tormenting me.” He scowls.

I laugh and receive an even darker look. “Unfortunately for you, my brother, you are the perfect target and make it so damned enjoyable. Come, we have people to intimidate.”

I lead him down the stairs to the cellar, where one of our men guards the door, allowing us to pass with a simple nod. As we enter, the senators scurry backward, putting their backs to the walls and cowering with eyes full of horror. I suppose my antics this night have traumatized them. Good.

I take in the cozy space: six pallet beds set up with blankets, jugs of water and wine on a table, a basket of bread in case they hunger during the night, and a pile of books. It is more than they deserve. 

“Not a monster. Just us, the men now sworn to protect you.” I wave a hand and an air wield drags a chair across the room for me to sit in. “Now, I need you to listen closely, because you will be earning your keep.” 

The senators creep back across the room, none coming too close. Flint and two others seat themselves on one of the beds. Wren and Ivy remain pressed into the far corner. The former looks like she is about to burst into tears again and the latter has a splayed hand held to her heart.

“You will be questioned thoroughly, starting tomorrow morning, and you will tell us everything you know about Titania’s plans, operations and weaknesses. If I lose this fight, if I die, you will no longer have my protection, and she will find and destroy you. It is in your best interests to make sure I win back my throne.” I scowl at each one of them.

“And what will you do to us once you have your throne?” Ivy calls out. “When you don’t need us anymore?”

“Make no mistake: I am not Titania. Our oath doesn’t expire the moment I rule again. You will still have my protection, but you will be imprisoned in your own estates. Or what will be left of them once you face fines for your crimes. Be under no illusions: each of you deserves to be executed for what you have done under her rule—the extortion, persecution of minorities, terrorism and commissioning of murder. Work hard to help me, and I will see your good behavior as working off your sentences.”

I don’t acknowledge the fact that the blood oath is one way, binding them but not me. I don’t have to offer protection at all. Or keep my word. But right now, they need something to motivate them.

“Better than death at the jaws of feral Nightmare creatures, is it not?” Cyprien cuts in from where he leans against a wall. Multiple senators shudder. We have threatened them with a very violent death. I wait for the guilt to flood me for using these dirty tactics, but the man who would have felt it died in the human realm.

“You know who Titania’s greatest communities of supporters are in this city,” I continue. “I’d hazard a guess you even know how to contact them. You are going to gather these people in taverns and guild halls and make grand speeches that reveal Titania’s true character: cruel, manipulative and cheating the people of wealth. I want you to expose her lies.”

“What if the Truth Templars discover our rallies and come to kill us?” Flint cuts in, his eyes darting across the room.

“Risks must be taken. This is a fight for the throne.” My lips curve up. “You are a great asset for me. Invaluable if you can turn even a fraction of those people. Do you think I would leave my assets unprotected? There will be a small army with you each time you talk, and a foolproof exit strategy.”

I leave them quaking in their boots at the very thought of risking themselves. Disgust has my stomach turning. How easy it was for each one of them to craft policy that left the court in bloody turmoil, but the moment they need to set foot on the battleground, they nearly vomit with fear.

“Fucking pathetic,” Cyprien grumbles behind me. “A fae who doesn’t want to engage in bloodshed should never start a war.”

“It’s never the ones who charge into a bloody fight who chase it,” I grunt. 

The celebrations above us are in full swing by the time we crest the staircase, music and laughter flowing around us. As we emerge, the front doors burst open, and there is only one option of who it could be. An intricate, cleverly hidden ward only allows our people to penetrate it.

Keira is suddenly there with Drake at her side. My heart leaps at the sight of her. Those huge doe eyes find me and her lips part as a spark of electricity jolts down the mate bond between us. Her high cheeks have the slightest rosy glow from the cool night air and when she pulls back her hood, that halo of curls tumbles out, shimmering red, orange and gold like a flame.

I close the distance between us in a handful of long strides as she runs to me, then her soft body wraps around mine. My hands slide into her hair and my lips are on hers. 

She pulls back almost immediately. Far too soon for me. “We did it, Aldrin! We found your army! And I have so much information we can hold against Titania. There is going to be a massive outrage when we expose what she has been doing.” She gestures toward Drake, who is carrying a leather satchel filled with books and parchment, bloating it at the seams. She has always loved finding solutions in the pages of a book.

“Yeah, I’m happy to see you too, Aldrin. Don’t feel the need to kiss me.” Drake’s eyes dart between us, bright with amusement. “You know, it’s been a hard night’s work for me, playing the scowling asshole for hours. It goes against my good nature.”

Keira pulls away from me. “Gods, you are bloody convincing as Florian. I’m still terrified of the man, even now I know it’s really you.”

“That makes two of us.” Rainier strides over, grinning. “As irrational as it sounds, I kept thinking tonight that you were going to call my name to be arrested. I have been to far too many of Titania’s little surprise ambushes during a ball or Senate meeting to know nothing is predictable and no one is safe with her.”

Drake looks around the tavern, taking it in for the first time in wide sweeps. “I love this fine establishment you have purchased here, Aldrin. Will you serve the drinks yourself when you open the doors of your first wine bar?”

“Cyprien and Caitlin have been doing a good enough job of that for me.” I smirk, wrapping a tight arm around Keira’s waist and holding her close to my chest.

“What will you call it? The Drunken King?” Drake laughs.

Silvan stops playing his panpipes long enough to bellow across the room, “The Royal Hangover!”

More voices call out suggestions over the top of each other, but they are lost on me as I stare into Keira’s eyes, running a hand down her cheek. “Are you okay? Tonight wasn’t too brutal for you? I hate making you vulnerable when you cannot use your magic. Letting her tie you up. Only I can do that.”

She reaches up on the tips of her toes and places the lightest kiss on my lips. “I get so much more enjoyment out of it when you do it.” Her voice turns soft and low, sending hot tingles running down my spine. “Besides, this fight is going to get more brutal before it is done, and I am strong enough to withstand it.”

I tuck a loose curl behind her ear. “I know you are.”

“How about we call it The Foolish Kingsmen?” Klara says loudly, interrupting our moment as she puts a mug of ale in Drake’s hand, then leads him deeper into the room.

“I think you should call it The Fearless Queen.” Caitlin materializes out of the crowd and she and Keira embrace for a long time. I miss the warmth of Keira’s body against mine, but I give her the space she needs.

“How long are you staying with us, Caitlin?” I inquire.

She lets out a long breath. “This is my last night until our next attack. I will leave through a portal to Appleshield tomorrow. Cyprien has taught me how to open it by myself, without the need for plinths or an alignment of the planets.”

“Where is Morgana?” Keira asks gently.

“She is with her other mother,” Caitlin says. For a horrible moment, I think she means that spiteful woman Gwyneth is back in her life. “With Odiane, at the Frozen River Fortress. Half of the Appleshield Protector Guard is with her, watching over their future heir, along with our old nanny. It is very hard to be away from my baby girl, but it was also very special for her to meet her other birth parent.”

“I wish I could have been there,” Keira replies. 

Within a heartbeat, she is wrapped up by both Edmund and Maeve, pulling her attention from side to side as they fuss over her wellbeing and drill her on the events of the night. 

It is an effort to extract Keira from her parents, but I eventually bring her to where the others are dancing to a slow song, wrapping my arms low around her waist and moving our bodies in time to the beat.

“What is going to be your first official decree when we win the throne, my queen?” I rumble in her ear, enjoying the way her back arches as she presses her breasts into me. “Something utterly selfish, just for you.”

Her eyes flick upward as she thinks. “Hmmm. What do I want?” Her lips curl with delight. “I am going to demand a royal baking competition, where pastry chefs from across the court—no, from across both realms—will fight each other in a grueling cook-off to win the favor of the Spring Queen, and I have to taste and judge every single pastry.”

I laugh. “You’re going to get sick.”

“It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make for my people.”

I press her harder to me as I take us into a quick spin. “I can just buy you an entire bakery,” I murmur.

“But I want them to compete to impress me. To create my new favorite dessert every year. What do you want, Aldrin?” 

I think for far too long, but the same answer keeps coming back to me. “Some peace and quiet. And for war-hungry lunatics to stop stealing my queen. And sleep. So much fucking undisturbed sleep. Maybe I’ll make a royal decree that no one is to wake the king on pain of death.” I dip her low, leaning over her to cover her body with mine. “Except for you, my queen. You can wake me any time of the night, but you have to be prepared for the consequences.”

“Oh, and what would those be?” A beautiful flush covers her cheeks as I raise her back to her feet. She cocks a single eyebrow. “I need details, Aldrin.”

I pull her close as other couples swirl around us. My words are only for her. “That depends on what my woman needs. If she wants to feel my tongue inside her, or my cock spreading her open and slamming into her from behind. If she is in the mood to be tied up by a dozen vines while I lick every part of her until she screams.”

“Gods, Aldrin. That mouth of yours,” she groans, eyes huge and innocent-looking as they stare up at me. I know better.

“Yes? I can do with it whatever you please. If you’d like to sit on⁠—”

She puts a hand over my mouth, pupils dilating, and a wicked satisfaction settles deep in my belly. “I am going to combust right here if you don’t stop talking.” 

Smug satisfaction fills me.

The next time I glance at the people around us, Caitlin is dancing nearby with Cyprien in her clutches. He sends me a wounded look, desperate for help as he moves stiffly to the music. 

“I don’t know why he lets her bully him,” Keira says, mystified. “Cyprien could easily shrug her off.”

I shrug. “I think he secretly enjoys it.”

The tavern’s door rattles in its frame, then swings open. The music stops abruptly as Silvan drops his panpipes from his lips, staring at the newcomers in the doorway. Jasper walks through, still wearing the bronze-and-gold uniform of the Royal Guard, bracketed by half a dozen of his loyal followers. 

Silvan and Jasper face each other across the hall, both frozen to the spot. It is like no one else in the very packed room exists. Hurt visibly ripples through both men. Jasper’s blue eyes are so cold, yet strained at their corners, and his black eyebrows rise at their center. Silvan’s eyes narrow to slits and his lips compress in a thin line, but his hands shake violently despite how he fists them to hide the fact.

Silvan turns on his heel and storms for the staircase that leads up to the private rooms. I am across the tavern, grabbing his wrist and spinning him to me before he can escape.

“Talk to Jasper. After everything you had, you owe him that much,” I scold. 

Silvan shakes my grip off him. “I have nothing to say to that man!” He moves away again, but I pull him back with ropes of air woven around his arms and legs. He lets out an animalistic snarl as he shatters my wield, taking a menacing step toward me.

“If you have nothing to say, that is fine. You can listen, then,” Jasper’s hard voice cuts in, and I am suddenly forgotten to Silvan.

“Listen? Listen!” Silvan roars. “What can you possibly say to justify your choices?”

I gesture at the gaping musicians and they quickly start playing music to give the men some privacy. I move away, but not far in case Silvan tries to escape again. 

These ex-lovers need to have this overdue conversation.

Jasper folds his arms over his chest but wavers, his eyes flicking to me. I give him a nod. “I did not betray Aldrin. I did not turn my back on him or you, Silvan, when you both went into exile. Someone had to remain in the palace to take care of those left behind. You have seen the way the people have been treated in the city. They needed someone to look out for them, to organize a guard for them. We have achieved much⁠—”

“We needed you, Jasper. I needed you!” Silvan pokes him in the chest, his lips pulled back from his teeth and his blond eyebrows slashing downward.

“You took the best of our people with you!” Jasper snaps back, a vein protruding across his forehead. “You were well protected, especially from the palace. Those of us who remained behind, Cyprien especially, made sure that crazy bitch mostly forgot about you.”

“We needed our closest allies,” Silvan spits. “If we’d had a mass exodus from the palace, if we’d had a show of support from those who held the power, the people would have seen they made a mistake.”

I cringe at the memory of leaving with so few. I too had been angry for years, until I saw the truth of the situation.

“He lost by the popular vote and chose to leave his throne behind. There is nothing I could have done to change it, or believe me, I would have. I was ready to go to war for my king and I do not hesitate to answer the call now.” Jasper’s knuckles turn white as he clenches his fists tightly at his sides. “I thought that if too many of us left, there would be a power vacuum and Titania would fill the spaces with her own corrupt officials instead. I didn’t know at the time that she would stack the Senate in her favor anyway.”

The men glare at each other, their faces inches apart, jaws clenched tight and tendons sticking out in their necks. There is an inferno of emotion swirling within their eyes, but not a single word of it is spoken. 

Jasper cracks first, his features softening. “Silvan.” His voice is tortured, breaking on that single word, and he reaches a hand out toward his ex-lover to bridge the gap.

Silvan recoils violently. “Leave. Now. I can’t stand to look at you.”

Jasper pulls back as though slapped. “You’re right. Coming here was a mistake. At some point, Silvan, you’re going to have to learn to tolerate being in the same room as me.”

He turns on his heel, pushes his way through the crowd and crashes out the door. Silvan doesn’t move a muscle as he watches Jasper disappear. But the moment that door slams shut, he leaps. 

For a moment I think he is coming for me because I forced him into that exchange, but he charges right past me and into the bar. A glass shatters and multiple bottles clang to the ground as he rummages around and finally pulls out a sealed bottle of dragon fire. The spirit within glows faintly orange as it sloshes against the glass. 

I groan. He is going to completely write himself off with that.

Silvan leaves the bar and falls into an armchair in a dark, isolated corner of the room. His long strawberry-blond hair is in disarray around his face, obscuring the shaved side of his head. He flips open the cork and takes a swig straight from the bottle, his features pinching as the strong liquor rolls down his throat. 

I approach slowly, like I would a wild beast that might attack, and take a seat on the couch beside him, offering support in my presence.

“Don’t say a fucking thing to me. I don’t want to talk about it.” He doesn’t even look at me, just takes another swig.

I hold up my hands. “I won’t say a thing.”

We fall into silence as he stares ahead, brooding deeply. I watch my people from afar, dancing, singing, drinking and laughing with each other. 

A loud banging resounds on the door and everyone within the tavern freezes.

The pounding continues until a masculine voice follows it. “Open up! We know someone is in here. We can see the lights flickering through the windows. Open up!”

I curse under my breath. The entire tavern has been warded heavily against sound leaking out, but the windows aren’t boarded up enough to stop the glow of our fire orbs seeping out. 

I stand on the nearest table and clap my hands loudly so everyone turns to me. “I want everyone out the back. You know the drill. Clean up behind you. Edmund, answer the door when we are all hidden.” 

There is a great flurry of movement as people collect the many glasses and bottles spread out everywhere, funneling up the stairs. There they will wait at the ready, in case a fight breaks out and they are needed. 

The banging shakes the door again, then a different voice calls out. “Open for the Truth Templars, or we will assume you are here illegally and burn this establishment to the ground!”

Edmund, Caitlin and Keira all transform into their high fae forms, without the primal features, and Keira manipulates her appearance enough that she is almost unrecognizable. Maeve has pointed tips glamoured on her ears. Both Drake and Zinnia remain behind and transform into redheaded members of the same family, their abilities almost as strong as those who have been living among humans. 

I am the last to leave, hiding within the corridor just beyond the bar, my hand on the hilt of my sword. Glamour has never been my strong suit and the Templars will see through any wield I craft.

Edmund opens the door to reveal a gang of Torin’s heavily armed thugs on the threshold.
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My heart thunders erratically as my father slowly pulls open the door to reveal two dozen Truth Templars. They wear body-fitting chainmail armor, crimson surcoats with splits at the sides over the top, and capes at their backs. A wilted black rose, the sigil of Titania’s house, takes up each of their entire chest panels, and belts wrap around their waists with swords or maces sheathed at their sides. 

Many wear bucket helmets with dying roses embossed across their surfaces. It is impossible to see their eyes or expressions behind them. Torin is not among their number. He is far too arrogant to wear a helmet and the leader of this group is too short to be him. Besides, he has no need to hide his identity when all know he is the mastermind behind the Truth Templars’ crimes.

They are an imposing sight. Larger than life and completely impersonal. 

An evil militia with official backing and immunity for their actions.

The Templar who pounded on our door with a metal gauntlet hard enough to fracture the wood looks my father up and down, then toward myself and Caitlin as we hover behind him. Only the exaggerated movements of his head tell me where his eyes are cast.

“Are you the Winter citizens who own this establishment?” he demands, hatred and disgust thick in his voice.

“I purchased this tavern from a fleeing couple a week ago. I intend to build the business with my family.” My father waves an arm to indicate the rest of us. 

“This is a bad neighborhood. A lot of crime here. We are slowly stamping it out,” the man says in an almost accusatory tone as he ducks his head into the room to give it a quick visual inspection. The muscles bulge in my father’s arms and neck, his jaw hardening with restraint. It is an effort for him to hold back when the Templars’ very presence is a threat.

Gods, how I want to snuff them all out. To reach out a hand and turn each Templar to ash. To unleash fire upon them and cook them within their own armor. We could slaughter them all so easily, and feed the violence and blood to the Nightmare creatures who are our allies and need such things. I wouldn’t feel a hint of guilt.

Not here, dear heart, Aldrin says in my head. These fae will die. Tonight and by our hand, but not here. We cannot draw attention to our base. There is an opportunity in this to see their work in action. We have only heard hushed rumors so far, and those can be such unreliable things.

“I got a good deal,” my father grinds out. “The only kind I could afford. They practically gave this tavern away for free.”

The Templar puts his hand on the doorframe, squeezing it hard enough that it crumbles slightly under his grip and splinters fall to the ground. He leans into my father’s personal space. My hands shake with the effort to resist tapping my earth magic into the long-dead wood, feeding its raw power and life, then exploding it to splinters to cut right through him. I bet I could guide the stakes through every gap in his armor.

“You are not from Spring. Did you recently move here? This court doesn’t take kindly to those who take what is ours.”

My father straightens to his full height, forgetting to play the meek innkeeper. He suddenly towers over the other man. “Spring has no quarrel with the court of my descent. We may look like Autumn Court fae, but my entire family was born and raised here, and we have paid our fair share of tithes and tariffs.”

The man laughs and glances back at his restless warriors. “Did you hear that? They think they are members of the Spring Court.” The sneer rings out in his voice. “Tell me, innkeeper, if I were born in a tree, would that make me a nymph?”

The Truth Templars laugh and make similar jokes. My father doesn’t dignify them with a response, but literal fire begins to swirl within his eyes, yellow flickering across emerald green. 

“Is there any more you require of us?” I snap, taking a step forward to join my father at his side. I am tired of softening my tone and having the full responsibility of de-escalating a situation on my shoulders alone. “Because if you cannot see it for yourself, we are so busy rebuilding this business that we are working well into the night. If you would excuse us, we would like to return to our work.” 

All those heads covered by helmets whip around to me like I just insulted them.

The Templar leader steps forward, getting in my face. “Maybe we should take a closer inspection of this establishment. Have a look around and make sure there is nothing illegal going on. Unfortunately, my warriors aren’t very careful, and there are so many breakable things inside a bar.”

“You’re welcome to come inside,” I taunt, knowing full well that if I get them in the privacy of the tavern, we will slaughter them. Maybe we can leave a few alive for a little while to question them.

Gruesome. I love this new, pissed-off version of you, Aldrin purrs in my head. But then you will waltz off back to the palace before daybreak and I’ll have to clean up the mess. I want to follow them and see what they get up to.

Another Templar approaches the leader of the gang. “But do we have the time to help them with a little redecorating?” he murmurs. “There is a much more profitable business to run our…checks on. Remember, we are not meant to be out tonight, and you know who we will have to share the majority of our winnings with if we are caught.”

The leader huffs out a breath and takes a step back, but points at my father. “We will be back if we find out you are harboring that Winter scum here, and we will show you no mercy, no matter where you think you are from.”

The Truth Templars turn in unison and stomp away, chainmail rattling and bootsteps ringing out, their racket cutting across the otherwise still night.

Aldrin materializes behind us with a task force already assembled. None of his fae take off their light armor, not even while they drink and dance, for this exact reason. The glamour drops from my father and Caitlin, who are also in boiled leather. I should really do the same. 

Without a word, Aldrin pulls a chest plate over my body, lacing it up at the sides, then passes me a bow with a quiver of arrows. He places his hands on my shoulders and turns us so we are facing our most loyal followers. 

“Let’s go make these bastards bleed!” Aldrin roars, and they cheer. “Let us witness firsthand just how Titania rules this court.”

We prowl the streets in two groups, both cloaked by Silvan and Zinnia’s invisibility wards. The precautions aren’t necessary. The gang of Truth Templars never bothers to glance around and make sure there isn’t an angry mob about to descend on them. The level of arrogance is astounding when they think they’re the biggest predators in this city. They couldn’t be more wrong.

The Truth Templars stop before a large florist shop in a wealthy area. We hide in a shadowy space between a bakery and jeweler, watching and waiting for them to damn themselves. 

Their target is framed by small, trickling waterfalls that run down the walls and flow into a shallow stream that cuts down the center of this boulevard. Many pretty boutiques line the street and luxury apartments are stacked on top of the shops. It is right next to one of the many thickets of dense rainforest that are dotted across the city, in the same way villages have their greens and cities have their parks in the realm of my birth. Even the iron bars that have been rolled down over the florist shop’s windows are decorative, fashioned in the form of curling vines and blooming flowers. 

The lead Templar bangs on the heavy wooden doors of the shop. The sound echoes loudly down the boulevard, like a bad omen. I almost can’t watch. The need for action brims within me.

No one answers. 

He beats on the door again, yelling orders for the criminals inside to submit themselves to justice. When only silence greets them, multiple Templars squat and rip off their gloves, touching the soil and funneling their magic into the life around them. 

Vines snake down the face of the building, their tips becoming razor-sharp and punching into the door with enough force to rip through the wood. Roots leap out of the ground, rapidly thickening and doing the same.

With a single heave of their magic, the thick doors are torn from their hinges and thrown to the ground, a long metal bolt ripping from them. Two columns of Templars channel into the shop. Some stomp around, tipping over tables and tossing glass vases of flowers to shatter on the tile, while others pillage the register for coin. There is silverware throughout the storefront that they pack into bags: trays, vases and mirrors. 

Half a dozen climb the stairs to the living quarters with swords in their hands.

I glance at Aldrin, panic running up my spine like hundreds of crawling bugs. “We should go in there before anyone is hurt.”

“Look at the crowd gathering. Let them damn themselves before we jump in,” Aldrin says, gripping my hand and drawing on my reservoir of magic. I follow the threads of his power through him to the six wields he has created. Each one is like a hook and tether crafted of his essence, sinking into the flesh and muscles of the Templars invading the apartment. He is ready and primed to take control of their bodies the moment they threaten lives. It is an impressive feat, at this distance and without a visual on his targets.

Then the screaming starts. Multiple voices let out blood-churning wails.

My father jolts forward until he is at our side. “We are not going to stand by and let innocents die for the sake of political maneuvering, are we?” 

“You should know Aldrin better than that, Edmund,” Cyprien snaps from his position just behind us. “A little theatrics go a long way.”

I glance up at the balconies and apartments above the strip of shops. Multiple faces appear in windows, pulling aside curtains to peer through. Their eyes are wide, and many turn away to usher others to the view. Some even hover out in the open, looking down over the railings of the higher-level platforms. 

This display is clearly a shock for them. Something they never thought would happen in their neighborhood, to someone they know. Perhaps these wealthy people in their ivory towers truly believed that the Truth Templars only attacked criminals. That good people like themselves would be left unmolested.

The indifference and tolerance of the majority is the reason tyrants get away with these sorts of atrocities.

“Aldrin’s magic is in the room with the flower nymphs,” I say softly to my father. “He can stop the hearts of the six Templars up there terrorizing them before they can blink if they cross a line.”

My father’s eyebrows shoot up. “He’s that powerful?”

“We are that powerful,” Aldrin says. “We can draw on each other’s raw magic and borrow each other’s abilities.”

Black smoke curls in the air, churning out of the storefront. Within, Templars splash about alcohol and light small sparks to ignite tall flames with their minimal fire magic, all that Spring fae can manage. A monsoon rain falls upon the path by which they intend to leave, containing the fire. The thing is, no fire can truly be controlled. 

They laugh as they destroy in minutes the business someone spent decades of hard work building. 

The sight breaks my heart. It sends my magic blazing through me with the intensity of a storm as I prepare for a fight. The rage it stokes sets my blood rushing and a phantom breeze flicks up my hair, swirling embers and tongues of fire through it. 

I glance at my hands and satisfaction rolls within me. Every freckle upon my skin dances with the light of the internal flames behind it as my primal form comes out to play. As the change amplifies my powers.

The Truth Templars have no right to invade a person’s home.

To steal from them and burn it to the ground.

They have no right to destroy a person’s haven of safety, purely based on their race. 

These thugs make no investigations into an accused person’s conduct to discover if they truly engage in illegal activity. No trial takes place. No arrest with dignity is attempted. These people are persecuted and treated with so much hate for simply existing. 

It fucking stops now.

I will make these Templars pay, tonight.

“It is time to make our move,” I snarl.

“My thoughts exactly.” Aldrin pulls his sword from his back.

I extract my hand from his, placing it on his chest to hold him back. “Let me go first, since you’re meant to be dead. We will give them the show you desire, with a dramatic entrance.” 

He gives me a nod, his eyes simmering with violence. 

Glamour washes over me, transforming my gown into a regal garment of gold, fit for holding court in the palace, and placing a crown on my head. Then I step out into the fray, beyond our invisibility wards, with half our warriors flanking me.

“By order of your true queen, I command you to stop these atrocities!” I bellow, making my voice larger than life and ensuring it carries to the audience gathering above. “You are going to burn down the entire neighborhood!”

Two Templars step out of the wreckage of the shop with hints of charcoal smeared across their surcoats. They consider me, then throw back their heads and laugh. 

“True queen? What true queen?” one snickers. “The dead king’s human mate?”

“Isn’t she cowering in the palace, dressed like a whore and sitting at the High Chancellor’s feet?” the other replies.

I click my fingers and all that fire consuming the shop leaps to my command. It runs in thin channels across the ground, rushing toward me. Its brutal power collides with my body and is soaked up, fueling me. My hair explodes into dancing tongues of pure flame, none of my natural strands remaining. Flickers of fire run along my skin, creating an ever-shifting halo. 

People gasp at my display of power.

I take another step toward the two Templars who tower over me. They back away. “Do I look human to you? Am I cowering before anyone?” I roar. “Stand your people down and answer to your queen!”

They glance at each other, wavering for a heartbeat, but the rest of the Templars ransacking the florist stream out and fan around them, and their smirks return. One has the audacity to draw his mace. “It is a crime punishable by death to obstruct the justice of the Truth Templars.”

“Justice!” I laugh bitterly. The angry murmuring of the crowd above us intensifies in volume. “What justice? Can you tell us the crimes these people have committed that warrant their business being burned to ash in the night and them being pulled from their beds at swordpoint? Have they had a trial? Been presented before a judge and had a chance to plead their case?”

The Templars part as their leader marches out into the center of the boulevard, carrying a small female flower nymph. He tosses her to the ground. She falls so hard that the fine branches that make up her long hair snap and scatter tiny leaves across the floor. The pink flowers across her body close into tight buds as a reaction to the physical trauma. 

She rolls and tries to scurry away, hands flying out behind her and heels kicking up chunks of grass, but the leader places a boot on her chest and holds her in place. A man and another woman are tossed beside her by his followers, these two covered in small fern fronds, yellow lichen and daisies. 

“We are seekers of the truth!” the leader roars up at the crowd. “We see through the lies and misinformation that cloud the judgments of the courts. We do not accept the bribes they take to let criminals walk free. It is our job to act upon threats, not sit around debating.” 

He lifts his helmet just enough to spit at the nymph beneath his boot.

“You might look upon these fae and see innocent traders, but you only perceive what is on the surface, and do not comprehend that the mere presence of these people endangers our entire court! That their existence here, their attitudes and dealings, are a threat to your own businesses that you have invested so much in.”

He pulls his axe free from his back. I almost incinerate him on the spot. I should kill him right now, but I need to hear the Truth Templar logic that has so many in their thrall. He points his weapon to the crowd while the woman squirms on the ground.

“Do not forget,” he continues. “The low fae want you to shut up your shops and live in the wilds of this court, so you will use up all of your raw magic in replenishing their groves and meadows and waters. They are lazy. Useless. Instead of tending to the land themselves, they want us high fae to do it. Ask yourself: why are low fae living among you, here in the city? Is it to compromise your businesses and destroy your way of life, so you are forced out of the capital to live in service of them instead? Why should you lift a finger to protect such people? Their sentence is death, and it is for your benefit.”

Aggravated voices rise up from the crowd, which is only growing in size, but it isn’t clear what each one is saying.

“You select your version of the truth to suit your own greed and prejudices,” I call out. “You run rampant, killing whoever you want with fabricated excuses and no consequences. The Truth Templars are attacking these people because they are low fae, nothing more. You have practically said it yourself. Which group will you target next? Fae who have done military service in the Winter Wars because they are trained warriors and could become vigilantes? How about any business that undercuts the High Chancellor’s profits? Fae who descend from any other court, which is many of us? Or simply anyone you like?” 

“I do not answer to the likes of you!” the lead Templar snarls, pointing a finger at me. “Templars, kill these obstructors of justice. Burn the florist to the ground. Remove the heads from these criminal nymphs and tear their heart-stones from their chests! The king is dead and this queen is a powerless nobody without him!” he roars as he brings his axe down toward the flower nymph’s neck.

It stops inches away as Aldrin’s hooks in his flesh seize up every one of his muscles.

Absolute chaos erupts around us.

Truth Templars charge my warriors and clash blades with them. Their ranks attempt to slaughter the peaceful nymphs whimpering on the ground and Aldrin forces their bodies to freeze.

“Powerless? You believe me POWERLESS?” I shout, striding through the mayhem of thrashing bodies until I close the small distance to the lead Templar. I knock off his helmet and his eyes trace my movements as I place a hand on his cheek. His appearance matches that of the typical Spring Court high fae: tanned skin, dark hair, smooth features and pointed ears. He has probably never been made to feel other or inadequate his entire life. 

His flesh cracks beneath my touch. Great fissures run along his face, down his neck and across his body. Ash floats from them as red light glows within. My earth magic rapidly decays his body to dust. My fire incinerates him from the inside out. His mouth gapes wide open, but no scream leaves his lips. Within a few heartbeats, his chainmail armor drops to the ground in a pile of dark powder.

I look up to the crowd, who stare down upon the scene with horror. 

“Could a weak queen reduce a man to ash?” I ask them. “Could a weak queen fight an entire gang of Truth Templars without fear or difficulty?” 

Aldrin steps out of the shadows with the other half of our force and joins the raging fight. With a flick of his wrist, immense roots tear out of the ground, wrapping around the innocent nymphs and lifting them onto the balconies. More encase the immobilized Templars who stand over the nymphs with axes poised above their necks. 

The ground in the nearby patch of forest opens at Aldrin’s bidding, and his victims are dragged into those pits by roots, swallowed whole as the ground slams closed on their bodies. The earth magic in this court reacts most strongly to his command, as he is king over all creatures in the land, including the foliage.

“My queen has the strength of power and character to win and rule this court on her own, but she isn’t alone.” He raises his sword in the air as all eyes turn to him and widen. 

Many in the crowd above gasp, and some even cheer. Aldrin looks more god than man. He doesn’t need a crown to announce him as the king, not with the ring of long horns erupting from his head in his primal form. The black streaks across his face and neck make him appear brutally powerful, paired with the shoulder spikes of his heavy armor.

Some of the Truth Templars whimper and try to run at the sight of him. One actually wets himself. I shoot two arrows in fast succession, thrusting powerful air wields around them to intensify their force. When they land in the backs of two fleeing Templars, they pierce through chainmail, flesh and bone, right into their hearts. The rest are still engaged in sword fights with our warriors.

I whip back around to Aldrin as he starts speaking again. “I have died twice for the Spring Court, and twice I have returned from death. I am here as your salvation from tyranny. It is not the low fae or the Winter fae who bleed this court dry, but your own High Chancellor Titania. Since when do we kill people on the street without trial? Your neighbors and friends are dying at her hand. Business is tough because of her levies and the food shortage is of her fabrication. I will bring the City of Vertical Gardens more food than it can eat, then I will bring it the political freedom it deserves!”

It is like his mere presence calls upon the lady of the night blooms that dot the masonry walls of every shop and apartment. The luminescent center of each flower points straight at him, casting him in a bright glow. The people themselves cannot drag their eyes from him, despite the fighting that still rages around us.

“Hail the true king and queen!” a high fae calls out from one of the balconies.

“The king has returned to save us!” another shouts, and more cheers follow.

A Templar runs right for Aldrin, axe held high, and the ground swallows him up immediately. I place a hand on the back of a huge man who takes a swinging blow at Cyprien, and the Templar melts rapidly down to dust. Cyprien gives me a nod of thanks while I heave in front of him. The use of such magic takes a toll, but the people need to witness what I am capable of. 

My father rams a sword of fire into the gut of the last Templar. Vines snake out from the forest, wrapping around the limbs of the bodies and dragging them into its depths, the earth swallowing them up.

Klara and Rainier scale steps of hardened air up to the balconies where the flower nymphs huddle among a group of their neighbors. Someone has wrapped blankets around their shoulders and put hot drinks in their hands. Mother and son heal their minor cuts and wounds, but there is nothing they can do for the shock that grips the nymphs.

I walk to Aldrin’s side and take his hand, but it is the people I address. “Spread the truth of what you have seen here tonight. Tell everyone you know about the brutality and mindless prejudice of the Truth Templars, especially those who have not experienced it firsthand. Let all know that your king has returned to save us all.”

“We do not discriminate against any group of people, and we help those in need. This is how we are different, better, than Titania and her Truth Templars,” Aldrin announces. “Those closest to these fine nymphs targeted tonight—take them into your home and care for them. Any who are able-bodied and willing, help us clean up and rebuild their home and business.” 

It takes us until almost dawn, but all traces of the Truth Templars’ destruction are corrected. The shop is cleaned of ash. The burnt plaster walls are replaced with beautiful wood paneling grown from the foliage all around, complete with shelving. The stolen silverware and coin are replaced and an array of blooms are grown from Spring magic for the nymphs to imbue with their unique essence, harvest and style in the morning to sell in their shop. Apparently, their wares are popular because some of their flowers have specialized healing abilities, some release a strong floral scent that fills a home for weeks on end, and others sing an enchanting melody for hours after being fed a drop of raw magic.

My body shakes with fatigue by the time we are done, but the achievement feels so gods-damned good. Tonight was empowering, after a long time of sitting on my hands and pretending to be less than I am.
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The shadows thicken as I extinguish the fire orbs illuminating my bedchamber in the palace. The only light is the silvery moonbeams entering through the barred window. I tap my foot against the ground as I sit on the edge of my armchair, waiting. The minutes roll by, seeming like an eternity. 

It was only yesterday that I last saw Aldrin before the nymphs’ burnt-out florist shop, and he promised me he would come for me tonight when the clock struck eight, but so much can change in a day. I watch the ornate timepiece on my counter, noting he is already ten minutes late. 

The fact that we revealed his return to the city unsettled me the moment I returned to my bed at daybreak and the adrenaline of the fight wore off. How far and fast can word spread among the people?

Titania will either come for him, or she will disregard it as rumor. As for my use of magic last night, and my presence outside the palace, I am sure she is arrogant enough to dismiss both as lies. To believe I couldn’t possibly outsmart her and work against her right under her nose.

The shadows thrash in the corner of the room, thickening to the blackest void. My body tenses up as I remember the monsters that stepped out of the darkness in the ballroom. It doesn’t matter that they are supposed to be our allies—they are still terrifying. 

Aldrin and Valentine materialize from the shadows’ midst. I suck in a sharp breath as my heart misses a beat, the shock of two men suddenly appearing in my bedroom quickly replaced by the thrill of seeing my mate again. I throw myself into his muscular arms, which wrap tightly around me.

“Hold on, dear heart,” Aldrin murmurs in my ear. “It is a rough ride.”

My stomach bottoms out and my head spins as the shadows engulf us, moving through space. The sensation is like free-falling, weightless, through the blackest abyss. I cling to Aldrin for dear life, my fists bunching up the fabric of his tunic. 

I don’t know how he did this for hours or maybe even days on end when he traveled to the Assassins of Belladonna’s Haven of Death. Bile rises up my throat to an unbearable point, but when I think I can take it no longer, our feet finally hit the ground.

Alone, I would have fallen ungracefully on my ass. Aldrin lands with his legs spread and knees bent to take the impact, holding me up by the waist. He delicately places me on my feet like I am the most precious thing in the world, then puts a hand on either side of my face and lifts my chin so I look up into his eyes.

“In the next days and weeks, we will face our greatest battles, but tonight is just for us.” He leans down and places the softest kiss on my lips. I want to deepen it, to slide my tongue into his mouth and taste him fully, but he pulls away and glances at Valentine, who raps his fingers against the tree he leans against with impatience. 

“I will return to collect you at midnight sharp.” Valentine pulls out his pocket watch, glimpses the time, then snaps it shut. “And for the love of darkness, please make sure you are wearing clothes.” Inky tendrils materialize around him, rapidly growing then constricting all at once around his form, and he disappears. 

I give Aldrin a questioning look, but he just tips his head to indicate our surroundings, a smug grin filling his face. I drag my eyes from him for the first time since arriving and my brain stutters to a stop, trying to process the sight.

A shallow creek gurgles over smoothly polished black stones, steam curling off its surface. The crystal-clear water is illuminated cyan by the many tiny water sprites buzzing through it. The crash of a small waterfall in the near distance promises a deeper pool just beyond the treeline. 

Both banks of the slowly flowing creek are covered with pink-capped mushrooms of varying sizes, some as small as my hand and others taller than a building. I marvel at the megastructures, feeling dwarfed by them. A constant stream of silvery glitter seems to fall from the burgundy gills of their undersides, clogging the air and floating away on the breeze. I blink multiple times at all the colors and lights.

Aldrin pulls off his boots and steps into the creek, letting out a small sigh and tipping his head back as the water laps around his ankles. I remove my shoes, wrap my skirts around my arm and join him. 

The water is the perfect temperature; warm enough to melt the tension from my sore feet. There is power brimming through it, but the sprites that dart away from my every step are not its source.

“Are these healing waters?” I ask, remembering the pool he brought me to after we first met during a battle. 

“You feel it too?” He takes my hand in his. “It is said that the power of the gods hums through these waters.”

“The true gods or the fae gods?” I mock.

“The Tuatha Dé Danann may be lesser gods, shaped and given life by the Creator, ruled over by the Eternals and eventually consumed by the Soul Ripper, but they are still gods,” he chides.

I scrunch up my face. My biological paternal grandfather, Nissien, was Tuatha Dé Danann and it is too much to believe I descend from a deity, even a lesser one. It feels like a betrayal to my human grandfather Ronan, who raised us, to think of Nissien in that way. “They are just some powerful, twisted beings that cast themselves as gods and demanded to be worshipped because they kidnapped some humans and bred with them, creating a new race.”

“They did more than that,” Aldrin laughs. “Yes, perhaps the birth of the high fae was a simple mixing of races, but what about the low fae? The Tuatha Dé Danann combined their essence, maybe even part of their souls, with the waters, trees, forests, the darkness itself, to bring them about. This world was formed from nothing but their magic, and as their power fades from here, this land crumbles to nothingness in great voids.”

The creak deepens and the sound of rushing water intensifies, but I can’t drag my eyes away from Aldrin as he speaks.

“The Tuatha Dé Danann may not be a non-sentient superpower like the Creator that births stars, worlds and life from nothing but raw matter—or its equal counterpart the Soul Ripper, that devours worlds and entire civilizations when it is their time to go, turning them into nothing but fodder for the Creator—but they do have true power. Many who actually believe that our realm is dying think the Tuatha Dé Danann can save us. I’m not so sure it would be worth the price it came with. Come, I want to show you something.”

We crest a rise and the full view of the small valley opens up before us. The sight is breathtakingly beautiful. A smile forms on my lips alongside a lightness in my heart. 

There isn’t one tall waterfall dropping into a pool, but many crashing in tiers where multiple creeks combine and drop down a stairway of platforms. There must be a hundred in total, illuminated with that cyan light of the sprites. The color is even reflected by the steam that rolls off the surface. 

More immense pink mushrooms dot the space like oversized umbrellas, but my attention is stolen by the crystals scattered around the shore. They are long, thin shards with pointed tips, growing in clusters. The largest is taller than me. A rainbow of colors ripples up and down their surfaces, a hum of power radiating off them.

I turn to Aldrin in wonder. “What are they?”

“Naturally growing plinths. These ones are diamond and can store immense amounts of magic,” he says, tugging me along. 

“Why has no one harvested them?” I crane my neck to view more.

Aldrin gives me a sidelong look. “Have you ever tried to break diamond? Let alone magic-reinforced diamond charged by the gods themselves. We have no technology that can do it.”

As we reach the base of the valley, the creek never becomes deeper than the middle of my calves, but Aldrin leads me out of the magical water and along a stone path that is warm beneath my bare feet. There is a trail of fae runes cut into the stone, illuminated green with raw magic. 

A low, ornate railing brackets one side of the path and the slate platforms of the hill close in the other side. Small, domed pavilions dot the pathway that leads to a temple obscured by trees, each housing a large bronze bowl burning with eternal flames. Those fires are like nothing I can wield. The magic within them is foreign to me. The yellow tongues within flicker green and purple at their edges. 

We cross over an arching bridge that spans the widest river funneling into the main pool and step onto the large stone island that holds the temple. I expected more from a structure dedicated to the fae gods—something with many great tall rooms, spires and towers, the size of a castle—but this one is just large enough to house a portal and all its plinths within. It is certainly decorative, with gilded surfaces and rows of open arches and columns. 

We enter the temple in silence and pause in the doorway to gaze upon the portal within. A sense of foreboding creeps over me. This gateway dwarfs its moonstone cousins that lead to the human realm or transport fae within their own. It is constructed entirely of glittering diamond, with many smooth facets picking up the light, like a gemstone in a ring. 

A stone path leads through the chamber to the mouth of the portal, cutting through dense clusters of tall plinth spikes that occupy every available space, covering the entire floor and climbing up the walls. It is like I am standing inside a massive rainbow geode.

I turn to Aldrin. “Why are the plinths so vibrantly colorful and the portal only faintly shimmers, if they are both cut from the same gemstone?”

He blinks at me as he registers my words, clearly deep in thought. “The plinths are designed to store raw, unformed magic, while the portal consumes it. There is still power sitting within the plinths, shown in the light that shimmers through them, but the portal is completely deactivated. It opens to the realm of the gods.”

He leads me up the stone steps toward the gaping mouth of the gateway. The closer we get, the more unease builds in the pit of my stomach. “And these plinths—they are needed to open the portal?” I think back to the single jade plinth we used to open dozens of portals in the sacred site in Appleshield and shudder at the idea of just how far away the home of the Tuatha Dé Danann must be.

Aldrin approaches the beautiful, otherworldly arch with caution, placing his hand upon it and pulling away sharply, as if burned. That tug in my belly becomes nauseating as I follow behind him. 

He looks back at me. “Once, powering the plinths and feeding their raw magic into the portal was enough for fae to open the passage between realms, but the gods sealed the doorways behind them the last time they left us, so we couldn’t follow them to their home any longer. Except I think they left a crack open in the doors, and there is something very wrong with their world. Something they are protecting us from. Maybe they are at war. Maybe something worse is happening.”

I step up to the portal and very slowly reach a hand out to touch its surface. Aldrin grips my shoulders, as though he is preparing to hold me up. My fingers only graze the cold surface of the massive diamond, but the pull on my magic is immediate. 

It drags thick threads of my power out of me and into the stone with greedy savagery. Sucking harder and faster with every moment that passes.

I have powered up many portals in my own realm. I even tried to open one to the Spring Court when the planets were out of alignment. My magic has always been a presence filling up and resonating within the stone as it activates the enchantment within. I could always draw unused power back into myself to close the portal behind me. 

In this gods’ passageway, every last drop of my magic and whatever Aldrin added himself is drawn away and disappears without a trace, like the gemstone itself consumes it. Like there is something beyond that steals it.

I draw in a shuddering breath and rip my hand away, stumbling backward. Aldrin steadies me on my feet. The diamond arch would suck me dry if I allowed it. 

“Do you think these portals are responsible for the corruption?” I gasp, panting hard. “That they are drawing the very magic out of our lands?” 

Aldrin frowns as he squats to inspect something. “I think they would, if they were connected to the land. See here?” He points to a chunk missing from the portal, as well as in the ground. “There are keys and mechanisms that have been removed from the portal itself and the path that connects them to the plinths of this chamber. This was how the gods deactivated the gateways. It also disconnects the portal from our land. It is the reason why a structure so desperate to suck up magic is still surrounded by half-charged plinths, and why magic and life grows with vibrancy outside. The portal can’t reach any of it.” 

“So, without the keys and mechanisms, no fae can unlock these portals and travel to the realm of the gods?” I ask.

He runs a hand through his hair. “Almost all of those relics were taken by the Tuatha Dé Danann on their departure, but a handful were stolen by fae before they could procure them. I have hunted down many such relics during my rule, all that have been found, and keep them locked away where no one can access them. The last thing this realm needs is for someone to open these portals and for all our magic to be sucked through them.”

“Would someone really be foolish enough to do that?” I bite my lip. The stupidity of people continuously astounds me.

“There are those from the Winter Court who believe our only salvation from the corruption lies with the gods. That they need to return to restore their magic. If they were going to save us, if they could, they would have done so before they left. The early signs of our doom were there. I think they are fighting their own battles.” 

“Maybe that is why my grandfather was roaming this realm,” I venture.

“Yes.” Aldrin frowns. “But whether Nissien visited after the mass exodus of his kind, or stayed behind when they left, is unknown.”

A deep chill falls over me. I can’t get out of this temple fast enough. Aldrin must feel the same, because he moves with speed at my side. 

“Is that why you brought me here?” I finally ask. “To show me the portal?”

“Yes and no. It is true that I needed to inspect it, to make sure no one has tampered with it or tried to unlock it, but this is also a beautiful place to spend a night. I traveled this realm during my exile, inspecting the many gods’ portals, because to me, they feel like a disaster waiting to happen. Every single one of those sites is as charming as this one.”

Aldrin wraps his big hands around my waist, stroking my curves leisurely through the thin fabric of my dress and gazing at me with heat simmering in his amber eyes. My core clenches at the look that promises a thousand wicked things, and my skin breaks out in hot and cold shivers. 

Without warning, he swipes an arm under me, taking out my legs and bundling me up against his chest. I squeal with equal parts shock and delight.

“Is this not a delectable place to strip my mate bare? To lick every inch of her body and swim naked with her?” he growls low in my ear, carrying me out of the temple before I have a chance to respond.
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Aldrin deposits me unceremoniously on the edge of the stone-paved island, where it juts out over the gently flowing river just outside of the temple.

“Sit. I’ll be right back.” He turns and walks away without another word.

I stare at his receding form with indignation. I was not expecting this when he whispered dirty words in my ear and put his hands all over me. I shuffle on the hard surface, agitation as well as hot desire coursing through me.

Aldrin returns moments later with his arms full and a huge grin on his face. He dumps a spread of strange-looking fruits between us, along with broad green leaves that look like they belong on a banana tree. He pulls out his knife and cuts into the fruit, arranging it into a platter on the huge leaves.  

“What are you doing?” I finally snap. I need him to plunge those fingers inside me, not within the pulpy core of that pale pink fruit, between the segments that are too similar to folds, as he pulls it apart. It looks a lot like a mandarin. 

He pauses, eyebrows rising high. “Cutting fruit.”

“Cutting fruit?” I repeat. “Why?” I can’t help that my voice has turned a little shrill. It is his fault, really, getting me all hot and flustered, then just stopping.

He lets out a long breath, then picks up a round woody ball. “I’m trying to woo you, Keira. To make tonight memorable.”

“Woo me? You don’t need to woo me! I’m ready to go. I want what you promised me.”

“Patience. This may be one of the last chances we get for a few romantic moments shared between just the two of us. Tomorrow, I will leave the City of Vertical Gardens and reclaim our armies. I had already contacted Ezekiel and his clan of dragons to meet us at our first offensive. Everything we have endured in this realm so far has just been a prelude for what is to come.”

Romance. He wants romance. I can cool my blood enough to do that. 

“Fine,” I mutter.

A huge, beautiful smile fills his face as he passes me the orb he has been working on. The fruit has a fibrous burgundy shell with hairs inches long coating it, and he has sliced a portion off the top to reveal a clear liquid within. Some kind of milk or juice. The sweet scent that rolls off it is tantalizing. He watches me closely as I take a sip from it, and laughs as my eyes roll back in my head, my senses lighting up. I immediately take another long gulp.

“Go slow on that one. The juice within is naturally fermented.”

“Is that your idea of wooing me? Getting me drunk so you can have your way with me?” I mock chide, poking him in the chest.

His eyes slowly roam over me. “We both know I will have my way with you tonight, regardless.”

My stomach tumbles and chills run down my spine. I toss back the rest of the strangely floral alcohol, discard the husk, then crawl up Aldrin’s body. Within a heartbeat, I am straddling his lap, running my hands under his tunic and across the hard planes of his abdominal muscles, pressing my breasts into his chest. 

Aldrin throws up his arms. “Not while I have a knife in my hand!” 

I pry the small blade from his fingers and flick it away from us, biting his ear. “How about now?”

“Romance, remember? I…I want to just talk for a bit while we can. There are things we need to discuss before I disappear again.”

The vulnerability in his voice is enough to douse my desire…marginally. He runs his hands up the bare flesh of my thighs, making me ache all over again, then lifts me from him. 

“You’re really not helping, Aldrin.”

“Everything is about to get more intense. Titania’s mistreatment of you and the violence in the city,” he says, not looking at me as he lays out slices of a spiky red fruit that is soft and pulpy, then scatters yellow berries and green nuts across the platter. He adds multiple cheeses and two varieties of crackers from his bag. “We need to rip the Spring Court open and tear the corruption from its flesh before we can begin to heal it.”

There is sadness in his eyes as they flick up to mine. He leans in close and tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear. He doesn’t remove his hand from my cheek. 

“I need you to be strong for me, Keira, but more importantly, I need you to be honest, because you have positioned yourself right in the heart of this maelstrom with your bargain. If it gets too much, you must tell me, because I will drop everything to get you out. Nothing, nothing, is more important than your wellbeing. I will not allow this war to break you.” His fingers stroke the side of my face as he looks at me with desperation.

“You cannot just waltz into the palace and kill Titania,” I say.

“I can and I will,” he grumbles. We both know that if he could get me out permanently, he would have done it by now.

I take a steadying breath. “I can handle whatever she throws at me. The bargain must put limits on her as well. We will not lose the throne because her brutality outweighs ours. There is more at stake here than just our right to rule. Her refusal to acknowledge the corruption will destroy us all.”

Aldrin’s eyes search my face for any hint of distress. For signs that I cannot do what he is asking. I give him a small smile instead. He takes a cracker from the platter, places a slice of creamy cheese on it, then tops it with a piece of red fruit, placing the entire thing in my mouth. The pairing is rich and sweet, and slightly salty. 

“If it gets too much, I will have the Assassins of Belladonna transport us into every shadow within the palace and we will slaughter them all,” he growls. “Titania. Torin. Her inner circle and every soldier who commits atrocities under her name.”

I laugh bitterly. “Titania is scared of shadows now. Every inch of the palace is lit up like daytime with fire orbs. Even the storage closets and unused staircases. The only reason you could visit my bedchamber is because none of our enemies know I have the magic to manipulate them. I can’t extinguish enough fire orbs to let in an army. The palace is too well guarded.”

“Then we will invade through the secret tunnels. The same ones you use to escape the palace.” Rage pinches his brow and scrunches his features, and still he is the most beautiful man I have ever beheld. 

“We would be at a severe disadvantage.” I take a berry and pop it into his mouth. “An invading force can only climb those narrow stairs one abreast. Titania has tripled her forces within the palace. There are too many—they will pick your soldiers off as they enter one at a time. Even if it is possible, I will not allow you to send the majority of our people to their death to get me out. The bargain won’t even allow it.”

“The bargain won’t have an effect if I kill Titania first,” he vows.

“The High Chancellor sleeps in a vault. One built completely of stone that the Wisteria of Mythanar cannot penetrate. She does most of her business in it. There are so many guards around her at all times, I fear we would be killed before we got close enough to her.”

“Drake is always at her side—” Aldrin tries.

I cut him off. “And Drake would be dead moments after killing her. He is not a sacrifice I am willing to make.”

My mate stares at me, his eyes a little wild. “Your wellbeing is not a sacrifice I am willing to make. I will not allow emotional scars to be inflicted upon you that you have to struggle with for the rest of your life.”

A tear drops down my cheek and he quickly wipes it away with calloused fingers. “We will not make a martyr of her. We will not sneak into the palace like rebels or assassins in the night and kill her before we expose her crimes. It could ruin our legitimacy, and we have put so much work into winning over the people. Proving to them that we are better. That cult-like following of hers needs to be broken first. They still blindly believe her lies because they benefit from them.”

Aldrin shakes his head. This is not what he wants to hear, but he knows the truth of it. “No. Not if it risks you. We can⁠—”

“What is the point in killing her, if it just causes the people to rise up and rip us apart?” I ask. “There is no saving this court if we die alongside her. We win the people first to neutralize the threat they pose. Many are not on our side. Somehow, she is still far too popular.”

“I do not like it when you are out of my reach.” Aldrin sits back as though struck. “I don’t even feel worthy of the crown, not when my neglect is the reason things have gotten so bad under her reign.”

“You didn’t know,” I plead with him. “Not even Cyprien knew the extent of what was happening here, and he held a position in her court and the Senate for years while you were in exile. Titania didn’t truly show her hand until she set the assassins on you, and assumed all opposition was as good as dead.”

“I should have known. It is my job as king to know, exiled or not.” Sadness rolls off him in waves, tightening his shoulders and making them hunch inward. Self-resentment twists his stomach, creating the same mirrored sensation within mine, bleeding down the bond. 

I want to fix it. Gods, I want to fix it. 

There are no words that can take these most destructive, irrational fears away. I have tried countless times. 

I lean forward and kiss him gently on the lips, flooding him with the love brimming in my heart for him. My immense respect and awe at his ability to keep fighting, no matter the obstacles thrown at him or the impossible odds. I send warmth through the bond between us and sense his soul basking in it, the iciness of his shame and doubt melting away. 

Aldrin’s fingers run through my hair, angling my head and deepening the kiss with urgency, while his other hand slides down my waist to cup my backside, lifting me. I move with him, straddling his hips and sending berries rolling away from our half-eaten platter. He bites my lower lip between his teeth, then allows it to slide away. I gasp and Aldrin slips his tongue inside my mouth.

I run my hands down his chest, enjoying the hard, defined planes of his ridged muscles through the thin fabric. I want nothing between us. My skin pressed against his skin. I break away from the kiss and unbutton the neckline of his tunic with urgent motions, my hands shaking ever so slightly. His fingers work on the corset lacing of my bodice, only pausing for long enough to allow me to pull his top over his head. A heartbeat later, my dress is tossed over his shoulder.

Aldrin pulls back to take me in. His eyes roam down from my lips to my heaving chest, fixating on my breasts as he takes them in his hands, squeezing and flicking my nipples. His heated gaze falls across my waist, to my hips and my completely bare core. 

I smile with triumph the moment he realizes that I wore absolutely nothing beneath my thin gown, his eyes widening slightly and flicking up to mine. I revel in the way his cock swells rapidly, sending delicious jolts across the link between our souls. My victory lasts until his hand slips down all my bare skin, right to where my legs are spread wide across his lap, and the tips of his fingers graze over my swollen flesh.

“Gods, Keira, you are going to be the end of me.”

He groans as he buries two fingers inside me and rolls his thumb over my clit. My whole body quakes in a series of sharp jolts at the exquisite sensation. Then he curls those thick, thick fingers in and out of me, and the friction of the motion hits me in waves of bliss. 

I fumble frantically at the laces of his pants. My brain refuses to work. The hard length of his cock twitches beneath my touch, but he pushes my hand away. I let out a frustrated huff, because I can feel echoes of just how aroused he is. Of how badly he longs for my touch.

“Not until I see you come undone.” His intent gaze remains fixed on my face as I throw my head back in ecstasy, rolling my hips to meet his fingers. With every plunge, they press upon a spot that drives me wild. 

“Please, Aldrin. Oh, gods, please!” I can’t even remember what I am begging for.

“You have to say it, Keira. Use your big girl words and tell me what you want.” His voice is hard as he leans in and takes my nipple in his mouth, his tongue darting over it in rhythmic circles. 

“I want—I want—” I have to really concentrate to bring my desires into something coherent. “I want to pleasure you while you touch me.” I pull at the crotch of his pants again, but the ties just won’t open for me. “No—I need your cock in my mouth. To lick every part of it.” 

A deep, rumbling laughter ripples through Aldrin, vibrating in my chest and across my nipples. “We can make both of those things happen at once, dear heart.”

He lowers my naked body to the smooth, warm slab of stone, arranging me on my side. I look at him with confusion as he stands and removes the last of his clothing. I prop myself up on one elbow and open my mouth to protest. To ask how this will get me what I want. 

Aldrin points a finger at me, his eyes narrowing. “Don’t you open that pretty mouth, unless it is to accept my cock down your throat.” 

I leave it open just to spite him, running my tongue over my spread lips invitingly. 

He removes the rest of his clothing in quick motions, but when he lies down on his side before me, it is not as I was expecting. 

I didn’t know what to expect. I never do with him.

Our stomachs are flush as we press up against each other, the softness of mine pushed against the hardness of his. He wraps his arms behind me, around my ass, one cradling it from underneath and the other placing my leg over his shoulder, so he has a perfect view of everything.

“I will never get sick of seeing you bare and spread wide for me.” His breath curls across my core, tickling my most sensitive parts. The sensation is so intensely erotic it has me arching my back before he even truly begins to touch me. I dig my fingers into his waist. The movement brings me so much closer to him, slapping my face with his erect cock. His hips are lined up perfectly with my waiting mouth.

Aldrin lowers his head in between my thighs, rolling his tongue right up the center of me. He continues the lazy motion, head dipping up and down, stubbled cheek rubbing across my leg, as he consumes me clit to entrance, lovingly, caringly, with oh so much attention to detail, like we have all the time in the world. My extended leg grips his shoulder like a vise as he runs his hand over its buttock, stroking every inch of the flesh and running within the crack like he doesn’t know which piece of me he wants most.

I open my mouth wide and take him inside of it. First, I suck on the swollen tip of his cock, rolling my tongue over it again and again, tasting the distinct flavor of his arousal. He lets out a choked moan as I wrap my fingers around the base of his cock, pumping it in time with my mouth, then I take him as deep as he can go. 

Fuck. I can feel him enjoying every movement of my tongue and suck of my mouth. That appreciation radiates through our bond into both of us, guiding my motions for maximum effect. I run my hands over the hard muscles of his lower back, scraping my nails across it, then over his ass and down his thighs. 

Tension builds and builds within me as the waves of our joint pleasure crash down on top of us both. With each push closer to oblivion, I work harder on Aldrin. I take him deeper, faster, gagging with each stroke and moving my tongue over his head each time I pull back enough. 

He repays me in kind.

That devious tongue plunges within me, showing no mercy as it tastes my depths. It swirls over my clitoris with devastating impact, almost too hard but just right. Our sweat mingles as our bodies writhe, stomachs slapping together and hips riding each other’s mouths with brutality. 

I shatter completely. My legs shake. My clitoris throbs. The inner muscles of my core clamp and pulse as I come on his face, drenching him. Electricity whips through me, right to the tips of my fingers and toes, engulfing all of me in my ecstasy. I cannot see as my vision blacks out, but I don’t stop sucking on his cock. Aldrin’s tongue continues to torment me while I float upon the most extreme bliss, extending it for an almost unnatural period of time. 

As the tension slowly leaches from my body, I feel him seize up, cock pulsing. He thrusts his hips forward, bringing himself even deeper into my mouth as he threads a hand through my hair and holds my head in place. His hot seed bursts out of him, filling my mouth and rolling down my throat while a half-choked groan leaves his lips.

We pull slightly apart, but remain on the ground for long moments, bodies entwined, sweating and panting. I barely have a chance to catch my breath or wipe the liquid dripping from my lips and down my cheek before he begins to harden again.

Aldrin sits up and pulls me into his lap once more, so we are suddenly face-to-face and my entrance is spread wide over his hard cock. He slams my body downward, plunging himself hard and fast inside me right to the hilt, sending a shocked jolt of pleasure through me. I whimper at the unexpected move. Instead of thrusting in and out of me, he stands, with me straddling his hips. I wrap my legs tightly around him and hold on for dear life.

I have no idea how he fucking does it, but all his rippling, bulging muscles allow the impossible when we have sex. 

He staggers into the main pool that collects the water from all those streams. The jolt of each step drives that huge, hard cock deeper into me. I try to bounce on top of him while he walks, not caring if I knock us both over. I need that friction deep within me.

The water envelops us both, the heat of it rushing against already overstimulated flesh. Aldrin pulls my hips back just enough that his hardness slides out to the tip, then slams me toward him, thrusting inside me so deep I see stars. 

The brutal motion as a coiling need growing within me, becoming more intense with each strong pound of our bodies. The water laps erratically around us, but all I can focus on is the way he drives harder and harder into me, letting out animalistic grunts each time we collide.

Then he is moving again, to seat me on a ledge within the water at the edge of the pool, never once pulling out of me. He presses our bodies tightly together, lifting my legs across his chest so my knees rest over his shoulders and my feet hang behind him. The angle allows him to penetrate me to a mind-blowing depth.

Aldrin grips my ass in both hands, holding me still as he drives in and out of me at an impossible speed. No, not impossible. At the kind of speed only fae can manage, making everything but his face blurry, teeth gritted as he seeks his release. 

The head of his cock stretches me with each new plunge. The contours of it stimulate every part of my core with those fast strokes. All I know are the intense throes of pleasure as my senses combine with his. Fire pours through his body at every tight tug and pull of my vagina around him.

The onslaught of his hips striking mine has my entire body bouncing, bouncing, bouncing. The only thing that stops me from becoming bruised and battered against the wall at my back is his tight grip on my ass. He is always so fucking considerate.

A near-painful climax erupts through me. 

Every part of my body tenses, but Aldrin doesn’t relent. Not until he follows me right off the precipice, cock shuddering inside me as he releases his seed.

I melt against his body. We stay there, hugging, for a long time. He leans down and kisses the top of my head, my face, then presses our cheeks together. My heart flutters and squeezes happily as I wrap my legs tight around his waist. 

“Have I ever told you that you are fucking incredible?” Aldrin rumbles in my ear as he runs a hand up and down my back in a tender, soothing motion.

I pull back and peer into his eyes, which gaze at me like there is nothing more precious in this entire realm. “Come back to me in one piece, Aldrin. My heart can’t take you dying one more time, even if you are revived. I think it will end me.”

He runs a thumb over my lips. “There is more to our tale than just endless struggle, fighting and war. I know it to the depths of my soul.”
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My mind still basks in the afterglow of a night with Keira the next day, as I seek out my lost army. I lead my task force through a narrow path between great slabs of rock large as mountains that jut out at sharp angles. It is as though when the lands formed and changed, instead of the rocky bodies pushing upward in a triangular shape, immense sheets broke out of the earth instead, their mass hovering high above the ground, like the ribcage of some colossal beast. 

Empty meadows grace the sunny plateaus of their topsides. In the shadows beneath the largest outcrop, multiple portals sit dull and lifeless in the center of a military camp.

I frown down at those living quarters of temporary tents and pavilions, all grown out of the roots, branches and vegetation of the land. There are many cooking fires and a region of level packed dirt where rows of soldiers run their drills and training. We survived like this for years in our exile, but it was not living.

“How long has my army been missing?” I turn to Cyprien, who audibly grinds his teeth.

“Years,” he grumbles. “She has been hiding them away to isolate the soldiers from the rest of the court. A person would not simply stumble across this regiment here. They would only be found by someone who knows where to look for them. Think of how many others are cloistered in thick forests or on snowy mountaintops.”

I run a hand through my hair. “Titania is truly afraid of her own armed forces. There is an advantage in that. It means they are not under her influence. How can they blindly believe her lies that Winter is attempting an invasion on our lands, when they never engage with the enemy?”

The path widens as we reach the lowest level of the valley, and Lord Cedar joins me at my other side. He traveled here from his imprisonment on his estates, Titania be damned, as soon as he received my summons. This sacrifice means he will now become one of her active targets for directly defying his sentence, but he has no plans to return home until I sit upon the throne. The rest of us transported here with Valentine from the capital, directly into the deepest shadows beneath one of the stone slabs.

“Do we know how many soldiers are in this camp?” Cedar licks his lips as he stares at their busy movements, then darts his gaze between myself and Cyprien. His thick golden braids thrash around his face, almost the same color as his olive skin. The man is a brilliant fighter and commander; he has always been a nervous politician. He never seems to be at ease unless he has a sword in his hand and a clear enemy to fight, rather than allies who might stab you in the back.

“Five hundred and twenty-three soldiers,” Cyprien bites out. “All left to rot here to guard a few portals while the Watchtower Trees and the borderland fortresses are empty.”

“That’s a lot of warriors if they decide to turn on their exiled king.” Cedar seems to pick his words very carefully. “Are you sure you need to be here, Aldrin? We can negotiate on your behalf.”

I place a hand on his armored shoulder and look him in the eye. “Trust me, I need to be here. I know the nature of the woman who leads this camp, and she will need a lot of convincing before she opens her eyes to the truth. Besides, if things get heated, then Valentine can pull us out in moments—isn’t that right?” I glance back at the assassin.

He spreads his arms wide. “You just say the word. I am at your service. If they swarm you and kill you, then I don’t get to reap the benefits of our bargain.” He smiles without warmth as a breeze kicks up and blows the blue-and-black strands of his hair that have fallen from his top knot. Those indigo runes etched into his skin almost seem to vibrate under the sun, but as a high fae, the warm rays don’t burn him like they do with the Nightmares. 

I glance over my task force. We are such a small number to be confronting a potentially hostile military force. Silvan is on my heels, ever my protective guard, with Zinnia beside him, while Klara and Hawthorne form the rear. 

I slow our party as we reach the camp enclosed by a high wall built from the trunks of hundreds of young trees, their canopies forming the battlements. We approach the twin wooden watchtowers that flank the main entrance.

“Halt! Who goes there?” a husky woman’s voice calls out as she leans over the railing above the gateway. In the same moment, half a dozen arrows are nocked and pointed at us from both towers. 

“Your rightful king, along with the Commander of the Army, Lord Cyprien,” I call out. 

Satisfaction immediately fills me when bows creak as the tug on their strings is relaxed and their arrows are lowered to the ground. I may have been voted out of my position, but I will always hold the respect of my people, especially the army that has fought at my side through countless battles.

“My—my king,” the female guard stutters, wringing her hands. “You are in exile. I can’t let you into a military camp. Lord Cyprien and his guests may pass, but I need to send word to my superiors to inform them of your presence.” 

She sends a messenger running, but doesn’t close the gate, like she is too afraid to offend me. I peer through. The camp is so small, the far side of it is visible from where I stand. Scores of soldiers peer back, abandoning their campfires and tents to watch on. 

There is nothing but curiosity on their faces. 

I swear some are even taking bets. 

The word coup is mentioned multiple times in their otherwise indistinguishable murmurs, but not with the hostility I expected. Could there be enthusiasm in their tones?

Cyprien bristles beside me. “I am your camp leader’s superior and if I say King Aldrin can pass, then you allow him into your camp with open arms.”

“They aren’t exactly stopping us, are they, Cyprien?” Silvan growls.

“Let’s keep this as civil as possible. It looks like they have brought this regiment’s Commander Calypso to us anyway.” I tip my head toward the returning messenger and the tall fae woman in full battle armor at his side. 

The hollow-cheeked military commander stops before me in a clatter of metal plate and chainmail, scowling beneath her helmet, lips turned down. “Is this a military coup, Aldrin, after all this time?” she says with her usual bluntness, not even flinching at the implication. “I’m surprised you haven’t arrived with an army at your back—or is my regiment the first you are trying to turn?”

“How much have you heard of what is happening in the City of Vertical Gardens?” I ask. “Does the term ‘Truth Templar’ mean anything to you? Are you aware of the food shortages and famines? The attacks on low fae and any with a drop of Winter blood?”

Calypso’s eyes darken. “We receive no word here. Not I, anyway, and not the soldiers. You will need to speak to Senator Ash about politics. He is apparently in control of this camp, despite having no military experience.”

“Senator Ash?” Cyprien curls his lip.

I snort. This could be easier than I thought. “Take us to your command tent immediately, Commander Calypso. This is not the place for political discussions,” I snap.

She tips her head at me, pointing a finger. “Are you here for a coup or not? I will not have an exiled king revolutionize my soldiers only for the High Chancellor to march the rest of the army here and obliterate us.” 

“Has that happened before?” I ball my hands into fists, because I just fucking know the answer.

“At my last posting. A handful of high-ranking commanders were planning an elite force to find you in the wilds and begin a coup not long after you lost the election and left the city. They and anyone associated with them were executed before the troops.” Calypso shudders. “It is not a memory that leaves a soldier.”

I glance at Cyprien, who gives me a small nod to confirm it. 

What good could a rogue unit of soldiers do when I wasn’t willing to act myself?

I let out a long breath, place a hand around her wrist and pull her with me as I walk through the gate toward the command tent. “How about we just talk first, eh?” I grind out. “You’ve been pretty disconnected here. Maybe once you understand what is happening in the capital, you’ll be more inclined to support a…hopefully peaceful transition of power. I don’t want a coup, and it’s not my aim. I want a fair election.”

Calypso gives me a hard look, considering for a moment, then flicks her head at the messenger. “Go wake up Senator Ash. We have things to discuss.”
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“I have been to the twisted lands! There is nothing there but snow and signs of Winter invasion! No corruption or rot or loss of magic!” Senator Ash paces across the room, his shadowed eyes wild with fear. “I can’t believe you have returned with the same old lies, Aldrin.”

“You have been to the edge of the Red Rose Grove, but what about Greenwood Locket and the Dividing Plains beyond?” I growl.

Senator Ash flinches. “What happens in Greenwood Locket and the Dividing Plains is none of this regiment’s business! Titania has forbidden us from leaving this post. We do very important work here. Do you have any idea where those portals lead?” He points a shaky hand toward one wall of the command tent, presumably in the direction of the ring of portals at the center of this camp. “One opens straight into the heart of Winter Court territory, another to the borderlands!” His voice edges toward hysterics. “And despite the numbers we have stationed here, we are failing to prevent their use by the enemy. The Red Rose Grove is already covered in snow! Winter agents sneak right under our noses, through this pathetic camp, and take their technology to precious Spring lands to convert them unnaturally to Winter landscapes. It is the first prong of their attack on the Spring Court. They are preparing to move the borders!”

Commander Calypso’s eyes roll to me. “Except that we have soldiers protecting the portals day and night, and we have never witnessed Winter soldiers breach our defenses. We are constantly accused of incompetence, but there is no threat here! Imagine for a single moment the poor morale of my regiment, who are doing their job and receiving nothing but backlash. The breach must be elsewhere.” 

“Those portals could be protected by a dozen soldiers,” Cyprien points out. “It is a simple task to leach the power from them as soon as a fae tries to open them. You do not need an entire regiment here, unless Titania is afraid of them participating in a coup once they discover the atrocities she is committing in the city.” He smirks from where he sits at the map table, leaning back in his seat with arms crossed. That predatory expression only grows when Ash’s wide eyes fall on him and the color drains from his face. “It makes sense for her to keep any fighting fae isolated and away from her.”

“You were supposed to be out of the way,” Senator Ash hisses at Cyprien, then turns to me. “And you were supposed to be dead.”

I stalk toward the pathetic man and he backs away frantically. I push him hard against a bookshelf, my fingers curling around his throat, pinning him in place but not choking the air out of him. Not yet.

“So you do know exactly what has been happening in the capital,” I growl right in his face. “Let me guess: you were banished here by Titania as a punishment and you are a little man quaking in your boots, too afraid to invoke her anger again, so you do everything she asks of you and lie to the troops under your command. It doesn’t matter if you believe her lies or not, because you will spew her propaganda regardless.”

“You will not succeed. You have already lost to her once.” He shakes his head violently from side to side. “And she will obliterate anyone who tries to help you.”

I squeeze his throat harder and the man almost wets himself. I speak slowly, as though to an idiot. “Titania has already started her own downfall. She has pushed the people too far and they are almost ready to claw the disease out of this court.”

Ash shivers. “I will not be a part of it. She will kill me just for witnessing this.”

“The High Chancellor cannot kill you for simply speaking with the exiled king,” Commander Calypso cuts in. “She cannot harm you even if you aid him in challenging her in a peaceful election. It goes against the rules.”

Our eyes slide to her. Every line of her body is rigid. She always believed far too much in the system. Silvan openly laughs from his position guarding the door of the tent.

The desperation in Ash’s eyes tells me he knows differently. 

“Have your soldiers temporarily restrain Senator Ash,” I order Calypso. “The last thing we need is for him to contact the High Chancellor. We are going to the Dividing Plains so you and your soldiers can witness the truth firsthand.” 

“It. Is. Forbidden!” Senator Ash screeches. “I am in command here. I⁠—”

My fingers tighten all on their own, cutting off his air supply and his next poisonous words.

Commander Calypso’s eyes flick from me to the man in my grip and back, sweat beading on her brow. “It is true. Senator Ash outranks me. I suspect it is because commanders of other regiments didn’t take Titania’s restricting orders seriously enough and she sent her agents out to better control us.”

I grind my teeth. “And you never defied him? Questioned him?”

“I take my orders very seriously,” she says. “It is not a soldier’s job to make high-level decisions outside of a battle.”

Cyprien rolls his eyes, stands and puts himself in front of the commander. “I outrank you, soldier. I outrank some worthless senator sent here to control you. Take my orders: restrain Senator Ash and take away any means for him to communicate, including his tongue for all I care. Set a token force around the portals, then march the rest of your army beyond Red Rose Grove and Greenwood Locket so the soldiers can witness the corruption firsthand. So they can understand that Titania lies through her teeth.”

“Do. Not. Take his tongue,” I say with exasperation, holding the man in question tight as he writhes. Calypso is far too literal to keep that detail up in the air.

“Don’t listen to Cyprien!” Ash erupts. “He betrayed the High Chancellor for the exiled king! He isn’t the Commander of the Armed Forces anymore. He is supposed to be trapped in another realm!”

I slam him hard against the bookshelf a second time. Grim satisfaction fills me as his head bounces off a shelf. My voice is savage. “If he isn’t the Commander of the Armed Forces anymore, then who replaced him? Show me the official seal that would accompany the communication of such an event to every faction of the army.”

Calypso looks at him expectantly, but Titania is too arrogant and sloppy to follow such rules. Ash’s mouth works, but no sound comes out. Calypso stalks from the tent, then returns with the guards to have the man restrained and dragged away. 

There is a hint of satisfaction in her eyes as she watches him go with no dignity at all. “All he did around here was drink himself stupid and humiliate the troops. And sleep half the day away.”

“It seems like the Dividing Plains are only a couple of hours’ march from here. We could take them all the way to the border today.” Cedar glances up from the maps spread across the table, eyes flicking to me, completely ignoring the dramatics that just unfolded. 

I walk behind him and glance at the map over his shoulder, taking in the locations he marks with his fingers. I turn back to Calypso. “Round up the troops. I will speak with them, then we are marching to the Dividing Plains so they can make up their own minds.”

She gives me a long, hard stare, her fingers twitching as she contemplates the order of command. 

“Do it, Commander Calypso,” Cyprien snaps, and she jolts, leaving the tent once more and barking orders just outside. Cyprien stands next to me and nudges me in the ribs. “I have to say, Aldrin, I enjoy having more authority than you.” 

I scowl at the way his eyes glitter. “Don’t get fucking used to it,” I grumble.

“Trust me, the last thing I want is the responsibility of your crown,” he says all too happily.

Within a handful of minutes, I am on top of one of the watchtowers connected to the main gate, the entire regiment sprawled out before me. The light has disappeared from many of their eyes, and too many soldiers have rough stubble-covered faces, ungroomed hair and crinkled capes. For how long have they been kept away from their families against their will? For how many years have they been posted to an impossible mission and blamed for its failure? 

I step from the shadows and place my hands upon the railing, watching their reactions as they recognize me. Fear creases some faces, making them step backward, and exhaustion deepens on others, but so many look up at me with hope melting away the tension in their shoulders and sparkling in their eyes. 

They murmur with fervor. 

The word coup comes up again and again. 

I think there are many among them who would follow me without asking a single question. 

This is why a ruler must take care of their army, feed their morale, down to the lowest foot soldier. When they turn, it is like raindrops falling. Each splatter may be powerless on its own, but a torrent of their combined might is enough to flood a riverbank and wipe out everything in its path.

I throw up a hand and every single fae falls silent. “I am not here to convince you to join a violent and bloody coup against the High Chancellor. No, I am here to reveal the truth behind her lies and to open your eyes to the real travesty befalling these lands.”

The soldiers stare at me blankly, some of that hope fading, but I am not done yet. 

“There is a reason why the terrain around this regiment is becoming consumed by snow, and it has nothing to do with the portals you are here to protect,” I bellow. “You have not failed. You are not responsible for the worsening conditions of this region. And I can guarantee there are no Winter fae sneaking through those portals, outsmarting us and destroying our forests and meadows. You are not out here for the purpose of a mission, but because the High Chancellor is terrified of you discovering what she is really doing in the capital. Titania doesn’t want you to know the truth.”

I let my words hang in the air as the crowd leans forward, then I continue.

“I plan to liberate you from her suffocating clutches and give you a noble cause to fight for: our very survival. I will take back the throne and I will do it the right way, by popular vote—not just because it is my birthright and I am the better, more compassionate ruler, but because her incompetence is destroying us all.”

Murmuring rises up from the crowd. There are a few shouts. I don’t try to decipher their words. Not yet. Let them see, then let them decide. 

It is time to see how far I can push them.

“We will march to the lands that Titania has forbidden you from visiting. You will witness what is there, and then you will know what I speak of. Ask yourself: does any ruler have the right to prohibit fae from walking through their own court? Why would she lock down Red Rose Grove and Greenwood Locket unless she were hiding something?”

Cyprien steps to my side and a hiss of whispers erupts through the regiment as they recognize the Commander of the Armed Forces. “There is no threat of war coming from the Winter Court,” he says. “They send no agents to sabotage us. I have traveled along the Dividing Cliffs to our fortresses that protect the border and the many Watchtower Trees that are our signaling system. Do you know what I have found? Every one of our defenses against Winter is empty of soldiers. Why would Titania clear them out, if she feared war? It is because the true cause and extent of the devastation are clear from their position, and she cannot deny the inconvenient truth if you witness it personally.”

“Today, this changes!” I roar. “Today, we pull the blinders from your eyes and allow you to make your own judgment. Then, then, we will speak of who is fit to rule! I for one will always show you the uncomfortable truth.” 

Many of the soldiers cheer. Some beat swords against shields and others thump the ground with their boots. There are islands among them, unconvinced, uncertain and exhausted. It will take more than a pretty little speech to get even the most enthusiastic of these bored soldiers to back me.
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We march out of their crude fortress, between the great slabs of rock that jut from the ground at an angle and cast their shadows for leagues, and into Red Rose Grove. We take a wide road that cuts through the sparse woods, sounding like a storm cracking with thunder as over five hundred sets of boots strike against the flagstones and crunch on the thin layer of ice coating them. 

The racket we create, sending wildlife skittering, is as foreboding as our surroundings. It has been a long time since I have visited these parts, but they have never looked like this before.

The broad trunks of the ancient pines are sparse, yet their canopies are wide enough to filter the light, casting everything in an ominous blue glow. Icicles cling to their branches like rows of teeth. Wildrose bushes grow in all the spaces between the trees, crimson petals glittering with frozen droplets. The further we walk, the thicker the ice becomes. The ferns that normally carpet the floor have turned brown, burned by the snow dusted across them.

My breath mists before me and a shiver runs down my spine as I pull my cloak around me. 

“It’s the fucking same everywhere we visit,” Silvan grumbles just behind me.

Hawthorne uses a small blade to cut a rose free from a vine growing close to the road and holds it up for me to inspect. The entire thing is frozen solid in a thin crust of ice, its colors perfectly preserved. He crumbles it to pieces in his hand. “No wonder it was so easy for Titania to blame the corruption of our lands on the Winter Court, when it always starts out as a change of seasons near their borders.”

“The same is true of our borders with the Summer Court,” I say. “The corruption first drains the life from the lands by freezing or burning everything as the magic is drawn away, then it creates a desert, one of heat and sand or cold and ice. Either way, the lands become completely inhospitable before the voids appear. The only difference is that Titania cannot convince our people that Summer is performing acts of war against us. Not when they are known for being pacifists and we do not have a history of violence with them, unlike Winter.”

Silvan scoffs. “Summer fae are pacifists, until they are not. Then, they are fucking brutal, and I hope to the gods that we never need to fight them.”

“It is different in the Starlight Court.” Valentine breaks his usual brooding silence, and I glance back at him briefly, catching the ripple of pain that runs over his face. “Our corruption materializes as the darkest of night, without even the stars for guidance. The kind of darkness that blinds even Nightmare fae who thrive in the shadows. It runs through the land in a web of cracks that can hardly be seen, blackness against blackness, like a living, hungry thing that can move and capture unsuspecting prey. And, of course, our darkness is bleeding into the Sun Court, making them accuse my people of tainting their land.” He shakes his head as we listen in horror. “There is not much that we can do about it. Not even the raw magic of all the high fae left in our court is enough to counter the leaching of the magic where it is most severe. I believe that the courts who do not do their part are draining the magic from those that do. That my home cannot heal while this High Chancellor of yours still sits on Aldrin’s throne.”

“It will take great change from all the courts,” I add. “My hope is that once I have a working system in mine, I can convince the others to follow.”

We continue the march through Red Rose Grove and I listen closely to the reactions of the foot soldiers behind us. There is so much anger dripping from their words and many curse Winter for their invasion, even those who were the most invested in my speech. 

I motion for Commander Calypso to join me at my side. “Have none of your soldiers actually seen Red Rose Grove in its current state?”

She cringes. “Senator Ash did not like the soldiers leaving the fortress. He would inspect it with his selected inner circle whenever the urge arose within him, which was every few months, then he would return to berate us.”

I narrow my eyes on her. “Have you seen it?”

“Not in years. Not looking this severe.”

“Well, brace yourself. It is about to get a whole lot worse.” I dismiss her.

We pass through an abandoned town of treehouses that cling to trunks multiple stories above our heads. Many of the ladders leading up from the ground and the rope bridges between buildings are snapped and hanging in disrepair. The houses have missing roof tiles, broken slats and shattered leadlight windows that are frosted over with ice and grime. 

High fae should be living here and nurturing these lands, but they are long gone. The tree and flower nymphs who are bonded to this place, however—they are still here, and scatter like wild beasts at our approach. 

There is fear in their eyes. Ice clings to their bodies in chunks of crystals. The leaves and vines of their flesh are burned brown by the freeze. The rot is already upon them, wasting away their limbs and making them limp.

It breaks my fucking heart.

“These nymphs need to be evacuated,” Commander Calypso snarls beside me. “Why would Senator Ash leave them here?”

“Because they are killing nymphs that migrate to the city,” I snap, and she flinches. “They are being targeted and blamed for the changing lands. For daring to speak out about them. The same is true in some of the large towns. Where would we bring them that is safe? Assuming they can even extract their heart-stones anymore with the degradation of their groves. Notice that they flee us, but not inside their trees. It means they can no longer join bodies with them. This is happening everywhere, and it is not Winter’s doing.”

She tips her head at me. “Are you sure about that?”

“Wait and see.” A wave of fatigue rolls through me. I am so sick of having this same conversation over and over again, and I am just getting started.

Klara grabs me by the arm. “I can heal them. Let me try.” 

It is a fool’s errand, but when I see the frozen tears on her cheeks, I nod despite myself, ordering a handful of soldiers to aid her. Maybe she can save a few. 

The road takes us out of Red Rose Grove and into Greenwood Locket. The thicker forest hugs an immense lake depressed in a bowl in the ground, visible beneath us through gaps in the branches. 

The entire body of water is frozen solid and corrupted. 

I have never seen anything like it. 

Narrow black cracks spread across the ice like a spider web, but the worst part is the thin streams of inky mist that billow from each one. I shudder as I realize the voids have stretched their tentacles this far inland, clearly reaching up from beneath the ground.

I share a look of pure horror with Cyprien, and am forced to take a moment to control my breathing as panic threatens me. 

We are running out of time. 

It is progressing faster than I was expecting.

I lead the entire regiment toward that lake. I nearly lose the road multiple times, with the flagstones almost completely covered in snow. Tree branches arch over the passage, creating a tunnel with foliage that sags with dark rot dripping from it. We are forced to throw air shields above our heads so we are not covered in sludge. 

The sickly-sweet scent of it gets stuck in my nose. The horrid taste curls on my tongue from the sheer amount of decay in the air.

Huge chunks fall sporadically from the trees and hit the road with a splat, creating a rhythmic song that is echoed throughout the forest. Amber runs down the trunks in wide channels, the golden liquid forming great globules that look like congealed blood.

We pass spriggan collapsed on the ground, moaning in pain, their huge bodies of many twisted woody limbs, spikes and antlers incapable of supporting their weight. One pitiful creature sits in a pile of ash, only stubs left of its four legs. 

Distressed cries rise up from the soldiers behind me. They still don’t understand what they are seeing. Why our beasts are suffering such agony. I send out orders to slaughter any dying spriggan as a mercy to the creatures, then push forward. Past the lake, where the black veins ripple and throb on its surface, moving ever so slowly toward the life force it detects in this regiment, like it wants to suck us dry of magic.

I glance at Valentine. “Is this what you experienced in the court of your birth?”

“Yes.” His expression is stony. “It sucks the essence out of any fae it captures, leaving a hardened husk of rock behind.”

I force us on, beyond the lake, through the thickening snow and toward the desolation of the Dividing Cliffs. We pass an empty Watchtower Tree and another damned fortress without a single soul inside it. The sight sends a violent reaction rippling through the troops.

The trees here are piles of sludge and rotten, weeping branches hanging all too fluidly across the ground, only the stubs of the trunks still erect. Their forms dot the landscape, lessening in number until the powdery snow becomes knee-deep. 

The white expanse of a featureless landscape spreads out around us, its only distinction the cliffs that hang over the border with Winter. The wind howls with ferocity, freezing flesh and whipping ice particles painfully into exposed skin. We craft warmed bubbles of air magic as our only protection. 

I lead the soldiers right up to the view at the edge of a cliff, keeping my back to the desolation and taking a moment to examine their reactions. 

Faces fall and eyes turn wide. 

Tears form on cheeks and freeze immediately. 

Many embrace as they stare down at our greatest enemy. It is no fae army. No foe we can defeat with a sword. It is a disaster of nature. One we will be lucky to survive.

When all those eyes settle upon me like a flock of lost cattle, filled with the hopelessness I have been grappling with for decades, I finally glance over my shoulder. 

The desolation has gotten so much worse. 

The flat plains that stretch on into the Winter Court as far as the eye can see are completely devoid of life. There are no wondering ice sprites, no burrowing beasts or colonies of pixies. Nothing moves except the ash. 

Great rifts slice open the ground, like a colossal god has raked its claws through it in long slashes, churning up the ice into tall, jagged peaks around the voids. There is pitch darkness within. Complete nothingness, like if a person tripped inside, they would fall through space for eternity. Every muscle in my body tightens at how the quantity of those tears has vastly increased. It is a wonder that the plains do not collapse in on themselves completely.

The corruption is getting out of hand. 

I turn back to my people crowded around me and thread magic into my voice so every one of them can hear me over the wind. “This is not the work of the Winter King. There is no technology that can do this, and why would they destroy their own lands along with ours? This is not a hostile takeover, simply converting Spring into Winter before an invasion. This is rot, decay and death. It is a corruption that is destroying our entire realm, devouring it piece by piece.”

“This…” I throw out a hand toward the devastation behind me. “This is how Greenwood Locket and Red Rose Grove are going to look in a number of years if we don’t do something to stop it. It affects every court in just the same way. You have witnessed how the low fae are fading away because their magic is being sapped. How the trees are turning to rot, the earth itself disappearing. How long until it reaches the capital? How long until it affects the high fae and our bodies decay too?” 

One soldier breaks formation and calls out, “Why is the High Chancellor not doing anything about it?”

“How do we fight this?” another wails.

Commander Calypso rushes forward, stopping at my side. “You will keep your ranks and listen while your king speaks,” she barks.

I give her a sidelong look. Have I won her over already, or was that a slip of the tongue, to call me their king without negating the title by mentioning my exile?

I hold up a hand. “I want to hear what my people have to say. I will not silence them.”

Voices call out, all saying much the same, and I listen. 

“You want to know how you can stop this?” I ask. “Join me. Help me return order and peace to this court, starting with the City of Vertical Gardens. We can stop the High Chancellor from setting her Truth Templars onto whichever minority she wants to blame this natural disaster on at a whim. We can return to the people the food that she stole to create a false shortage to line her own pockets. Help me remove her from power and put her on trial for her crimes, the greatest one ignoring this.” I gesture violently at the evidence of the corruption.

“You ask why Titania has done nothing about the corruption,” I continue, “but how can she, when she blindly refuses to acknowledge it? She has not traveled to the borders and doesn’t allow any of her senators to do so either. She forbids all from witnessing it, like that will make the reality go away. You ask why? Because for Titania, it always comes down to her personal treasury, and acknowledging a natural disaster is bad for business. Actually fighting it will cost more money than she is willing to spend. So she pretends it isn’t happening. She crafts lies so intricate she has convinced herself. Meanwhile, her people are dying and losing their homes.”

I pause for effect, allowing those grim words to sink in.

“I am your only hope at fixing this!” I bellow as loud as I can. “Follow me, not that tyrant, and live! Let us try for a peaceful transfer of power.” Even as I say those words, I know there will be fighting, battles and maybe even an outright civil war, but my hands are tied. At least I will try to keep the peace.

Cheers tear out to meet my words. 

Fists curl and slam into chests. 

Soldiers fall to their knees before me.

At my side, even Commander Calypso makes the display of her allegiance to me. Not a single soldier remains standing, despite the snow that reaches their knees. Over five hundred of Spring’s best warriors, pledged to me.

It is a start.
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Ispend a week gathering the fragments of my army, traveling across the court to find their numbers scattered within the wilds, hidden, neglected and dejected. The same tactic works on each regiment as I show them the truth of the corruption. 

Not all of the Spring Court soldiers follow me. A fraction remain in their camps with no way to contact the High Chancellor, too afraid to break her orders and return to the capital. It is a risk, leaving them at my back, but a small one when I have the vast majority of our professional armed forces supporting me. 

And how they support me. I did not expect this level of reverence and dedication, but their resentment and suspicion of the High Chancellor has been brewing for a while. They are yet another group she has tried to silence and disempower instead of placate. 

Tens of thousands of my soldiers amass within the valley hidden in the remote wilds of our court, waiting while our number continues to arrive. Cyprien, Cedar and Klara gather around me, watching from the top lip of the valley as the army prepares for our quite unusual assault on the capital. 

There are maybe a hundred portals clustered in its center. Most are broken and lead to destinations that were destroyed during one war or another. This interchange has enough functioning gateways that I managed to bring my army that was scattered across the court to this location, and I will be able to use the portals around the City of Vertical Gardens to attack it from multiple directions. To meet there with Keira and the forces she currently leads. One that includes Ezekiel’s chain of dragons.

No, this is not a coup. 

It is a takeover of power.

One far more devious.

Klara turns her lilac eyes on me, tossing the knot of her many intricate braids over her shoulder. “Are you ready, Aldrin? Because there is no turning back after this. Today we show our hand.” 

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Is my Minister of Special Battle Tactics having second thoughts on her own plan?”

“It has been a long time since I have truly held that title.” A line forms between her eyebrows. “I fear for Keira. She will no longer be able to hide behind a mask of fragile humanity. Today Titania will know her true powers.” 

I run a hand through my hair. “You know our queen cannot be told what to do, especially when she has made up her mind. Trust me, I have tried. Besides, she is needed for this and has just as much of a right to fight for her crown as I do.”

A cold sweat breaks out all across my skin at the very thought of how vulnerable this plan makes her, but I will not sideline my mate. I could lock her away to keep her safe, but giving in to that impulse would diminish her. 

Trumpets bellow and a cluster of my commanders race up the hill toward me. Calypso approaches at their head. “The soldiers are in formation and ready for the assault on the capital.” 

I nod. Once she declared her allegiance to me, she became essential in recruiting more regiments to our cause. 

“Power up the portals,” I demand. “We will make our move now.”

The trumpets sing out my order and soldiers funnel their raw magic into the moonstone portals that quickly flare to life. The murky archways ripple with bursts of white light, refracting a rainbow of colors. Thick mist immediately rolls out of them. The columns of my dedicated soldiers march forth and disappear into them, each regiment taking a different portal to the city.

I turn to my most trusted allies, who will each lead a quarter of this army with me to converge on the capital from four directions. Cyprien looks down upon the might of all those armored soldiers with unbridled delight in his dark eyes. Klara has her chin raised high and shoulders straight, like she is preparing to charge at the enemy alone, and Cedar looks as calm as the surface of an undisturbed lake. 

“I will see you at the palace,” I growl. “Let’s make Titania pay.”

We separate, moving down the valley and to the heads of our respective regiments. Silvan waits at the apex of mine, right where they march through the portal, sword in hand and jaw clenched tight. I draw my blade and step through at his side. We travel a handful of paces through a featureless world of blinding white light and thick, damp mist, then out into chaos on the other side.

The colossus of the City of Vertical Gardens rears up before us, its buildings as tall as mountains. They are layered with many towers and platforms jutting out from their sides, thousands of bridges connecting the megastructures at every level. A cloud of water vapor shrouds the city, kicked up from its many waterfalls. The metropolis is half golden from stone and half green from forests. 

My forces gather just outside the capital, in the open space of the meadows and roads leading into it, where hundreds of portals converge. We move quickly to minimize the time Titania has to react. 

There are soldiers everywhere, forming their lines and unfurling my banners, dozens of feet long and streaming in air wields to reveal the sigil of my house: the Wisteria of Mythanar with its many expanding branches and roots. Wagons full of the food we commandeered from Titania’s warehouses roll out of the portals with multiple fae sitting on each and powering their momentum with air.

In the distance, I spy another column of my army swarming before the western face of the city, under Cyprien’s command. The east is darkened by the force Klara leads.

The ground shakes as dragons land around me, dropping from the sky one by one. Their colorful scales glitter in the sunlight and their huge forms cast shadows over us as others circle overhead. In their presence, many of my foot soldiers shake in their boots, but none break formation and run. In truth, the dragons may swoop down and gulp them up if they tried, ever creatures that cannot stand a show of weakness.

A smirk grows upon my face as I stalk toward King Ezekiel and his son Prince Bartholomew. Both are larger than half a dozen wagons. Where the father is gold and white, the son is midnight black, with a sheen of blue and purple rippling across his hard scales. Huge spikes run along either side of their spines, from their shoulder blades to the tips of their tails, and thick, curling horns erupt from their foreheads. 

Ezekiel’s long neck curves around as he looks at me with those immense, reptilian brown eyes. He stretches out broad wings that glisten in the light, illustrating every red vein and white scar that marks their surface.

In trouble again, Aldrin, King of Spring? Ezekiel rumbles in my head. Which fae do I need to eat today?

Bartholomew joins his father. I am in the mood for destruction. My claws itch to shred something. It has been far too long since we have fought a proper war. Always with the border skirmishes. 

Dragons are territorial creatures, constantly fighting other clans. Relief floods me at their support. It is so potent it almost makes my legs weak.

“By the gods, I am glad to see the two of you,” I say.

“There will be no destruction or eating of fae today,” Keira’s chiding voice calls out. She stands on Bartholomew’s back, between spikes that reach halfway up her thighs. She looks like a fucking goddess up there, dressed for battle with the sun framing her like a golden aura. The bargain allows her to join this offensive, because while we aim to stop Titania, to remove her from power, Keira does not intend to personally harm her. 

Both dragons chuff. Fae, with their weak stomachs and weaker politics, Ezekiel scoffs.

Keira slides down Bartholomew’s tail, using her air magic to gracefully stop her momentum as she reaches the ground and lands on her feet. Then she is running toward me, a smile bright on her lips. 

My queen looks like a ray of fucking sunshine. 

Her hair is ablaze in curling whipcords of fire that thrash around a crown on her head. Every freckle upon her skin is illuminated by the flame that burns within, making her creamy flesh glitter. She wears ornate golden armor with protective runes etched into every panel. Her chest plate is a work of art, depicting the sigil of my house. Our house. 

Shoulder guards and plates cover her arms, including elaborate gauntlets. Her skirt is a stunning sheet of golden chainmail, with two splits that reach up her thighs to allow ease of movement. Beneath, she is fully protected by high, armored boots that combine greaves and cuisses in one. 

She makes me feel underdressed. 

By the gods, I hope she doesn’t need all that armor she wears.

She slides into my arms, her soft lips meeting mine in a frenzy. I fall into the embrace, savoring the sweet scent of her and missing the soft curves of her body at the same time. Relishing in the taste of those lips and the way their fullness feels moving against mine. 

Keira threads her hands through my hair, toying with the crown of horns that has materialized there in my primal form. It does wicked things to me. Then she is pulling away and it is like the sun has disappeared behind a cloud.

“Hey, you.” Keira looks up at me with those huge doe eyes, her arms still looped around my neck.

“Dear heart,” I rumble, “are you ready to take the city with me?”

“I have been ready since the moment I stepped into Titania’s miserable court.” She traces the black lines of war ink that form across my face whenever I am ready for a battle.

“And you are prepared for the backlash? I cannot convince you to hide your magic one last time?” I almost plead.

Keira tosses her head. “I tire of diminishing myself. I am done sneaking around the palace. It is time to reveal my hand. There is nothing left for me to achieve in masquerading as weak and powerless. I have made enough contacts in her court and among the people that she surely will not be able to cage me. Not after the display we will make today.”

The dragons huff steam behind us. Take your time, Aldrin. Have a few more cuddles, Ezekiel snaps. It’s not like time is of the essence in a surprise attack.

I give Keira one last, long kiss, wrapping an arm around her waist and tipping her backward just to spite him, then run up Ezekiel’s tail. I use his spikes to propel myself forward until I am standing between his shoulder blades. It is a precarious position to be in, even while he is still on the ground, so I erect straps of air around myself to ensure I cannot fall.

I watch with my heart in my throat as Keira climbs Bartholomew, then both dragons spread their wings, beat them twice and lift off the ground.

“Circle low over my army. I have commands to give,” I say.

Ezekiel huffs, clearly not enjoying receiving orders. We drop from the skies regardless, swooping low enough that many of the warriors below duck their heads.

“Today we take back this city from tyranny! Today we show the people that we will protect them and we will not bow down to the High Chancellor’s abuses of power. We will not cower!” I bellow, using magic to make my voice unnaturally loud. Cheers rise up from all the moving bodies assembling the army. “So form your rows. Place the wagons in the middle and the banners at the front. Prepare to serve your people and fight for them if necessary. We have a performance to put on and a message to send!” 

More dragons lift from the ground with their riders, dotting the sky with their number. The fiery forms of Edmund and Caitlin sharing a red-scaled monstrosity are like a beacon in their midst. 

On the ground, a large pavilion of interwoven tree branches with thick canopies and gnarled roots has been erected, and from its dark depths, Assassins of Belladonna flow out, transporting in through the shadows. They wear their dark armor without their signature indigo robes, masking their identity. There are only high fae among them, not a scale or forked tongue to hide, since we work in the daylight.

My foot soldiers snap into their ranks and march toward the entrance of the city. They wear ceremonial uniforms with sashes and the badges of their achievements over their armor. Many wield trumpets and war drums instead of swords, which remain sheathed at their sides. 

Then the music starts. Upbeat and festive, with masculine voices singing ballads of the Spring Court’s past triumphs. A rainbow of flowers erupts with explosive growth on either side of the road, their petals blown across it. 

I fly overhead as my soldiers enter the city, flooding the main highway with colossal statues of the kings and queens of old lining either side of the road. Dancers race in front of the marching army, completing feats of acrobatics as they keep pace. In flashy, thin silks of vibrant colors, they perform series of flips and use air wields to land upon each other’s shoulders before leaping away. They juggle fire and swords, occupying the air over the road just as much as the ground itself.

The people gather in the streets. 

They stare at our parade, frozen and stunned. 

They are no longer used to this sort of display by the wealthy. It used to be commonplace, whenever a king or high-ranking commander returned to the city in triumph. 

Music curls all around us, but I still hold back, hovering so high in the sky that none could recognize me, heart racing and biding my time. Keira and Bartholomew barrel past us, her hair streaming behind her and a huge smile on her face.

From this height, the other three spears of my army are visible entering the capital in a similar fashion. A calm sits over the palace, like a waiting beast being poked but not yet awoken. Soon, Titania’s soldiers will pour from it, but there is little they can do against my peaceful display. If they resort to violence, it will only be to my benefit.

The people watch on with icy apprehension until my soldiers unload the food wagons. Packages of grain are tossed out into their waiting arms. Baskets of fruit and vegetables are delivered for the masses to fall upon. The soldiers closely supervise to ensure the starved people take their fair share peacefully. Their laughter and calls mingle with the festive music. Many sing along. More and more dare to come out of their homes to watch the military parade and take whatever prizes they can.

Keira, dear heart, it is time, I send to her, my consciousness running a caressing tendril over hers like gliding my hand across the bare skin of her back. 

“It is time,” I repeat out loud to Ezekiel. “Summon the other dragons and their riders.”

I only receive an irritated chuff in reply.

Keira dips down low over Bartholomew’s back as he drops and spirals from the sky and we follow on their tail. My stomach tumbles at the momentum and the wind rushing through my hair, the sensations both terrifying and exhilarating. A sharp cry rises from the crowd as we swoop low over them. They point and cheer, but none run from the dragons. I had hoped my banners streaming from their backs would have that effect. The music, the dancers, the marching and tossing of food—none of it stops. 

Keira and I both rise to our full heights on the backs of our dragons, gliding smoothly through the air as more scaled beasts swoop and dart above us. The crowd calls out their recognition of their golden queen. All eyes are on her, because she burns like a torch.

Then they recognize me and my primal form. 

I don’t know what I was expecting. To be villainized and booed at? For that fruit to be tossed straight back at me for abandoning them? 

But the people roar their glee at the sight of me. Some even cry. There are also stony faces in the crowd, but that is to be expected. Their hatred of me doesn’t stop them accepting the food we hand out.

“I come to you, my people of Spring, with wonderful news fit for a celebration that engulfs the entire city!” Keira announces, her voice magically amplified. “Your queen has brought your salvation. A miracle has occurred. Your rightful king has risen twice from death to save you from tyranny. The gods have given him back to us to fulfill this purpose!” 

I try my best to hide the cringe that rolls through me. By the darkest void, I hate this narrative that makes me larger than life, but I have to use every advantage I can grasp in this war.

Keira points at me. “The true king has returned!” she yells. “Against all odds, the true king has returned!” 

I raise my sword high in the air, the entire thing illuminating like a beacon as I thrust my raw magic into it. When I speak, I feed my voice into all the nearby plinths built into the city streets designed to amplify royal announcements, so the sound spreads for leagues.

“I am here in the name of justice to arrest the High Chancellor Titania for her crimes against the Spring Court! For the fae she has dragged out of their beds and murdered in the night. For the theft of wealth from the treasury and people alike. For the false food shortage she created to line her pockets while you starved. For kidnapping her queen and commissioning assassins to kill her king.”

The mood of the crowd changes. Many are yelling in solidarity and thrashing at my words, reaching their arms into the air as though they can touch me. Ezekiel keeps us moving down street after street and across vertical platforms. While all in this region can hear my voice, I want them to see me as well.

“The food these good soldiers pass out already belongs to you. Titania stole it from the people. She stored it in warehouses, where it was rotting, so she could profit from a shortage of her fabrication. Your children starved so Titania could become even more rich.” I take in a deep breath. “The High Chancellor will be held accountable for her crimes!”

The people start chanting, their body language so passionate and frantic that for a few heartbeats, I can’t tell if I won them over or if this was a mistake. 

Then I make out their words.

“The true king has returned! The true king has returned!” Their combined voices become a deafening roar, louder than even the music. 

Keira has primed the city for my arrival. It is clear in the way they recognize her primal form. Many have seen her speak in halls and taverns.

There are pockets of those who remain still among the dancing, cheering people, glaring up at me with the promise of death in their eyes, but they are not the majority, nor are they organized enough to cause me concern today.

I prefer my methods of burning and poisoning insolence out of rebels and ripping apart usurpers, Ezekiel growls in my head. But this…this might work.

It is the closest I will get to a compliment from this dragon king. I know his style. I have fought in just as many of his battles as he has mine.

I let my sword fall dull, stripping the magic from it in my signal, and that sleek red dragon carrying Edmund and Caitlin swings in a sharp circle and flies straight for me. There are matching expressions of grim determination on their faces as their dragon aligns with mine.

“I’m taking my queen to the next prong of our assault and leaving the command of this unit with the two of you,” I yell across the space between us. “March straight to the palace, but do not engage until I meet you there and give the order. The commanders on the ground know the way.”

My eyes flick down to the regiments of human soldiers from the Appleshield Protectorate army bolstering the ranks of my fae troops. I wonder, not for the first time, if it was selfish of me to bring them here when humans are so despised under Titania’s rule, but from all indications, it is only her inner political circle and the Truth Templars who persecute their kind.  

“Good luck,” Edmund growls, looking absolutely feral, like a god of fire. “And Aldrin—you better fucking keep my daughter safe.”

Caitlin scowls behind her father, but her expression softens when it falls on me. “Whatever happens, Aldrin, we are with you.”

We fly across the city, surrounded by a small guard of scales, wings and fae. We repeat our show and speeches at each point of the city we pass, moving between the prongs of our army led by Cyprien, Klara and Cedar, each on the back of a dragon.

I am itching for a battle by the time we near the palace. There is a reason why the people who voted me off my throne now weep at my return. Why so many look at me with such desperation. Titania has abused my people in my absence, and the fact that I wasn’t here to help them makes me sick to my stomach.

I shoot Keira a glance. It is on her face too: the grim determination to make this right.

The army marches on toward the palace and the people follow on their tail to witness a tyrant fall. 

If only it were that simple.

Thousands of fae climb the many staircases and spiraling balconies that hug the immense buildings reaching up into the sky. My golden palace is perched at the highest point of the city, adorned with arches, columned porticos and rooftop gardens. 

I clutch the spikes that bracket Ezekiel’s spine and brace myself against the assaulting torrent of air as he pumps his powerful wings and we climb to reach that height. Keira pulls in at my side as we crest its peak, standing upon Bartholomew’s back, and we circle around the palace, watching as our soldiers funnel in around its base, filing in from many directions. They left the musicians, dancers and food wagons behind for the second part of our attack. 

The first rank of troops craft shields of smooth wood as they approach, slotting them in against each other as they come to a stop in a ring around the foot of the palace, creating a shield wall in the human fashion. More soldiers fall into place behind them, forming a siege of bodies, carrying spears and nocked arrows, a second shield wall protecting their backs. 

The others arrive on dragonback, circling menacingly through the air as streaks of red, purple and blue scales against the sky.

“Ezekiel. Allow your dragons to put on a display of their might.” A wicked smile curls my lips as I brace myself. 

He snickers. It will be my pleasure to make these fae soil themselves with fear.

Ezekiel swoops low over the palace grounds, then pulls sharply up, spraying clouds of his venom, the green mist hanging heavily in the air. Others release great fiery jets or blue beams of plasma from their throats, illuminating the cloudy sky. One even freezes the air with the blue channels of its breath, making ice rain down over the city. Titania’s guards on watch scream and flee their posts. 

I wait, heart in my throat, as we circle and circle, waiting for Titania’s move. 

I am counting on her being far too arrogant to hide within the palace walls. There is no way she could allow me such a show without trying to stop it or take the upper hand. I need her to react, and react badly, to reveal her true colors to the people. All of this is to justify my eventual assassination of her.

A flurry of activity erupts from the palace. 

The doors of the great entrance fly open and thousands of soldiers stream out. They appear on every balcony and in each tower, spewing into the street and creating a barrier of bodies between the shield wall of my soldiers and the palace, leaving a dozen feet between the forces. Neither side breaks or engages in a fight as they stand off.

I fly low over the palace and link my magic into every jade plinth surrounding it, activating a network that runs throughout the city, carrying my royal announcement across the entire City of Vertical Gardens.

“Come out of hiding and face me, Titania!” I roar. “Answer for your crimes. The people see your corruption and call for justice.”

An eerie peal of laughter reaches me first. 

She is using the same plinths to amplify her voice. 

The ornate doors on the main balcony swing open and hundreds of guards hurry out, taking defensive positions along the railing, pointing arrows above and below. I’m not sure what they think those could do against dragons. 

Titania strides out in those ridiculous heels, Torin in armor beside her and an entire halo of senators and nobility behind. I let out a relieved breath—Drake is not among them. Their position puts them on a stage before the entire city, as this immense balcony is located above levels of viewing platforms where the people amass to witness royal ceremonies and announcements. 

“Crimes? What crimes have I committed?” her musical voice rings out. “You are no longer king here. You forfeited the right to rule when you lost the election.”

“That is for the courts to decide during your trial,” I throw back. “Let this be a peaceful arrest, Titania. I will place you under siege if I have to. I have blocked your access to food and you cannot escape from the palace. It is over for you.” 

“You cannot cage me!” she snarls. “This is a military coup! You are afraid you will lose another election because the people want me as their High Chancellor, so you use violence and force instead!”

“Only a ruler who has something to hide is afraid of a trial,” I reply. “Submit to it, Titania. If you are innocent of atrocities, then it will be over quickly. I do not bring an army here to fight you in a bloody battle to take my throne back, or we would not have stopped before the steps of the palace. This is not a coup. These forces are here to ensure you cooperate.”

“We brought them here to feed the people you starved and to hand out the food you hoarded in your warehouses,” Keira snipes, threading her magic through mine and sending her voice through the plinths. “Did you really think we wouldn’t discover your little ploys?”

Titania’s head whips around to my queen, her black lips curling. “Little mouse, what are you doing out of your cage?”

Keira’s entire body stiffens. “Do I look like a mouse to you?” 

Titania throws back her head and laughs. “You are a fool, that’s what you are. Tell me, how did the bargain let you out of my clutches and allow you to march an army to my doorstep when you cannot harm me?”

Keira shrugs. “Like Aldrin said, I am not here to cut you down or hurt you, unfortunately. Not even to unleash these forces upon you in any way other than a siege. Only to call for you to answer for your crimes. To step down from the throne to which you have no right.”

“You have no idea of the extent I will go to in order to keep this throne!” the High Chancellor screeches. “You do not deserve it.” 

“You are outnumbered, Titania, at least twenty to one. A fraud and a terrible ruler. You have no recourse but to submit. Are you truly that afraid of our judges digging into your affairs?” I prod, knowing damned well that she is terrified of her secrets being discovered.

She drags her eyes away from me and stalks toward the edge of the balcony, gripping the railing tightly as she leans over it. “Aldrin, the failure king, is here to violently overthrow your elected ruler! I call on all my people to fight for me now! Rise up alongside your Truth Templars! Grab your swords, kitchen knives and broomsticks and rise up! Attack the exiled king’s forces, who have committed mutiny against the Spring Court. Kill the king and queen who would spill your blood so they can take my throne. Fight for your High Chancellor!” 

Well, fuck.

I expected her be insane enough to unleash her troops on us. I banked on her giving me the excuse I needed to attack her. But I wasn’t planning on her calling upon the mob of the citizens. Pulling so many people into danger.

Screaming breaks out within the bowels of the capital. It sounds like the entire City of Vertical Gardens has been possessed by vicious wild beasts. Those roars intensify in volume as voices bounce off the skyscraping buildings, pierced with the shrieks of those caught in the middle, merely wanting to enjoy the festivities. 

Far below, great torrents of fae run out of their homes with weapons in hand and stream up the streets. They blacken the boulevards, balconies and staircases with their sheer numbers. All race toward the palace. 

These fae are Titania’s personal cult. 

They fight not for Spring, but for her.
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My heartbeat hammers violently within my ears, almost drowning out the sound of the roaring horde below. There is a crush of bodies as the hostile force of Titania’s cult tries to reach our soldiers, plowing their way through innocent civilians. Fae who were simply enjoying the festivities run in terror. Many are thrown to the ground and trampled beneath boots. Some are pushed over railings and fall from a height as the cult pushes forward and squeezes the masses.

The sight is utterly brutal. 

It stabs a knife into my chest and twists it, to witness so much fear, death and pain. Titania is truly a heartless monster to inflict such a thing on her people. To stand there watching it unfold with a smug expression upon her face, like she just won a popularity contest, when it is within her power to stop this.

Her fanatics reach the siege line and slam their bodies against the shields, kitchen knives slashing at the soldiers with feral violence and complete disregard for their own safety. The Spring army merely uses their shields and magic to throw the onslaught of civilians back, sending their bodies arching through the air. 

The cult members keep picking themselves up and charging at that barrier, like fae driven by insanity. It would be a slaughter if our warriors fought back against untrained civilians. More so if we unleashed the dragons we ride upon them.

The sheer number of Titania’s fanatic followers is a shock.

The enraged, crazed extent they will go to for her is devastating. They act at her urging without question and do not care for her atrocities, so long as she continues to serve them. It reveals just how rotten the core of this city has become.

Far worse is the force of Truth Templars and Wildrose Guards who charge against our siege line. Neither side pulls back their blows as the large numbers clash. Pools of blood stain the ground as swords and spears are thrust into flesh. As warriors who should be protecting the court and its people hack into each other instead. 

It is a horror to witness, armored bodies falling and more slotting into their place to hold their defenses. Arrows fly and earth wields engage the surrounding vines and tree branches as weapons. Hoarse shouts ring out alongside the metallic clang of striking blades.

I have never felt more helpless in my life. 

There is little I can do from the skies. Dragon fire would consume friend and foe alike in this mess of bodies. Neither my bow and arrow nor my magic would help to deescalate the battle below.

“Civilians of Spring, stand down, by order of your king!” Aldrin’s bellow echoes across the whole city. His eyes are wild and his lips downturned. “Return to your homes. Lock yourselves inside. Do not engage in the fighting. This is a peaceful demonstration, not an act of war!” 

His words don’t have the slightest effect on the crowd trying to break through the soldiers, but we never planned to reach or save Titania’s greatest fanatics, the ones who share in her crimes. He speaks to the civilians who can be swayed. The ones who were initially caught up in the tidal wave of her lies, but dropped their support when the truth was revealed. 

“Oh, Aldrin, when will you learn that the people no longer care for you?” Titania throws back her head and laughs. “I am their god. Their powerful ruler, who they will protect with their lives. You are nothing and no one. A weak king they have already forgotten.”

“You have taken this too far, Titania. I cannot allow you to tear the court apart with a civil war. Your life is forfeit for turning this city into a battleground.” 

Aldrin crouches on Ezekiel’s shoulders as the massive golden dragon swoops low over the huge balcony, breathing out plumes of venom over the assembly. The soldiers throw up air shields over the High Chancellor, while many of the senators and nobility of her inner circle flee back into the palace. Aldrin thrusts out wields of earth magic and the branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar entwining the railing attack the guard.  

I follow close behind him. Bartholomew’s huge black maw opens to reveal long teeth and spits plasma that melts right through stone, while I shoot my own streams of fire. I try desperately to target Titania with each of my strikes, but my magic either fizzles out or it is thrown off course. 

The golden light of the bargain I made with that devil swirls violently around my arms, almost blinding in its intensity as it stops me. I grit my teeth as pain pounds within my head. I can’t defy the constraints of my oath the way Titania does.

My father and Caitlin fly past me on a red dragon, fire streaming from its throat while they shoot magic-enhanced arrows below. Cyprien pulls back up from his attack with spears of hardened air and a beast that breathes ice.

A huge smirk fills Titania’s face as she watches us with dancing eyes while her guards die around her. They sacrifice themselves to hold a thick protective ward over her, but she makes no move to escape our onslaught. Instead, she stares at me, head tipped to the side.

Her complete lack of respect for life fuels a deep, burning rage within me. 

She feels no remorse for those who die for her ambitions. That blood is being spilled needlessly in her name. I grind my teeth with the intensity of the fire that rages through me. My blood boils, driving out all thought except the need for her death. 

I could use it to burn this entire palace down to the ground.

No more.

No fucking more.

This woman has caused enough pain.

“Bartholomew, kill the High Chancellor!” I growl close to his ear. “The bargain won’t let me do it, but you can.”

He makes a second charge toward the balcony, his jaws opening wide. Heat rises off him as plasma builds within his throat. By the gods, I hope he burns her alive or devours her whole. Titania’s eerie eyes slide to me, her expression near manic. She raises a single arm, and with a flick of her fingers, the intense golden light of the bargain encircles her. 

Amusement fills me that it is holding her back too, but then my smile drops as its power tugs at my chest. I shake my head as the sensation grows stronger. The light envelops me, running across my body in frantic channels, and the pull intensifies. Then it engulfs Bartholomew as well, the glow playing against his dark scales. 

We are hurtling toward the balcony at great speed, but he doesn’t pull up or slow down. His wings fold inward instead. I scream as the ground rushes for us, holding on tight to whatever I can clutch. 

The dragon’s huge body takes out a section of the railing as he collides with it, then his shoulder strikes the stone floor of the balcony. The impact jars through me, whipping my head back and sending bursts of pain through my entire body. My bones feel like they will shatter. Bartholomew’s bulk slides across the marble and comes to an abrupt stop as he hits the wall of wards around the High Chancellor’s party. I fly from his back with the impact.

I throw up air wields as I glide through the air, half limp from shock, my heart threatening to explode from its frantic hammering. Then I am falling and falling. My magic snaps into place to cushion my landing as much as possible, but I still crumple against stone.

I am alone among enemies, and broken at Titania’s feet, pulled in by the bargain. At the mercy of a woman who has none.

Everything hurts. My vision blacks out for a few heartbeats. I pull at my magic desperately and try to scramble to my feet. I fail to move. The knock to my head makes it impossible to think straight. A ringing in my ears deafens me to all external sound. Internal, too, but I finally register Aldrin screaming my name.

Keira! Keira! Gods, tell me you are alive! Cold, suffocating fear washes over me in waves, flooding down our bond.

The fog clears from my mind enough to realize the dragons have stopped their assault from above, because they cannot attack the enemy without harming me. Slowly, the shock to my joints fades enough that I can move. Two guards shove their hands under my shoulders and pull me roughly from the ground, holding me up as I struggle to get my footing. Blood runs from my nose and down my face, and I brush it away with the back of a sluggish hand.

I am coming for you, dear heart. I will kill any of them who dare to touch you, Aldrin growls. My mind is filled with the mental image of his golden dragon sweeping down low in a hard dive, bringing my mate and protector closer to me. His desperation to slice his way to me twists in my stomach.

Titania is suddenly in front of me, a sneer pulling her black lips away from her teeth and a hand clutching my chin hard enough that her nails break the skin. I try to pull away, but a guard holds the back of my head in place. 

That golden light of the fucking bargain still encircles us both.

“I underestimated you,” she says. “I do not like to be tricked. You are clearly no human.” Her clutch tightens and it is all I can do to not cry out in pain. “Did you think you could escape our little bargain? That you could flee from your captivity?”

“I have been doing just that right under your nose.” I launch forward, attempting to crack my head against hers, but the guard grabs me around the neck and pulls me back.

Titania’s eyes narrow. “Sneaking out like a child? Well, it seems I can use the bargain to call you back to me whenever I want. I was wrong—you’re not a little mouse. No, you’re one of those pathetic puppies from the human realm. Either way, you will be broken in and you will sit at my feet.”

“You have lost, Titania, you just don’t know it yet!” I yell right in her face. “We will never stop coming for you.”

She just laughs.

I clutch at the threads of my magic, calling upon that Autumn power of earthly decay that has never failed me before. I allow it to build and build within, dragging it up from my chest through my body into my throat, then my chin where she touches me. I want to watch while the cracks form across her smooth, creamy skin. While her flesh turns to nothing more than dirt and floats away from her face in delicate tendrils. I want her to scream with the agony she has inflicted upon so many other people. 

Instead of Titania dying, the two guards behind me wail in agony, removing their hands from my shoulders and throat. The scent of rotten flesh fills the air as they thrash at my feet, slowly decomposing. A single flick of my eyes reveals black cracks across their exposed skin, but not the full, quick decay my power would normally give me. 

The impact to my head and body was too much when I fell from the sky. I can hardly feel or hear my bond with Aldrin.

Titania gives me a predatory smile as the halo of golden light around us flares brighter. “You can’t harm me, remember?” 

Then she stabs me.

The needle-thin dagger sinks in where my neck meets my collarbone, the metal scraping against the edge of my chest plate. I cry out at the sudden jolt of pain, trying to push her away from me, but my muscles go slack and my reservoir of magic is almost completely cut off. Only trickles of magic escape, not enough for me to do anything with it. 

Why the fuck can she harm me?

That blade was poisoned. 

I try to remember how Aldrin was taught during his time with the assassins to find each particle of a toxin in his body and slowly destroy it, but I don’t have the energy or the concentration.  

The balcony shakes as dragon after dragon lands upon it. They are so immense that I wonder if it can support their collective weight. Titania’s guards rush into motion, forming a protective circle around us. She pulls my body in front of her as a shield, holding the tip of a thicker blade to the side of my throat.

My eyes find Aldrin’s across the space as he lands heavily, standing on Ezekiel’s back. He looks every part the brutal fae king, perfectly polished armor encasing his body and the spikes of his shoulder guards making his form seem even broader. Those dark eyebrows slash down over his face and his amber eyes promise death.

“You will release my queen and send her back to me!” he roars, pulling his sword from his back. “I will kill you, Titania.” 

“And why would I do a thing like that?” she croons. “It seems like I have the advantage here. This is why you never let another person get too close to your heart. They only become your weakness.” It is so fucking sad to hear a mother say such a thing. The fact isn’t lost on Torin, who flinches just beside us. “Call off your attack, Aldrin.”

“It is not I who ordered the attack. This was a peaceful demonstration before you shrieked for your followers to break out in violence. I will not say it again: release Keira or I will fucking kill you.” 

“Oh, Aldrin, we all know you don’t have the spine for what it takes to win here.” Her fingernails slash across my cheek to make a point. Sharp, red-hot pain floods me from the cuts. “Call off the soldiers. Send them out of the city. Or I will toss Keira from this balcony.”

Aldrin loses his mind at the sight of my blood. 

He launches himself off Ezekiel’s back, his boots landing hard on the balcony and his sword glowing with the raw power he pumps into it. He charges toward us, and with every bounding step he takes, the branches of the wisteria tree become animated, expanding, elongating, then sharpening into spikes.

The other dragon riders leap down and flank him. They launch into an attack on the entirety of Titania’s guard, smashing through their wards and thrusting blades into chests. It all happens within the blink of an eye.

The weaponized branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar reach us before Aldrin does. They swarm over our feet and the lower halves of our bodies, but Titania digs the tip of the blade into my skin. Gods, she might actually kill me if he doesn’t stop.

Multiple branches drive sharp stakes right toward the spot between her eyes. Aldrin exposes his teeth in a snarl as he shuts his outstretched hand into a quick fist and commands the tree to make the killing blow.

Every single branch stops half an inch short of meeting its target, glowing with golden light. Aldrin’s racing steps toward us slow to a crawl. His face pinches with fury as he tries to push through the magic thrashing around him.

He is not the only one. My father is a figure of flames a step behind him, and my sister is the same. Cyprien, Klara and the others are off their dragons, trying to reach me, but the bargain stops them, because they are far too intent on trying to pry me away from her. To save me from the oaths I made and pull me from my kidnapper. 

We made a huge error of judgment in not bringing Valentine or other assassins with us to confront Titania. Anyone who does not truly give a damn if I live or die, and purely wants Titania off the throne—they are all down below with our army. The dragons can’t even attack her with their fire and venom without killing me also.

Titania cackles like a madwoman. “You see, Aldrin, your problem is that you are far too intent on pulling your little mate out of my clutches. On helping her escape me and the immediate threat I pose, but the bargain won’t allow it. I recall she used those exact words: ‘without trying to escape.’ If you just forgot about her, you might be able to attack me. Now, I am going to kill her.”

Titania tosses me backward without a glance.

The thin branches around me snap. I stumble until a tall, lean form wraps his arms around me and pins my back to his chest, holding another dagger to my throat.

Torin leans down to speak in my ear. “Watch how a real leader wages war. See what you are truly up against.” 

I thrash, trying to strike him with my elbows, but the poison makes my movements far too sluggish. My heart thrashes wildly as multiple enemy fae charge Aldrin, swords raised high, while he is stuck motionless and helpless, as if within a thick gel created by the magic of the bargain. The moment he takes his attention off myself and Titania, his muscles unlock and he flows into fluid motion, warding off the attack.

A cruel smile splits Titania’s lips. “Someone bring me Senator Ash.”

A confused noble I do not recognize is brought from the palace to her. The entire party of guards moves with Titania as her hand wraps around the man’s arm and she leads us to the edge of the balcony, where Bartholomew destroyed the railing. The noble tries to protest, but a guard puts the tip of his sword at the man’s unprotected back.

My heart stops, because I suddenly know what she is going to do.

“You will not kill my mate!” Aldrin commands, throwing men and women off his back and taking painfully slow steps toward me. “The bargain will not allow it.”

Titania whips back to him. “And what do you know of bargains?” she screams. “I have made it my entire life’s work to understand their intricacies. How to find loopholes within them. How to break their bindings. The most interesting thing I have found is that if there are two contradicting terms, the latter cancels out the former. For example, when I agreed to the term that I cannot harm Keira, then swore to treat her like any honored guest in my court, those conflicting terms mean that I can harm Keira, so long as I do it in the way that I have already harmed one of my guests, abiding by the second term.” Titania grabs the noble by the arm. “Senator Ash here has been taking refuge in my palace as a guest since you took his regiment from him.”

With more force than I thought she was capable of, she throws him off the balcony. 

His scream doesn’t stop all the way down, until he meets his doom. 

I forget to breathe, my throat clamping tightly.

“Titania, you will not touch her!” Aldrin screams as the High Chancellor’s fingers run up my armor and settle at my elbow. He looks like an enraged beast, amber eyes wide, nostrils flared and a crown of horns on top of his head, but potent fear rolls down our bond and chills me to the core. “You will not TOUCH HER!”

Aldrin stalks so slowly toward us, his every movement meeting resistance, his muscles shaking. One arm is outstretched before him, trying to reach out for me, but he is too far away to grab me. 

“I will kill you, Titania! I will kill you!” Aldrin roars. It is not lost on me that he has the presence of mind to drop the wield articulating his voice across the city before unleashing his threats. 

Titania makes no such adjustments, probably because she doesn’t hold the magic in place and has forgotten about its use. “Not before I kill your queen!” she snarls, wrapping her arms around me and leading me to the edge. 

I fight every step of the way, but I am so damned weak. Within heartbeats she holds my body over the drop, my feet scrambling and failing to find purchase on the tip of the balcony.

I cannot breathe. 

My throat tightens painfully as I fail to drag in a single gulp of air. All thought flies out of my head as I stare down at that drop. We are so high up that thin clouds hug the foot of the palace. 

The people at the base of the city are as small and angry as a nest of ants that has been kicked. The fighting between our army and the Truth Templars continues right beneath me, but many pause in their battle to glance up at my struggle. Streams of magic shoot up at me from my own people, attempting to pry me from her grasp, but the bargain has them fizzling out.

My head spins when my gaze lands on the crumpled form of Senator Ash. His legs, arms and neck are twisted at unnatural angles, body broken and encircled with bright red blood on a balcony impossibly far below.

Keira, dear heart, please hear me, Aldrin’s desperate voice echoes within my head. The bargain will not let me help you. Draw on my magic. Save yourself. Do not stop fighting. Never stop.

It is like a bubble pops and the rest of the world suddenly rushes back in. The flap of dragon wings as they launch into the air, preparing to catch me. Torin gripping his mother’s shoulders to make sure she does not slip and the many ropes of air her soldiers wrap around them both to ensure their safety. The bond rippling in and out between Aldrin and me, and the trickle of magic I can pull from it. I am far too injured and depleted to access much.

Time slows to a crawl. 

I drag in a half-choked breath as Titania’s grip on me loosens. 

“You were always far more trouble than you were worth,” she snarls in my ear. “Perhaps it would suit me better if you died. I can always get another hostage.” Those fingers slip further apart across my waist.

“Mother!” Torin warns. “You have made your point that you can kill her. You don’t need to actually do it. She is the only one who can hold Aldrin back right now. We have half the city fighting for us—do not rouse the other half to fight for him.” 

I weave my air wields ever so slowly. The magic comes to me as though it is traveling through honey. It forms a belt around my waist and ropes that cling to the broken railing, a safeguard to keep me from falling far, but one that her guards could easily break. I weave more and more strands into it, then keep my consciousness primed across it for the first hint of attack.

“I will make a bargain with you, Aldrin,” Titania calls out, unaware of my protections. “Call off your little coup, disband the army you have gathered, leave the city, and I will not kill your queen today.”

Aldrin’s body is finally released by the bargain as he changes his target, fully aware of the calculations running through my mind and my next plan of attack. He swings his sword and stalks closer with menace. “And why would I make such a bargain with you, when you will try to kill her tomorrow instead?”

“Then it is death today.” Titania laughs as she removes her arms from me and pushes me over the precipice.

I drop from the edge of the balcony and freefall through the void beyond. 

My arms and legs flail. My heart stops.

The dragons are still too far away, angling around to be able to catch me.

I have to save myself.

I force my body to turn as I arc into the drop, using what air magic I have left to guide my motions. I catch a glimpse of the wide-eyed, open-mouthed expression on Torin’s face as I disappear from their view. 

My ropes of air snap taut, halting my downward trajectory for a single heartbeat, then flinging me back upward in a somersault. Right toward the platform I was just tossed from. I leverage Aldrin’s magic heavily to push me in my desired direction, right back at mother and son, still clutching each other. 

I use my momentum to slam both of my legs into Torin’s shoulders, sending both him and Titania flying backward. My air wields break in the same moment, and I tumble along the balcony with them. I cannot harm or fight Titania, but her son has no such protections.

As our bodies roll across marble, I am vaguely aware of the battle that erupts around us. Aldrin leads our party in their attack on the High Chancellor’s guards, the very reason I was able to snap the web of air around her. Every time my mate tries to come for me, golden swirls stop him.

Metal grinds against metal all around us, screeching alongside the soldiers’ battle cries and screams of pain. A stream of fire shoots over my head. We keep rolling and all I can see is the blur of stomping boots, thrashing bodies with swords swinging, and the blue of the sky. Thick, inky shadows billow around us, casting the fight into semidarkness, and monstrosities form within its depths. This is Valentine’s doing, crafting circumstances to transport in Nightmares and allow their presence.

Our tumbling momentum slows and I expend just enough air magic to ensure I land on top, straddling both of my enemies, with Torin pinned beneath his mother. From his banged-up state, it is clear he has tried to shield her from the jarring impact with his body. She is not concerned for his welfare in the slightest.

They had the fucking audacity to toss me off the top of a building.

To make my mate watch. 

They unleashed violence upon the city with no care at all for the innocent people enjoying the festivities on the streets. For how they were crushed between armies of savage fanatics and crazed rioters with kitchen knives. 

I see red. 

This fucking family is making the Spring Court tear itself apart from the inside. 

I would turn both to ash without a moment’s hesitation, but the bargain protects one and my depleted magic the other.

I drag my arm backward and slam my fist right in Torin’s face. Blood sprays out as his nose crunches. Pain explodes across my knuckles, but it is the most satisfying feeling. I pull my arm back to strike him a second time, but his training kicks in and his more powerful body rolls us until I am deposited on the floor like a ragdoll. I hit my head hard enough to see stars. I have exceeded my limits if I cannot even catch myself.

Somewhere in the distance, Aldrin roars. 

Our bond flickers in and out as the poison works on depleting the last of my magic. I get the vaguest sensation of him slicing his sword through the belly of one guard, while calling on the branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar to crush another in woody ropes draped with purple flowers. Each time he even considers coming for me and dragging me out of this tangle with our enemy, his body starts to lock up. The best he can do is ensure those guards do not attack me. 

His heart—gods, his heart—it tightens with agony at the fact. A desperate need to protect me burns through every inch of him, but he can’t do a damned thing about it.

I blink to find Torin’s boot on my chest, pinning me down while he holds the tip of a sword to my throat. With his other hand, he pulls his mother from the ground. She scrambles up his body, making him focus more on her than me. There would be an opportunity in this, if I could move. 

“Torin! Get. Me. Out. Of. Here,” Titania screeches. My people could easily kill her in this moment, if I were safely out of the way and they were intent on only her death and not my rescue. The bargain is fickle like that.

Torin grabs my chest plate and drags me to my feet, then presses me into Titania’s arms. “Use her as a body shield, and by the darkness, do not actually kill her.” He hands his mother a dagger that she places at my throat. “Not yet. I know it is fucking tempting.”

My half-limp feet stumble as Titania drags me backward through the churning mass and Torin fights anyone who gets in our way. It isn’t until we come out the other side that I realize Aldrin and our people have slaughtered almost all of Titania’s guard. When my mate turns to us, when those amber eyes fall upon the doorway that she forces me toward, his body stiffens. Murderous intent swirls within his gaze and he looks truly terrifying, blood dripping from his sword and armor, a crown of horns on his head and black smears across his features. 

I see the face of salvation in all those hard, grim lines. 

“He cannot follow you in here.” Titania laughs in my ear, stopping in the doorway to taunt us both. “Take one last good look at your mate, because you will never see him again. I discovered your secret passageways out of the palace, had Torin torture it out of a fae, and they have been blocked off. Not that you will be sneaking anywhere from your prison cell in the dungeons. I hope you like the cold, damp and dark.” 

Aldrin takes a slow step toward us. His grip on his blade is so tight his knuckles turn white. It is all he can manage.

A palace guard sees the opportunity and runs for him, axe swinging, preparing to lodge in his back. I scream as my blood turns to ice. Oh gods, I cannot watch him die. I cannot lose him. Not again. I would give up this fight, right here and now, if he no longer existed. 

The moment Aldrin registers the attack and his mind becomes focused upon it, his entire body loosens and flows into the fight with ease. The soldier’s head rolls from his body a heartbeat later. 

As I am pulled into the palace by Torin and Titania, guards rush at the doors, not to join the fight but to barricade them, leaving the last of their peers to their deaths. Titania drops me and makes a show of brushing off her hands like my very touch is disgusting. My body folds and makes a slow descent, but before I strike the ground, a guard catches me. 

I glance up, right into Jasper’s blue eyes. His black hair is in disarray, strands falling from his topknot, and the intense frown on his face is speckled with blood. He has been fighting within the palace. I only hope he and his loyalists were discreet enough that their cover wasn’t blown.

“Take the Queen of Nothing to the dungeons,” Torin snarls, holding a cloth to his still-bleeding nose while two healers work on him. “And Jasper, make sure she is healed. I want to question her as soon as possible.”

I shiver as a chill runs down my spine. 

Jasper carries me in his arms as his Royal Guards flock around him and make their way to the dungeons. My consciousness blacks in and out. Sometimes, I am in my own body, passing through corridors and down staircases. At others, I am seeing a world tinted in red through Aldrin’s eyes. An overwhelming, impotent rage consumes him as he and the other dragon riders land on the ground at the base of the palace, behind the line of Truth Templars that fight our army, slaughtering them from another angle.

While my king fights, he speaks to the entire city through the plinths. His voice rings in my head. “This is how your High Chancellor reacts when questioned. With violence and brutality. She immediately turns her people against each other and creates a bloodbath in the city to avoid those questions. Only a guilty person would do this. One who has so much to hide, she refuses a trial. See how she throws a man to his death for no good reason, and tries to kill your queen. The lives of other fae mean very little to her. And where is she now, while her people bleed and die for her? Hiding.”

I follow him for as long as I can in those small, intense snippets, until I am lowered into my cage and the bars are closed around me. 

For every enemy Aldrin dispatches, two more arrive. 

Panic fills me at the gruesome scenes around him: the blood-soaked boardwalks, the frenzied civilians hacking at soldiers like mad beasts, the thick press of bodies. I stay with him as he takes out his fury, his absolute devastation at losing me, on Truth Templars and Wildrose Guards, until the last of my magic fizzles out and the poison takes over completely. 

I am left with nothing but the bitter taste of Aldrin’s emotions. He blames himself for my capture, but we could not have anticipated this. That Titania could use the bargain to call me back to her at will.

I black out and fall into oblivion, waiting for Torin to arrive to torture me.
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Iwake up to the sound of guttural voices arguing in hushed whispers. The moment I peel open my eyes, dragging in a sharp breath and abruptly sitting up, they fall into silence. My head is so groggy I can hardly think straight. 

For a heartbeat, I have no idea where I am. Then it all comes rushing back to me. 

The parade. The battle. 

The fact that we underestimated Titania’s influence over the people. There must have been a quarter of the city that rose to her call. 

How we lost the confrontation.

The mustiness of the air, the scratching of vermin on the hay-covered floor and the dimness of the space tells me exactly where I am before my vision has a chance to focus on the walls of bars. I would have expected the dungeons to be left in darkness, but Titania is terrified of shadows now. There is just enough light to cast the space in an even glow, with no inky tendrils in the corners that Valentine or Belladonna could teleport into. 

Unfortunately, it means I can see the occupants in the neighboring cell with enough clarity to be terrified.

Three huge men, if that is what they can be called, taller and broader than even Aldrin. Their arms are almost as thick as my waist, and I am not skinny by any definition. Their skin is green, their eyes yellow, and tusks poke out from their bottom lips. Scars crisscross much of their exposed chests, covered only by necklaces of bone. An assortment of leather straps, beads and fur trimmings make up their arm braces, and thick belts wrap around heavy kilt-like skirts that drape almost to the ground.

Orcs. 

By the Soul Ripper, why are there orcs from the Winter Court in these dungeons?

My grandmother spoke of the redcap goblins she fought. How they fell into bloodlust and slaughtered mindlessly, uncontrollably, just to smear the blood of their victims across their bodies. 

Orcs are so much worse. 

Intelligent. Crafty. Immensely brutal. 

It is said that they eat humans as a delicacy. That they devour the raw flesh of high fae on the battlefield. That they lead armies of redcap goblins to pillage innocent villages and towns.

I stare and stare at them with wide eyes and a racing heart that I am sure they can hear, and they glare right back at me. One walks up to the bars separating them from me, wrapping meaty fingers around them as he considers me. 

“Are you the rightful Queen of Spring?” he asks with a thick, guttural accent. “The one who has been protecting the Winter Princess?”

I jolt. Those words are nothing like the threats and vicious promises I expected to pour out of his mouth. The question is so commonplace that it jars me out of my fear for a single moment.

I raise my chin, because despite how much physically stronger than me they might be, I will cower before no one. “I am,” I reply.

“Then you have our thanks,” he says simply.

“That battle up there.” Another sitting on a cushion tips his head toward a window high on the wall. “Was Sasha involved in it?”

“Not that I saw. It was a confrontation between the High Chancellor and the true crown.” I try to stand, but immediately regret it as the world spins around me and I slump back onto my hard pallet. 

“And you ended up in here. Means you lost. Not a good fucking sign for us,” the lounging orc replies, then returns to the chunk of wood he is whittling with a sharpened claw.

My eyes scan over them, then their cell. Their skin is clean, like they have regular opportunities for a bath, though orcs have water magic and could easily use it to wash. There are no signs of starvation or torture on their bodies; all their scars are old. Most telling are the subtle luxuries of their cell. It appears to be three times the size of my own, with proper pallet beds, furs and cushions. Two are playing a card game, and there is also evidence of dice and a board with stones.

A puka draws our attention as it bursts through the bars on the window, running down the wall and into the lap of the whittling orc. It wears a vest with a little pack sewn into it, and the men pull out the biscuits and small cakes smuggled into it. Huge smiles split their faces as they dig into them.

This is Sasha’s work. She is taking care of these orcs. 

Her kindness and compassion for her people knows no bounds.

I gawk at them in confusion for a long time as they laugh and make jokes about her needing to send in a creature large enough to carry a bottle of spirits to them. Then I remember the sorrowful comment she made about Titania locking up her bodyguards and closest friends in the dungeons. The heartache and guilt that plagues her while she lives in luxury and they are imprisoned. 

One orc glances at me and rolls his eyes. “Why is it that Spring fae always look at us like we are about to go mad and tear their throats out with our teeth for the sheer fun of it?”

Another shrugs. “A few rogue tribes decide to lose their shit and drink the blood of high fae during the wars, and now everyone thinks we orcs are mindless beasts.”

“Those fucking tribes were doing that sort of shit before the war,” grumbles the third, who hadn’t spoken yet. “They just got so much worse when their leashes were removed.”

“Do you want a biscuit?” The orc still hovering near the bars holds one out through a gap. I cannot decide if he is being friendly or trying to lure me closer.

Before I can reply, bangs and crashes echo down the hall as a series of gates are opened, then slammed shut. The orcs hide their cookies behind their backs like a bunch of children not wanting their sneaky prize confiscated. I finally manage to stand. I will face whatever is coming for me on my feet.

Jasper and Rainier materialize around the corner with two women flanking them. When Jasper puts his key into the lock on my cell, the orcs pull out their biscuits again and continue munching.

“Are you sure you don’t want the biscuit?” that same orc asks again. “What about you, Jasper? Rainier? Fancy some sugar?”

Jasper scans my body up and down, cataloging my every injury. That steely blue gaze flicks to the orcs, then back to me. “You have made friends. Good.” 

Rainier’s thick brow furrows as I sway on my feet. He places his hands on my shoulders to steady me. “How are you feeling?”

“Like an entire herd of bovine trampled me,” I reply.

“There isn’t much time.” Jasper motions for me to sit on the pallet, then squats before me so our eyes are level. “I have brought healers, including Rainier, who are going to do their best to rapidly restore you to health, and give you a potion to replenish your magic. Keep the fact that you have your powers back hidden, unless you absolutely need to use them. It will destroy my cover, since I am meant to poison you again, but that is a sacrifice I am willing to make to ensure your safety.” 

He lets the unspoken hang between us: if I use my magic, he will have no way of knowing that he has been discovered until they attack him. 

Rainier runs a hand through his white hair as he glances at the two women hovering behind him. “I am not as skilled as my mother, but better than most. Unfortunately, it is difficult to find loyal healers in the palace right now.”

Jasper holds out a vial and I gulp down the bitter potion. My reservoir of magic winks back into existence, the block upon it dissipating, but it is still near empty. My bond with Aldrin flares bright. A maelstrom of panic and angst slams right into me, like stepping out into a blizzard. Warmth suddenly wraps around me as his soul tugs mine close. I sigh with contentment down the bond.

Dear heart, did they hurt you? Have they⁠—

He is unable to speak the words, but brutal images of torture flash into my mind anyway. A violent shiver runs down his spine and ghosts over mine.

No. No, they haven’t touched me… I wince as pain radiates through his forearm from a jarring blow, then realize his sword is held before him, blocking the downward swing of another blade. There is a crush of fae all around him, screaming and fighting, drenched in blood. Aldrin! Are you in the middle of another battle?

It never ended, he grunts, flaring magic into his weapon to slice it clean through the armor and flesh of the enemy’s belly. Gods. I’m going to do everything I can to get you out of there. I am so sorry I failed to protect you. To anticipate this. His stomach twists and I can’t bear it.

How could we have known she could do this? Do not blame yourself and do not worry for me when you are in the middle of a literal fight for your life! I practically shriek back at him. 

We are retreating, he admits. And none of these commoners are a match for me. He cuts down another with ease and I almost believe him.

A sharp sting in my hand pulls me back to my physical body, followed by a radiating heat so intense it is almost painful. Jasper’s hand glows with white light where it covers mine as he transfers his raw power into me.

“Won’t—won’t you need it?” I gasp.

“Don’t you worry about me. Besides, the healers need to draw on your magic just as much as theirs, so you need it more than I do.” Jasper stands. It looks like he wants to say so much more, but he merely gives me a curt nod, then turns to the orcs. “Is there anything you boys need?”

“A stroll through the gardens would be nice,” one snickers. 

“How about some of those hallucinogenic mushrooms your nymphs love to smoke? I’m fucking bored.” The one standing at the bars slaps Jasper on the shoulder, laughing.

“Tell Sasha to send down some more books,” the quiet orc grumbles, the only one to give a serious reply. “Her bloody puka ate the final chapter of the last one. I have no idea how it ends. Do you know what that does to a man with endless time?”

Rainier kneels before me, placing his hands on either side of my head, and I gasp as his healing magic flows into me. “Just as I suspected. You have head trauma.” 

The other two healers sit on the pallet on either side of me, and their gentle touches burn through my flesh and make my muscles cramp painfully.  

Jasper walks through the open gate of my cell, then hesitates with his back to me. He thinks for a long time, body completely stiff, then suddenly turns on the spot. “Can you—would you mind if…” He grimaces when I jolt and suck in a harsh breath from the sharpness of muscles getting stitched back together. “Never mind. I’m being selfish in asking anything of you while you are being healed.”

“Jasper, I would honestly appreciate the distraction.”

“Can you use your bond and…I need you to ask Aldrin if Silvan was injured in the battle. He might not want to talk to me, but I need to know if he is okay.” 

Aldrin? I ask gently, knowing he watches us. 

Yeah, he replies, wincing at my pain despite the many cuts all over him and the way his own muscles burn with fatigue. Not a scratch on Silvan. At least, not anymore. He didn’t take any big injuries. 

“Silvan is uninjured,” I breathe while the healers give me a momentary break. 

“Thank you.” The tension flows out of Jasper and he leaves without another word.

“We need to do something about the two of them,” I murmur to Rainier, to avoid acknowledging the situation I am currently in.

“What can you do for men who don’t want to be helped?” he replies, shrugging, but his gaze lingers where Jasper stood.

Rainier and the healers leave and I fall into another fitful sleep.
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Hands grip my shoulders, fingers digging in painfully, shaking me awake. For a heartbeat, I think I am in a hut in the Sanctuary of Magic, in Strathia, and Finan is here to abduct me all over again. I almost hear the screams of priestesses as his soldiers torment them, almost smell the burning of the world around us. 

This fate is so much worse. 

Torin hovers over me instead, the long strands of his black hair dangling between us, a cruel smile forming on his lips. “Finally, I have you right where I want you.” He snickers, then pulls me roughly upright. “Get used to this sight, Queen of Nothing. You are going to be down here for a long time.”

My heart stops, then hammers violently, drawing Aldrin’s attention. He stands in his base of operations, leaning over a map, and falters mid-argument.

A sharp pain blooms in my side, then Torin holds up a needle with droplets of my blood coating the tip. Immediately, the poison soaks into my flesh, blocking my magic bit by bit. “Just in case Jasper didn’t do his job right. The man is soft beneath all those muscles. I am nothing if not thorough.”

“Get. Off. Me!” I elbow him in the ribs and push him away with more force than he was expecting. 

Torin lets out a low laugh. “I can’t wait to watch the fight slowly die in your eyes. When you are a broken shell of yourself, you will do whatever I ask of you and tell me everything I need to know.” 

He clicks at the two guards hovering in the doorway, and they immediately enter, carrying a small foldout table between them, heavy iron chains and a case. I recognize the man who strolls in behind them, whistling. He is a part of Titania’s inner circle. Zedrick. He leers at me with a nasty grin on his face.

Torin immediately opens the case and lays out a towel on the table. Then, one by one, he pulls out each shiny instrument and lines them up neatly. Scalpels. Small saws. Tongs. A branding iron. Each one is immaculately cleaned and looks razor-sharp. 

My eyes turn wide as I watch each small movement, unable to look away. It is like there is a wild beast in my chest, thrashing and trying to claw its way out of me. This cannot be my reality. Surely the bargain will not let them torture me. My hands shake so violently I have to shove them under my legs to hide it. 

Keira. Keira, listen to me.

I jolt at Aldrin’s voice in my head, thanking the gods that our bond didn’t shut down with the poison, but wishing for his sake that it had all the same. Even my reservoir of magic remains untouched, but there is a shield growing over it, slowly stopping me from tapping into my abilities and raw power.

Stay with me, he pleads. Stay in my body as much as you can. We will get through this together. I promise I won’t leave you. Not for a second. You have to fight that poison before it blocks your magic completely. I can guide you through it.

His thoughts are a chaotic mess, spinning around and around in a tempest, as he frantically tries to think of ways to get to me. As doubt creeps in that I will be able to counter the poison’s effects without the training he received with the Assassins of Belladonna. 

I read it all in his mind. The fact that every way into the palace is choked with Titania’s guards. They stand with bows and arrows ready on each tower and battlement. In every window and doorway. The secret passages are blocked. None of the assassins can get him to me. 

Aldrin cannot even send a message to Drake, Rainier or Jasper to save me. Most fae have a natural block against Drake’s ability to cast out his consciousness and dip momentarily into the minds of others. Even those he has trained to let him in, like Rainier, cannot reach out to him first. They can only receive him. 

Aldrin is terrified to leave my mind for a single moment, to make me endure this alone. He is terrified of remaining, and witnessing the horrors they will inflict on me.

Around him, our most trusted people desperately attempt to find a way to rescue me. My mother’s face is incredibly pale and she shakes violently, spouting ideas that Cyprien immediately counters. My father paces restlessly, running his hand through his hair, then slamming his fist on the table as he breaks down. 

The sight of them shatters my heart and amplifies my fear.

Focus on me, Keira. Only on me, Aldrin demands, wrapping his essence around me like a warm embrace. Put yourself into a meditative state, then focus on each particle of toxin floating in your blood. Find it, isolate it and attack it. Block Torin out.

Under Aldrin’s command, I concentrate on my breathing, the ragged drag of each shallow breath in and out, deepening them. Holding each one before letting it go. I take notice of my hammering heart thudding against my ribs, but it only accelerates under my attention, returning my breath to pants.

Keep trying. You have meditated so many times before—you just need to dip a little deeper into the layers of your body. Have your breaths follow my instruction: in…and out. Slow…and calm. Feel your heart soothe. Pay attention to every muscle in your body and leach the tension from them one by one. Your neck, your shoulders, back and limbs. Stay with me and forget the room you are in.

I follow Aldrin’s every instruction. It is like a drug taking over me as he pours serenity into my body across the bond. He falls into meditation alongside me. I cannot close my eyes without drawing Torin’s attention, but I stare unseeing instead.

Travel down the layers of your consciousness, Aldrin instructs, his mind a physical presence within me, guiding me to where I need to be. I can sense it: a highway of sprawling, interconnected roads, with foul black particles among the red of my blood. They attack the shimmering white light of my magic that glitters through me. 

You’re almost there, Aldrin says urgently. Have your magic smother and destroy every bit of that toxin. 

My power curls at my command, fire to incinerate the invading particles. Right as the micro-wields curl around the spheres of toxins, ready to set them alight, pain resonates through my head in a hot flash, shattering my concentration.

Torin slaps me hard a second time, snapping my head to the side. I blink at him, taking in those eyes bright with thrill only inches from mine.

“Don’t you dare disappear from here,” he snarls. “Is he in there with you? Your mate?” Torin taps one of my temples hard enough to hurt. “I made you a promise, Keira, and I do like to keep my promises. Tell me everything I need to know, or I will torture it out of you. I will make you scream and beg like you have never done before, and then I will send in healers, so we can do it all again. I am a patient man and I have cleared my schedule for days. I know Aldrin tells you all of his plans.” 

“Fuck you,” I spit. He slaps me again and blood sprays from my lips.

Zedrick’s wolfish expression only grows as he leans against the bars, eyes fixed on us. “Torin, I do love a good show. It was so fucking hard to get decent entertainment in the capital before you and your mother took over. We had to go to all the effort of sourcing humans from their realm.”

My stomach turns at those words. The injustice of it has my blood boiling. No wonder there is so much hate among humans for the fae, when men like this have gone undetected and unpunished. Every generation of humans has been affected by fae cruelty in one way or another. Every generation has produced women who have reciprocated the abuse toward fae on their pilgrimages.  

Torin tosses the iron manacles at Zedrick, who catches them out of the air. “I know you like to play an active part. Bind her for me.”

The other fae stalks toward me with an elated swagger to his step. “Hold out your arms, little girl. We both know you are nothing without your magic, so don’t try to fight me.” The chains clink in his hands with every step. Still, he underestimates me. The moment he nears, I pull my legs up to my chest and kick him as hard as I can in the gut. I throw all my weight into the blow so his form flies through the air and crashes into the barred wall of the cell.

Good girl. You fucking fight them tooth and nail, Aldrin growls.

Torin is on me in a heartbeat, a scalpel in his hand, the blade pressing into my cheek. Only the tip of it pierces my skin. “Should I take your eyes first?” His hand shakes violently against my face and I have no idea why.

“I will not tell you a damned thing! I will kill you with my teeth and bare hands before I betray my people,” I snarl.

“What do you think is going to happen here? That you are somehow going to break free, then win the throne from my mother?” 

“Something like that.” 

Torin throws back his head and laughs. “Even if you win the throne, you will be defeated shortly after. I began to set up my contingency plan the moment Aldrin returned to the City of Vertical Gardens the first time, and made his pitiful attempt to win over the Senate before we had the Assassins of Belladonna chase him out. I have webs set up across the realm, connections in every court, and all I have to do is snap my fingers to get the wheels in motion.”

I lean forward and spit the blood pooling in my mouth in his face. “You talk a lot of bullshit, Torin. If you had such power, you would use it now.”

He calmly pulls a handkerchief from his pocket and cleans himself. “One does not use a bludgeon when a scalpel is needed.” He glances at Zedrick and curls his lips as he finds his friend unconscious on the ground, then catches the eye of the watching orcs. “I think I will slice up her pretty face first.”

He is suddenly on top of me, pinning me down by the throat and pressing me into the bed with a knee on my chest, the full weight of his body behind it. I stop flailing as the tip of the blade meets my cheek, so damned close to my eye. 

“I will reveal no plans or secrets to you.” I grit my teeth. “You’re wasting your time.”

“This kind of sport is never a waste of time.” A sick smile grows on his face. “I can cut up your cheeks again and again, suppressing your magic so they scar horrendously. Take your eyes, your nose, your ears and eventually your tongue, permanently.” His breath curls against my skin as he moves the blade in strangely jerky motions to hover over each part of my face as he speaks of it. “I wonder if your dear mate will still want you when you are hideous. You will tell me what I want to know, as I cut you piece by piece.”

Distantly, I register Aldrin throw something across the room to shatter against a wall, swearing profusely.

“No you fucking won’t,” one of the orcs calls out almost casually, and we both glance over at him. “I can see the golden light from here. The bargain won’t allow it. You can barely keep a knife against her face.”

I think back to all the times Torin has harmed me. He tried to toss me down a flight of stairs, but I already had wields in place to ensure it wouldn’t happen. He has pulled my hair and slapped my face, but it has mostly been threats of worse. Torture, it seems, is too far for this fickle bargain that ensures Titania’s protection of me in her court.

He grabs me by the throat to hold me in place, and rears around to the orc. “Then I will find another noble to torture first, to cancel out the clause in the bargain that she can’t be harmed in this court.”

The orc shrugs. “I doubt that would work. She is under your mother’s protection, so your mother needs to torture both a noble guest and your queen to activate the contradiction. We both know Titania has no stomach for messes.”

Torin looks at me with disgust, twisting his lips, then drops me. “The Winter ambassador is a guest in this court. Perhaps it is time I paid Sasha another visit. I wonder what she sounds like when she screams.”

He strides out of the room without even a glance at Zedrick crumpled on the floor. The guards enter, pack up his instruments, then carry the unconscious noble out on a stretcher crafted from air and vines.

The second the door of my cell slams shut, a sob escapes from my lips. I bury my head in my hands, my chest heaving silently with my suppressed tears as so much turmoil churns through me. All I can see is Sasha’s face, slashed-up and bloody, eyes lost in even more trauma. Her small body crumpled and broken, fingers snapped the wrong way. She has endured far too much in this court, and I am sure in her own as well.

Tears stream down my face as violent shakes overtake me. I am just so cold. So tired, but I cannot sleep. Torin will come for me next, and I must kill him before he has a chance to stick me with more poison. 

You are safe, Keira. You are safe, Aldrin repeats again and again.

“He is bluffing,” an orc calls out, clawed fingers wrapping around the bars of the cell. “He won’t hurt Sasha. Torin has always had a sick fascination with her. Besides, we are sending her a message to hide.”

My eyes flick to the puka that brought in the cookies earlier. Its long ears twitch as another orc places a note inside its vest, then it is off, climbing the wall.

I let out a long, ragged breath as relief floods me. Sasha has always been kind, even when she hasn’t had to be. 

“Was that true, what you said about the bargain?” I ask. “That he can’t torture me? That Titania won’t?”

“He has no fucking clue,” the quiet one answers.

“I didn’t want to have to watch you get torn apart. The important thing is that Torin believed it.” The orc standing nearest runs a hand down his face. “There is an enchantment on these bars. Magic can be used on either side of them, but cannot cross the barrier. I couldn’t help you any other way.”

A heavy silence falls over us. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare out the window of their cell as the sliver of sky turns silver, then indigo, then black. Not a single thought rolls through my head as I dissociate, body still shivering. Every muscle aches from being held so taut and pain claws across my temples. 

I can see no way out of this. 

We threw everything we had at Titania and lost. 

The element of surprise was ours. The Spring Court army followed us. The majority of the people were on our side. 

And we lost. 

Aldrin’s presence remains with me. I focus on the ghost of his large, warm hand rubbing up and down my back as he whispers soothing words in my ear. He is deep within the layers of my consciousness again, taking control of my magic and slowly picking off the remnants of poison in my blood until it is all gone. I don’t have the energy to help him. 

All hope is lost tonight. 

Tomorrow, I may pick myself up and fight again, but not right now.

Lean into me, dear heart, Aldrin rumbles. Stay here with me.  

I become more aware of his physical body than my own, leaving my thoughts behind. He lies in a soft bed with a blanket pulled up to his hips, coating us both in warmth. A full moon peers in through the sheer curtains of his room, illuminating the hard muscle of his chest and the sparse curls of hair that reach from the V of his belly to his hips and beneath. 

Gods, what I would do to be there with him, to run the tips of my fingers down the grooves and divots of hard abdominal muscles. I want to hold his face in my hands and kiss his lips. To never be separated from him again.

Aldrin’s heart swells as his essence reaches out for mine and our souls entwine and dance in a way that our bodies cannot. His longing for my touch is as strong as mine for his, and a soft groan escapes his lips. The pull he has on me is far too intense and I allow myself to be swept up by it. I relish that need.

A numbing, fuzzy feeling starts at my fingers and toes, creeping up my arms and legs until I can barely feel them. I hold a hand before my eyes and hardly believe what I am seeing. Red cracks run all across my flesh with the light of fire burning beneath them. Ash floats away in rapid channels, disappearing in the air, until my fingers are gone. Then my hand dissipates, followed by half my arm. 

It looks exactly like when I killed Finan and turned his body to ash and dust, but I know I am not dying. This feels too right. Too warm. And it is somehow bringing me closer to Aldrin.

He calls my name urgently. Tells me to stop whatever it is that I am doing, but my mind is lost in an oblivion of love. A simple thing like panic cannot seem to break through it.

I fall apart into a cloud of ash. When I rematerialize a moment later, I am no longer in the dungeons. I am in Aldrin’s bed.

All that soot doesn’t even stain the sheets. No, it funnels back into my body, recreating me whole and still wearing the same clothing, the thin stretchy fabric I had on beneath my armor, which they took away from me.

Aldrin doesn’t give me a chance to recover from my daze. He rolls on top of me, covering my entire body with his as he kisses me deeply. I thread my fingers into his hair, pulled back in a loose bun, then down the rippling muscles of his back, as he takes my lower lip in his teeth. My hands reach the waistband of his sleep trousers and dip beneath them to grab his ass, while his own roam over my body.

He pulls back from me, holding himself up on arms that shake, gazing at me with glazed eyes. “I have never been so afraid in my life. Especially when your body began to fall apart. I thought I was losing you.” His voice breaks.

I lean up and kiss his soft lips again, relishing the way his stubble brushes my skin. I loop an arm around his neck and pull him down on me. “I’m here now. With this ability, I can keep coming back to you.” I lean in again, slipping my tongue into his mouth. 

“You can teleport?” He pulls away for only a heartbeat before clashing with me again.

“I guess I can.” I am far too numb to be shocked by the fact, though I should be. I wrap my legs around his waist, hating the layers of fabric between us. Gods, he is already hard. “I can teleport to you because of the bond. The gods know what else I can do.”

Aldrin pins me to the bed beneath him, grabbing my wrists in one hand and holding them above my head as his amber eyes become hooded and focused. He lines us up and drags his huge cock across the apex of my core through our clothes. I let out a whimper as pleasure burns through me and my body shudders beneath him. He does it a second time and my eyes roll back into my head. 

I need more.

I loosen one hand from his grasp and loop it into the waistband of his pants, attempting to drag them down over his hips, while he garbles something low and incomprehensible. 

“One day, dear heart, you are going to fall asleep in my bed every night and wake there every morning. No one, no fucking one, is going to keep us apart.” He clumsily pulls at the laces at my neckline while angling his hips to help me undress him.

I don’t even get to pull out his cock before that golden light swirls in angry tendrils around me.

Aldrin clutches me tighter, desperation filling his eyes. “Keira! No, Keira! Stay with me.”

It is too late. I fall to ash a second time.

When I reassemble on the pallet within the dungeon, it is with three orcs staring at me in shock through the bars, and Titania’s angry voice yelling down the corridor as the distant gates are opened for her. 

“Just wait, Florian, until I see his fucking queen! I will get answers from her,” Titania roars. “She thinks she can defy me! Threaten me with dragons and my own army!”

My only reassurance is that the High Chancellor doesn’t know I escaped my cell, even for a handful of minutes, and didn’t realize she called me back with the bargain. I frantically fix the half-undone lacing at my neckline and stand. I will meet her on my feet.
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Titania rages at me for a long time, all semblance of her usual cool sassiness gone. Her face is flushed and spit flies from her lips, her long nails flicking wildly. I am called a whore, my intelligence is insulted in a creative variety of ways, and my soul is condemned to both the deepest, darkest abyss and the Soul Ripper itself. I stand there unflinching the entire time, arms crossed over my chest and chin held high, while she loses her mind. 

If she planned to torture me herself, she wouldn’t waste her energy spilling vile words.

Titania leaves without asking me a single question. She merely turns on Florian on her way out. “Get every last detail out of her. Do whatever it was you did last time. I want it all. Aldrin’s plans and his supporters. Do not disappoint me!” 

Florian, Drake, doesn’t open the door to my cell until the clacking of her heels disappears completely, along with the heavier footsteps of her guards. Those red eyes are so unnerving, especially when they crinkle with softness. “How are you holding up?”

My lip wobbles and I so badly want to keep it all together, but tears leak from the corners of my eyes. “How do we get out of this mess? I can’t see a way forward, or what our next move should be.”

He quickly opens the gate and throws his arms around me in a tight embrace. I grip him like my life depends on it, closing my eyes so I don’t have to see Florian’s face. 

Drake pulls back and holds me at arm’s length. “First, we need to worry about getting you out of this cage. You are far too much of an asset to our cause to keep you rotting in here. We need you to fight the next battles. Not to mention, Aldrin is probably going insane.”

I brush away my tears. For the first time since entering these dungeons, I feel like I can breathe with Drake in here with me. He is like a wall of muscle, and I know our enemies would have to go through him before they could harm me. I am suddenly glad he wasn’t here when Torin wanted to torture me, because I know with certainty that his cover would have been blown. 

“I can leave this cell,” I whisper, and Drake’s eyebrows fly up. “Somehow, I can step through the mate bond and arrive at Aldrin’s side. I don’t know if I can do more than that, but it is something. Titania pulled me back the same way, through the bond of the bargain.”

“You did that?” His voice pitches high. “Tonight?”

“Yeah,” one of the orcs calls out. “She turned into a pile of ash that instantly dissipated, then returned the same way. Near gave us a heart attack. Your queen upon that throne is the only way we are getting out of this cell and our princess is getting the respect and freedom she deserves.” 

Drake nods to them. “Remember that sentiment, because you’re not going to like what we have planned next.”

The grind of the gates down the corridor opening then closing, their locks turning, echoes through the cells. Drake quickly steps away from me. Slow footsteps approach, then Rainier and Sasha round the corner and come into full view. I let out a long breath of relief to see the princess unharmed by Torin. 

Sasha’s face drops as she looks past me, straight to the three orcs. She rushes to the bars of their cage and thrusts her arms through, reaching for them. They crowd around her, the four of them awkwardly embracing the best they can with so many bodies and bars between them. It is the oddest sight: multiple green, bulky arms wrapping around her tiny back and waist with tenderness. Those brutal warriors close their eyes as their expressions shutter. 

“Oh gods, Maxin, Kazimir, Nazaar—I am so sorry I haven’t been able to come down here and see you.”

“We have been so worried about you,” the chatty orc says, voice gravelly.

Sasha pulls away sharply. “You have been worried about me, Maxin? You’re the one in a dungeon!”  

“Safest place for us to be at the moment, I think. Out of sight, out of mind, and all that. I’d prefer to be in danger, protecting you from the monsters upstairs,” Maxin grumbles as he wipes tears from her face with his huge fingers.

Sasha straightens her shoulders. “I can take care of myself.”

“Can you, though? What about that soft heart of yours?” another of her orc bodyguards says.

I have to drag my eyes away from their bittersweet display. My chest aches for them.

Rainier takes my hands in his, warming my icy fingers. “We are going to get you out of here…tonight. Right now, actually.” I turn wide eyes on him, but his features are serene. “Sacrifices need to be made to get you on that throne. This fight isn’t just about a change of leadership. It is not about who is the rightful ruler or even the better ruler. Only you and Aldrin on the Spring Court throne can stop the corruption and slow the death of this entire realm. Titania’s neglect, her pure denial—it allows other crowns in other courts to do the same. You will keep them accountable.” 

“This is why you must do as we ask,” Drake urges. “Don’t see your release by another’s sacrifice as selfish or poor leadership. It is utterly essential. I know you don’t like to put yourself before others, that it goes against your nature, but on this occasion, you must.”

I glance between them as they seem to hold their breaths, my heart rate ramping up. “What are you talking about? Drake? Rainier? Who am I sacrificing?”

“Me,” Sasha calls out as she approaches. There is nothing but grim determination in her eyes. “We are going to swap places.” 

“No!” Maxin calls out, his voice tortured. “No, Sasha, please!”

Another orc joins him. “Do not put yourself in this place. At their mercy!”

“I am already at their mercy, Nazaar!” Sasha swings around to her bodyguards. “At least this way I will be with you.”

“You know we cannot tell the princess what to do once her mind is already made up,” the quiet orc, the one that must be named Kazimir, grumbles from behind them.

I hold Drake’s eye for a long time, then flick my gaze to Rainier. “I cannot take advantage of her. I will not! This fight has nothing to do with Sasha and you should feel ashamed for forcing her into this.”

“We did not force her,” Rainier says softly. “Quite the opposite, actually.”

“It was my idea.” Sasha’s voice is hard. She places her hands on my shoulders and stares into my face. “I will be glamoured to look exactly like you. I am already wearing a replica of your clothes and I will do my best to play my part and act like you, so you can move freely. You can keep returning to the palace wearing my face, if the bargain requires you to do so as Titania’s captive, but it gets you out of the dungeons and hopefully allows you to travel like before.”

One of the orcs groans behind us, but clearly knows better than to interject. 

“Why? Why would you do this for me?” I choke out as tears form in my eyes. The risk is too great.

She laughs bitterly. “Oh, Keira, I’m not doing this for you. Everything I do is for my people and those I love. I will make a bargain with you, one that I will greatly benefit from. You will see.”

I search her face for a long time, the way her gaze burns and her teeth clench tight. This is not a woman being forced into anything. 

“I will hear the terms of your bargain,” I finally concede.

Sasha gives Drake a hard look, which softens when it shifts to Rainier. “I need the privacy I requested for the discussion of the terms of the bargain.”

“And I would like to hear it, and advise my queen on any bargain that addresses the interests of both the Spring and Winter Courts,” Drake replies just as sternly, the words seeming so much more severe while he wears Florian’s face.

Sasha grinds her teeth, turning back to me. “It is of a more personal nature.”

“A bargain between a queen and foreign princess is never purely personal,” he insists.

Sasha’s huge blue-green eyes bore into me, swirling with vulnerability. “Please.” The word escapes from her lips in a whisper. “Hear me out, then decide if you need advice, but I beg of you, keep the personal nature of it between us. That means blocking Aldrin out through your bond as well.”

Keira, I do not like the sound of this. Aldrin’s steady, watchful presence finally makes itself known.

It won’t be for long, Aldrin. I will let you back in at the first sign of danger, I promise. I cut the connection even while he protests.

“Drake, Rainier—give us a few moments of privacy, please,” I order without looking in their direction. A ragged breath escapes Sasha’s lips and some of the tension melts from her shoulders. 

Both men leave the cell and walk as far down the corridor as they can while still having eyes on me. Sasha throws up a one-way sound barrier before them so they cannot hear a word spoken, her magic able to flow through the open door. I don’t fail to notice that she does no such thing with the orcs watching us intently, then remember her calling them her closest friends.

“I might as well get comfortable if this is going to be my cell.” Sasha motions to the hard pallet, and I join her sitting on its edge. She runs her hands across her face, then smooths out her blond hair, so pale it is almost white. “Before we discuss the terms of the bargain, I need to tell you my deepest secret about my dark past. It is essential for you to understand my motivations.”

I take her hand in mine and squeeze it tight. “I promise I will not speak of it to anyone.”

She bites her lip hard enough to leave a mark, then something shifts in her expression. “I was a young woman during the war between Winter and Spring. Idealistic, romantic and stupid. My father, brother to the king, was the commander of his army, so we lived in the palace for much of the war. When there were peace negotiations between the courts, they often took place within those walls, though the terms were never adhered to and the ceasefires never lasted. The events were so civil, with enemy rulers and nobles feasting together in the name of diplomacy, while battles were still being fought by the soldiers. I never wrapped my mind around that.” She shakes her head. “I was so sheltered, kept so ignorant for the simple fact of being a woman, that each time I thought the war must have ended.”

Sasha falls into silence, her entire body rigid as she stares down at our entwined hands. 

“Unfortunately, I know war. People behave in ways that we cannot comprehend,” I offer. “I am sorry that you were made helpless, where I was empowered in mine.”  

A slight shiver runs through her body. “It was at one of the last feasts, before relations completely degraded beyond any sort of peace talks, where I met him. A Spring commander. He was a nobody, really. A minor noble leading a very small regiment, but I thought I was in love. The instant kind, after laying eyes on one of the most beautiful men I had ever seen and receiving rare kindness from him.” 

A small smile lights up her face, and disappears just as quickly.

“He spoke of the liberties enjoyed by women of his court and the way they are treated like equals to their men, not as pretty little mindless things that birth babies and obey their husbands. I always had a wild streak. We planned to run away together. To defect from the pointless war all together. You see, Spring soldiers are volunteers, not conscripted like in my court. He could walk away from his position of command. We met up regularly. I snuck out of the palace and he left his regiment that was stationed nearby.”

My heart hammers frantically as I sit on the edge of my seat, because I have a feeling I know what she is going to say next. A betrayal of one kind or another is coming.

Sasha’s voice becomes so choked that she stops speaking for a long minute. “Then I fell pregnant. Winter fae are fertile for our kind. My maids worked it out far too quickly, almost as soon as I did, and they told my father. They whispered it to anyone who would listen. The entire affair became a public scandal. I tried to run away with Caspian, but my father and brother knew exactly what I had planned and used my feeble attempt to track him down. They used me to lure him away from his regiment, then cut him down right in front of me. In essence, I killed him. The man I loved and the father of my child.”

A single harsh sob breaks free from her and she sends a hand flying to her chest as if to suppress the emotion. Her watery, red-rimmed eyes find mine. “This is what happens when a Winter woman falls in love. She is humiliated and punished, because we are only allowed to marry the men our fathers pick for us without question. And if we commit the sin of giving ourselves to another, then we have lost all our value as a bargaining chip.”

My heart aches and my stomach twists in knots. I have to ask the question she isn’t addressing, but I’m not sure if I want to know the answer. “Sasha, what happened to your baby?”

Silent tears fall from her eyes and splatter on our joined hands. “My brother took him away from me as soon as he was born. It was my punishment for betraying the family. I barely got to hold him,” she chokes out. “He sent him to the Spring Court with the other orphaned Winter babies Aldrin took in. Our own flesh and blood, and they treated him like a commodity. Like trash, because I wasn’t married to his father.”

The sudden realization dawns on me: this is why she won’t leave the Spring Court, no matter the abuses she faces here. I wonder if they are any worse than what she could expect in her family’s palace. 

“I searched for him every single day,” Sasha continues. “My father died during the war alongside my uncle, who was king at the time. My brother was not interested in housing or controlling me. It was Erik who took me in, my cousin and now the King of Winter. He was the one who suggested I became the ambassador with Spring, where they would not care about my past and would give me the liberties I always craved. Where, most importantly, I would be in a position to find my son. Erik saved my life, really. Not even my brother knew or cared where my child ended up.”

I squeeze her hand, scrubbing tears away from my eyes with my other. Decades upon decades have passed since that war, but she never gave up on her child. I can’t imagine losing my niece Morgana and never knowing what happened to her.

“Did you find your son?” I ask gently.

Sasha searches my face for a long moment, then finally comes to a decision. “I found him a number of years ago and he needed me. My son was headed down a dark path, fooled by the High Chancellor like so many others, not because he has a bad heart, but quite the opposite. He was young and naive and Titania manipulated him.” She lets out a harsh breath. “He doesn’t even know that I am the woman who birthed him, and I will never tell him, not unless he goes searching. My son was given to good parents who raised him with love, and I would never get in the middle of that. I owe them everything and I will not break up their family.”

As she speaks, she stares over my shoulder with such vulnerability and affection on her face that I just know. 

My stomach bottoms out as I slowly turn around, and my eyes fall upon Rainier. He has an arm wrapped around Drake’s shoulders and they have matching smiles on their faces as they clearly taunt each other. Rainier, who was adopted because Drake and Klara couldn’t conceive the child they desperately wanted. Rainier, who is their entire world.

He looks enough like Sasha that I should have seen it: the long white hair and large eyes with broadly arching eyebrows. The shape of his jaw and the straight set of his nose. His dark skin and eyes are at odds with her pale complexion, taken from his Spring Court father.

“Rainier?” I breathe. My heart clenches so hard it hurts. 

She nods. “I knew it the first time he came to court as a full-grown man, wearing a near replica of my face and hair, with his father’s complexion. At birth, my son had a very distinctive mark on his neck, and the man still has the same one. I missed his entire childhood, but I will miss no more of his life.”

“Do his adoptive parents know?” I whisper, though they cannot hear us.

“No one knows, except for my cousin Erik, and my closest friends Maxim, Kazimir and Nazaar. And now you. I plan to keep it that way.”

I glance toward the orcs and they tip their heads to me in acknowledgment. Kazimir, the quiet one, even wipes tears from his cheeks. 

Sasha suddenly straightens her spine. “My proposed bargain is this, Spring Queen: I will take your place in this dungeon and I will take whatever punishment they send your way, while maintaining your identity. You will do everything in your power to always protect my son’s best interests, as long as you live. You must understand—Winter and Spring will be at war again. We always gravitate toward that eventuality.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Is our past history truly that bloody?”

“It is.” She takes in a shaky breath. “I need to ensure Rainier is not punished for whatever I may be forced to do, or because he is technically a Prince of Winter. Erik may care for me, but he wouldn’t hesitate to endanger me. You will be unable to speak of the details of this bargain or share the secret that Rainier is my son, unless I release you from your silence.”

“This is a powerful oath, if I do become queen.” I hold her eyes. “I wish to add a clause of my own: if the conditions you are exposed to become too much, you will be able to break the bargain by saying the following words: ‘I am not Keira Appleshield.’ If your true identity is revealed and it is not your fault, the bargain remains, even if I am called back by Titania. You need an exit from such a deal. It is not fair otherwise. Do you agree?”

I hold out my hand and she takes it. Her gaze never leaves mine as pink light swirls around our clasped arms, so thick and bright it hurts my eyes and I can barely see our fingers through it. Its coils and heat travel over my shoulder and spine, leaving their swirling mark down the column of my back. The magic shatters into a brilliant sparkle of thousands of lights that rain down over us then fizzle out.

Neither Drake nor Rainier say a thing when they see that the bargain is already made. I work together with Drake, casting expert wields of glamour over Sasha, changing her hair, face shape, coloring and body bit by bit to my mirror image, until my own face stares back at me. I tie off the layers of weaves so the magic will remain for long periods of time. Drake will have to return almost every day to refresh the magic, but my more proficient contributions will remain.

One of the orcs openly sniffles and wipes tears from his eyes at what we have done to his princess and the horrible, vulnerable position we have put her in, while another absentmindedly pats his back. The third paces their cell like a caged beast, hardly able to look at her.

I am going to vomit. 

Waves of nausea over my own actions rise again and again within me, but I forcefully push them down. 

There isn’t a hint of regret on Sasha’s face as she places her hands on my shoulders. “Go win your throne back and get me out of this fucking dungeon.”
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Icannot focus on a single damned thing. Not the soldiers coming in and out of the battlefield in the streets. Not the directions I need to give them or our plans to turn this mess around and use the civil unrest to dethrone Titania. 

Keira has blocked me out. I cannot breathe. I cannot think straight. Panic grips me like a vise around my throat. It makes me a hypocrite, I am painfully aware of that, because I did the same to her when I thought I was going to die in that arena.

I can’t help imagining every way they could be torturing her, even though I know Drake and Rainier are there with her right now. I keep fearing that maybe Torin got to her before she had a chance to open the bond.

My stress must show on my face, because Maeve places a hand on my shoulder and scrutinizes my face. “You need to rest, Aldrin. You send your soldiers out in shifts so they can sleep before the fighting rises with the sun. You need to do the same.”

“I tried to sleep. It didn’t find me,” I grumble.

She raises thin, blond eyebrows at me. “Did you?”

I cleaned up and took to my bedchamber after Torin left Keira with his threats of torture still hanging in the air, because I needed a place to break down in privacy. To focus entirely on her and try to soothe the horrors from her mind. Instead, she came to me, and I held her in my arms before I lost her again. There was definitely no sleeping after that, so I went back out into the streets and slaughtered more of my enemies.

“That was hours ago and you weren’t up there for very long,” she chides. “You have been fighting for almost the entire night.”

I run a hand through my hair. It snags on the dried blood and the gods know what else in it. “How can I rest when Keira is with my enemy and my city is tearing itself apart?”

“Then at least clean up. Rest for even ten minutes in a hot bath to remove the grime and tension from your body. It will help untangle the knots from your mind, I promise.” Maeve places a hand on my elbow and practically drags me from the main hall of the tavern. 

My eyes slide to where Edmund has passed out on top of the map of the city after refusing to go to bed, still in his armor and clutching a dagger in one hand. Even he took the time to scrub the blood from himself. 

I admit defeat, take the stairs to my chambers and run a hot bath. The water steams as it splashes into the tub through brass piping. One of the advantages of having so many Winter Court migrants in this city is the access it grants us to their technology. There are plinths in the bowels of most buildings that generate fresh water and others that heat it, both only requiring raw magic to recharge them. 

I hardly feel the warmth of the water as I quickly scrub myself, then dress in fresh leathers. I take the time to clean my armor before strapping it back on. 

It isn’t until Keira reaches out for me once more and the connection to the other half of my soul is returned to me that I can function again. I find her whole and unbroken, if quite shaken. 

She has completed a bargain with Sasha, one whose details I do not know but that will allow her to return to me. The relief that floods me is so potent it makes my legs weak.

When I enter the common room downstairs, Edmund is awake and arguing softly with Maeve over a map of the capital. Both look up at my approach with dark rings under their eyes. 

There is a crash and a curse in the bar on the far side of the room. I glance over to find Caitlin attempting to make coffee, with a shattered mug on the counter that has hot liquid dripping from it, and Cyprien beside her, a cloth in hand to clean it up. She runs her hands down her face and closes her eyes for a long moment before trying to compose herself with her usual scowl. 

“Keira has made a bargain that will allow her to escape,” I announce, and they all turn to me. “She will return to us soon. They haven’t laid a finger on her and Drake will make sure that doesn’t happen.” 

It is like a bubble of tension pops in the room. 

Maeve wraps herself in Edmund’s arms, hiding her face in his neck, and I swear she drowns out sobs against him, finally letting go of all the fear she kept inside. Despite all the trials against Finan and Titania, this is the closest I have seen her come to crying. 

The tendons stick out in Edmund’s thick neck as his eyes burn on me. “We need to plan our next move. Our next ten moves. I am sick of my daughter being a pawn in these games.”

“You and I both,” I growl as I approach their table.

Edmund untangles a hand from Maeve and places it on my shoulder, his emerald eyes staring intently into mine. “If anyone can do it, it is us. Together we have defeated impossible odds for Keira before.”

That solidarity, that faith, it is almost enough to unman me. I am forced to look away. “We will win this war. I will kill Titania, even if it is the last thing I do.”

Caitlin approaches and places a hot mug of coffee in my hands, her own shaking so violently the liquid almost slops over the side. “Is your daughter with Odiane again?” I ask softly, so fucking relieved to have her fighting with us despite her greater commitment to her child. So grateful for the fact that she balances both her motherly and sisterly love by constantly traveling back and forth between the two.

“No. Morgana is with my grandmother and nursemaid in Appleshield.” Her voice chokes.

“Good. She is safer that way.” I don’t mention that nowhere in my court is safe right now.

Maeve is back at the map, readjusting the stones that represent our forces around the city. I approach to consider it for the hundredth time, and her gaze flicks up to me. The tension around her dark eyes hasn’t faded, but it never seems to.

“You need to call that election, Aldrin. You need to call it now. Your hands are tied until you break that bargain. The terms Keira gave means it expires the moment Titania is no longer in power, through death or dethronement. It will be near impossible to touch her, because if we get close again, she can call upon Keira to be used as a shield. The people who love her are rendered inactive and I cannot accept putting others in place who do not care for her and may risk her life. We can kill Titania with the bargain in place, but it will be bloody hard to achieve.”

More people channel into the room, some from upstairs, others entering battle-weary from the fray outside as the violence rages on, despite the depths of the night. 

“I was hoping for more optimal conditions. For more time to win the people over. Right now, it could go either way. Too many bloody themselves fighting for Titania, and of those who remain locked in their houses, there is no guarantee they would pledge their allegiance to me.”

“Maeve is right,” Edmund cuts in. “You are out of time, son.”

My heart rate ramps up. I know it is a risk I must take. “Understand that Titania will not simply back down and hand over the throne because I won an election. She will call it rigged and she will come at us with everything she has. If we lose, that woman who now wears Keira’s face and took her place in the dungeons will pay with whatever creative torment Titania thinks up. She might even kill her.”

“But it will break the bargain if you win. She will never be able to take Keira away from us again. The princess volunteered. No one forced her into this, and whatever she gains from the gamble, it must be vast.” There is a brutality in Maeve’s tone that I wasn’t expecting, but this is a mother wolf protecting her cub.

Cyprien grabs my arm and tears me toward him. “Who took Keira’s place, Aldrin? Who fucking took her place?” he snarls, the hint of his fangs and tusks growing within his mouth as his lips pull back from his teeth. The heat in his eyes makes me wonder for the first time in my life if he is going to murder me. Even when we clashed in that meadow when Keira first stepped through the portal and Cyprien was still working for Titania, I knew he wouldn’t truly harm me. Right now, I’m not so sure.

Before I can open my mouth to answer, a storm of ash and burning embers materializes between us, swirling rapidly in a torrent as it slowly forms into the shape of a woman. Her features and clothes emerge, until Keira is standing there right before me.

Her face is pale and she shakes with the aftermath of both shock and great fatigue. I wrap my arms around her, pulling her back tightly to my chest and kissing the top of her head. 

“Sasha,” Keira says, tears brimming in her eyes. “Sasha took my place. Oh gods, Aldrin, I think I made a mistake. I need to go back.”

“NO!” both her parents roar at the same time, starting toward us.

“Think with your brain instead of your heart,” Caitlin snaps. “That woman doesn’t break free from her usual torment at Titania’s hands until you fight for this entire court. No one else can do it but you.”

Keira nods at her and the sisters squeeze hands tightly, stabilizing each other. 

“Why Sasha?” Cyprien pushes his way to us. “Why her? Is she that expendable to you? Has that woman not been through enough already under Titania’s rule?”

“It was her choice, Cyprien. Sasha insisted,” Keira says softly. “She has her reasons and I had no other options. Do not think that I don’t hate it as much as you do.”

His face pales and he runs a hand across the black braids pulled back into a thong at the center of his head. He looks away, then drags his eyes back. “That stupid girl. Hasn’t she been tormented enough, only to throw herself into danger again, far worse than she would have otherwise endured?”

I scowl at Cyprien. I was enraged when I arrived in this city and discovered the things that had been done to Sasha. None in the palace should be treated with such little respect. None in this entire court. A small part of me wonders if I am any better, encouraging this swap with Keira. 

“Is this how they have been treating my Winter ambassador the entire time I was in exile?” I snap at Cyprien.

He flinches. “Not while I was in the palace,” he says in a low voice, leaden with the promise of death. “I made sure no one touched her. I even had those damned orc bodyguards roaming free.”

“Call me selfish, but I can’t win this war if I am going to lose Keira each time Titania calls her back,” I admit.

“And we cannot leave Sasha to rot in a cell with no idea what they will do to her,” Cyprien snaps back, but the heat is gone from him, replaced with resignation. 

I turn to Keira, cupping her face in my hands. “Then we have no choice but to call an election today and hope we win. Hope that Drake and Rainier can protect Sasha in that time. It is just one day.”

I notice a pair approach from the corner of my eye, and turn to Flint and Ivy, the corrupt senators we had Titania accidentally condemn and the Assassins of Belladonna collect for us. How thoroughly they switched sides in this fight, when they believed their lives were on the line. They have been most useful in deradicalizing hosts of Titania’s followers. It could tip the balance in our favor during a vote.

“You’d better be prepared to kill Titania as your first act when you regain the throne,” Flint says, his eyes flicking rapidly between us. “Because she will never release her grip on power and her fanatic supporters will always follow her.”

“Torin too,” Ivy adds. “The riots in the streets will never end so long as they have someone from that family to follow.”

“Trust me, I intend to.” I grind my teeth. “The moment the throne is mine at sunset, we will storm the palace with nothing left to hold us back. I want Titania dead before the sun rises on the next day.”

The door to the tavern opens and closes again, the screams and shouts of the not-so-distant riots filtering in. A group of bloodied Nightmares enters, all claws, antlers and dark scales, scattered with blood. Both Nico and Ada are among them. A fresh group who just finished their turn sleeping exit into the fray.

Keira gawks at the sight. “The people are still fighting?” 

“You have no idea,” I say. “It never stopped.”

The door swings open a second time, and Klara and Hawthorne enter carrying Jasper between them. He is staggering, hardly able to support his own weight. There is so much blood all over him, I cannot immediately tell where he is injured. It coats his face and there is a huge stain covering his abdomen. Then I see it: the handle of a knife protruding from his side, positioned in the gap where the panels of his armor meet. 

We all gawk at them, frozen, as the room falls to silence.

“Don’t just stand there!” Klara roars. “Clear a table for him so I can treat his wounds.”

I react first, throwing out an air wield that removes the discarded mugs from two tables and pushes them together, while Cyprien rushes to help with Jasper’s bulky weight. As they heft him up onto the surface, I join Jasper’s side, ready to offer my magic reserves to Klara if she needs them.

Keira brings a bowl of warm water and cloths, methodically cleaning the blood from Jasper’s skin. “What happened to you?” she whispers, her eyes huge.

“It is pure insanity out there,” Jasper grunts. “The people have lost their fucking minds. Civilians in makeshift Truth Templar uniforms are attacking the army.” He lets out a choked-off scream as Klara opens his armor and tears his tunic to get to his wound. Blood seeps out around the blade.

“Stay still, or you are going to make it worse,” Klara says between gritted teeth.

A rush of running footsteps explodes down the stairs. Silvan freezes at their base, still covered in scratches, splatters of crimson and ash from his recent return from the battle. His face drops when his eyes fall on Jasper, and then he is racing over, pushing people out of his way to get to the man’s side. I take a large step back, pulling Keira with me and giving the two space.

“What happened to you, you stupid fool? Tell me who did this to you, and I will squeeze the life out of them with my bare hands.” Silvan’s wild eyes roam all over Jasper, his hands hovering, but not quite making contact.

“A dead butcher, Silvan,” the Captain of the Guard gasps out, body shuddering. “Do you care now?”

“I care, Jasper. I care too fucking much. Don’t you see that is the problem?” Silvan snarls, pushing Klara’s hands away and slowly healing the wound himself, somehow making it seem like an intimate, loving gesture. Jasper’s eyes turn wide and search Silvan’s face, like what he will find there is so much more urgent than his current predicament.

Klara gives both an incredulous look for their terrible timing, then grabs the handle of the huge butcher’s knife and tugs it out of Jasper’s side. His entire body jerks, and Silvan holds him down with one arm while thrusting his healing magic into the wound with the other hand. His tears fall onto the torn flesh of his ex-lover. 

Keira looks like she is about to vomit. “How did he make it here at all with that thing in him?”

“Trust me, he has taken worse and survived.” I remove the bowl of pink-tinged water from her hands before she drops it. My mate has seen plenty of blood during warfare, but it is so much worse when it sprays from someone you care about. 

I wipe away as much of the blood that coats Jasper as possible, and when Keira takes over, I add my palm to Silvan’s and Klara’s, not just healing Jasper, but replenishing him with magic and energy. Silvan gives way too much of himself, until he is swaying on the spot.

Jasper lies on the joined tables, staring up at the ceiling, his chest heaving as he tries to catch his breath and work through the pain. When his eyes flick to Silvan, they are bright and clear. “Do I have to nearly die for you to look at me?”

Silvan doesn’t even flinch. “I’ve been a blind fool, drowning in my self-righteous anger for years. I blamed you for abandoning me, when in truth, I did the same to you. Will you forgive me, Jasper? Can we go back?”

Jasper doesn’t say a word. He sits up, grabs Silvan by the back of the head and pulls him into a rough kiss. It is a thing of desperate need and hunger all wrapped into one, as though the rest of the world melts away. Then Jasper presses his forehead against Silvan’s and both men close their eyes. 

“We can go back,” Jasper murmurs. He completely misses the expression that ripples across Silvan’s face—the tension, the constant anger, all of it melting away. Silvan eases Jasper off the table, but we clearly healed him well, because it is Jasper who drags his ex-lover into another crushing kiss, then pulls him up the stairs toward the bathing and bedchambers. 

I hold a hand to my head as I watch them leave. I really hope those two are going to stop trying to kill each other with a glare now.

“Well, thank fuck for that,” Klara huffs, breaking the stunned tension of the room.

“I forgot how dramatic those two could be.” Hawthorne laughs, standing awkwardly behind us all. “I’ll clean this up, then Klara, we better get back out there and rejoin our task force.”

Keira turns wide eyes my way. “What is going on out there? He said the people are ripping each other apart.”

Edmund approaches, never one to keep his daughters in the dark. “Show her, Aldrin. She has a right to know. To see what she is fighting for.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “There is no more planning we can do here.”

I take Keira by the hand and lead her up the many flights of stairs, desperately trying to ignore the masculine grunts that already come from one of the rooms. The way leads to a small overgrown rooftop garden at the top of the tavern, overlooking the city streets below. With a flick of my wrist, my magic clears the vines from where they tangle over the balcony railing, opening up the view beyond. 

Keira sucks in a sharp breath as she grips the rail tightly, taking in the madness. Her eyes sweep from side to side and her nostrils flare. I place an arm around her tight shoulders and pull her into my chest.

“How many must die for their egos? How much pain must our people endure so they can grip onto power they do not deserve?” She doesn’t look at me as she speaks. 

We stare in silence at the riots beyond. So many homes and shops burn across the city. The blazes are like beacons in the dim, black channels of soot billowing from them. Silhouettes of people racing to and fro are just visible, fighting fires before they can hop from building to building. The boiled leather panels of my armor are singed from all the fires I put out this night, wielding localized rainstorms to drench them. 

Columns of Truth Templars march through the streets. The vibrant crimson of their surcoats makes them easy to pick out. The orange glow of the fires flickers over the polished chainmail beneath. They clash with our forces, both the mobile regiments sent out to protect the city and my siege line around the palace. Their sheer numbers are astounding. Titania has her own army hidden within the city. No wonder they have acted so boldly in their nighttime persecutions, with such a force behind them.

Worst of all are the civilians who flood the streets. Titania’s cult following. They wear makeshift, hand-sewn imitations of the Truth Templars’ uniforms, blood red with crude black wilted roses painted across their chests, but without the protective armor. These fae smash shop windows, pillaging the goods within, and attack groups of my soldiers in uncoordinated charges. They are little better than frenzied wild beasts.

The City of Vertical Gardens has fallen under a spell of death and violence, ripping itself apart, but that was Titania’s aim. Anything to distract from her crimes.

The screams from below float up to us as my people suffer, along with the smashing of glass and booms as shops collapse in columns of flame. The tang of blood and smoke in the air adds to the bitterness in my mouth.

Keira turns her glassy doe eyes on me. “We need to do something, Aldrin. We cannot let them die down there, while we are safe up here.”

“I have been fighting in the streets all day and most of the night, since the moment you were taken.” I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. “We have rotated task forces, allowing some to return to eat and rest while sending out others. It is a difficult thing, fighting rioting civilians. Most turn and run as soon as we arrive, and we cannot slaughter people who have taken to vandalizing shops, even if theirs is a targeted attack. On the other hand, we have killed many Truth Templars and Wildrose Guards, but more seem to keep coming. Her numbers are…shocking. She has her own personal army right here in the city. They are purposely taking the fight to the streets to coax us out. To make the army react and break their siege.” 

“I never expected things to escalate this badly, though I should have,” Keira says softly. “How do we hold an election when the city has fallen into civil war? How do we do it quickly?”

I wrap both my arms around her waist, holding her tight with her back to my chest. “We do it the fae way. And on the backs of dragons.” 

She rotates in my arms. “That doesn’t tell me much, Aldrin.”

“Elections are conducted with magical oaths in this realm. I will use my royal powers of compulsion to force a vote from every single citizen in the Spring Court. They only need to whisper to the wind which candidate they choose by sunset. When it is done, the markings of the oath will cover the winner’s skin for weeks. For that time, every voter will have their new ruler’s name etched into their skin. It is undeniable.” 

“As simple as that?” Her voice wavers. 

“Well…” I rub a hand across my face. “We will need to fly across the court so I can get close enough to all the people to compel them. This magic doesn’t travel particularly far.”

“You can’t just compel your rioting citizens out in the streets to put their weapons down and go home?” She gives me a wry smile, because she already knows the answer, probably thinking of the time I used the same magic at that pixie mound. 

I kiss the tip of her nose. “Yes, I could. The Spring fae would stop what they are doing and bow down to me immediately, but it would only last a handful of heartbeats. The ability is not enough to change the tide of a battle. Besides, I would only be able to control small regions at a time.”

She takes in a long breath and lets it out slowly, tension hunching her shoulders. “So, we roll the dice and call the election tomorrow.”

“We will leave with the sunrise, in a couple of hours. We must start at the edges of the court, covering all the wilds, townships and smaller cities, returning to the City of Vertical Gardens last and hoping Titania doesn’t find out before then. The gods know what she will do to Sasha if she works it out sooner.” My words fall heavily upon us both.

Keira’s shoulders deflate. “I must remember that we are not out of options yet, even if it all seems so bleak.”

“Come.” I take her by the elbow and lead her away from the balcony, toward my quarters. “You’re exhausted. There is still time for you to sleep.” 

“Sleep?” Her eyebrows shoot up. “How can I justify sleeping when our world is ending?” Her hands are on my chest, fingers curling around the edges of my armor as she clings to me desperately. “I feel like I should be fighting right now, not leaving our people to their fate.”

“Keira.” I drag out her name. “There is little you can do tonight. They do not need one more warrior, no matter how powerful. What we must do tomorrow—that is a different story.”

She shakes her head, eyes squeezed tight and lips trembling.

“Let me take care of you.” I pull her into me, placing kisses along her neck and speaking against her soft skin. “Please, Keira. Let me take care of you after everything you’ve been through. You deserve it. Need it.”

A shiver ripples through her and I don’t wait for her answer. She lets out a small yelp as I bend down, scoop her up and throw her over my shoulder, relishing in the press of her soft curves against me. I can’t help the arousal that burns through me.

A hot bath and a bed for sleeping. That is all.
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The moment Aldrin places me on my feet in the simple sleeping chambers, I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him deeply. Gods, I have needed to feel his lips against mine. That earthy scent of forests and flowers, tinged with a hint of his sweat, fills my nose and sends me to paradise, uncoiling every one of my muscles. 

This is home. 

I run my hands through his hair as his multi-day stubble scratches my skin, even though his lips move against mine ever so gently. Passionately. Filled with love. We savor each caress of our tongues and explore each other’s bodies in an unhurried way with hands that tremble. My heart swells and swells with love for this man. I need this closeness to him like I need air. 

The knowledge that we could lose everything tomorrow is overwhelming. That Titania might call me back at any moment. She could lock me away and block my magic, and I would never be able to touch him again. Everything we have between us could so easily fall apart, so I need his affection tonight.

Aldrin’s hands grab my ass, squeezing lightly and lifting me up until I wrap my legs around his hips, then he is crushing me even harder to his chest, like he holds on to me for dear life. Fears of losing me churn through his mind.

He pulls away for a heartbeat, long enough to gaze into my eyes and run a hand down my cheek. There is a deep sadness within that amber stare that examines every inch of me, paired with the pangs that shoot down our bond. 

I must look like a mess. I heal fast when I take my fae form, so all the bumps, bruises and scratches are gone, but I fell from a dragon today. I was stabbed and poisoned multiple times. If the shock of being thrown into a dungeon and told I would be tortured wasn’t enough, the ramifications of my bargain with Sasha sent my mind reeling. 

I know my skin is deathly pale and there are dark circles under my eyes. That my lips are bloodless and curled downward. I see it through him, every excruciating detail that he always seems to notice about me, no matter how I try to hide the trauma.

An instinct flares with him to protect. To soothe away my worries.

Aldrin wraps an arm tightly around my waist, kissing me deeply, and walks into the next room with my legs still wrapped around his hips like I don’t weigh a thing and he doesn’t need to see his way. He shoots out tendrils of his magic to map the space around us instead of pulling his tongue from my mouth.

The sound of metal grinding and water flowing reaches my ears, but I barely notice as he deposits my ass on a counter and begins to strip me out of my leathers. It is an effort to pull the incredibly thin, skintight material from my body, especially with my sweat and a little blood making it stick, but he does it methodically, lovingly, like it is the most important job in the world. His tugs are incredibly gentle, and he runs his hands over every inch of skin as it is revealed. His eyes glitter as they take me in.

“A bath,” he grunts, as though reminding himself. “I am going to look after you.”

Aldrin lifts me, cradling me in his arms and turning swiftly toward a brass bathtub with steam rising off it. The water is scented with rose, my favorite. I groan softly as he lowers me into it. Hot water rushes around my tired and tender body. The sensation is divine. 

“Join me, Aldrin,” I sigh, but he is pulling away.

“There’s not enough space for both of us,” he says, distracted. “Besides, I have already bathed.”

When he returns, he has bottles and soaps in his arms, and he begins to lather one into my hair. His strong hands massage my scalp, first in long strokes, then by digging in his fingers in tight circles, making me melt as he works in the shampoo. He tips my chin up and uses a cup to rinse the suds from my hair. I shudder as the hot water streams down the back of my head and over my spine.

Then his tender touch trails down my back, rubbing soap into it. His strong hands massage my neck and shoulders until the tension floats away with the grime. They band around my waist, cupping my breasts and smearing them with bubbles. He doesn’t miss a single spot, firmly running his fingers down each arm and across my hands, kneading them, followed by my legs and feet. 

All while he caresses me, he ignores his own needs. 

I desperately want to take him in my mouth. To feel him buried deep within me. But I can hardly keep my eyes open, despite my fears and the tremors of anxiety that keep stabbing at me.

Aldrin’s proficient hands slowly slide up the lengths of my thighs and slip between them, leisurely teasing at the swollen flesh. “Let me help you take your mind off the battles to come. To forget, even for a moment, what you have already endured. Let me take care of you.”

His fingers swirl around my clit. Again and again he works me, until small whimpers leave my mouth unbidden as sensual waves crest over me. 

“That is what I want to hear,” he says right in my ear, gripping me tighter with a strong arm pressed over my breasts, the other reaching across my belly to access the apex of my thighs. He doesn’t even care that his sleeves are getting wet.

Then he slips two thick fingers inside me, curling them deep. My body trembles with the sudden influx of pleasure. He sets a slow pace that somehow makes it all the more intense, stroking just the right spots inside of me and rolling my clit to send the tension coiling tighter and tighter within. An erotic fire burns through me, threatening to set me alight. I squeeze my eyes closed. 

His arms are wrapped around me like a vise, holding me in place, and I grip them, desperately needing an anchor. To be even closer to him. Intense ripples of pleasure course through me as my entire body tenses then turns limp as my climax crashes through me, my core fluttering violently around his still-moving fingers. 

“Fuck, I love the feeling of you clamping down around me like that,” Aldrin groans, kissing my temple, cheek and jaw with a tenderness that makes my heart ache. 

I cannot think straight. My entire consciousness floats away in a current of bliss.

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, even if I wanted to. 

Those tides of euphoria continue to roll over me. I am vaguely aware of Aldrin pulling my hair out of the tub and towel-drying it, then running his fingers through the long strands. It is accompanied by a stronger scent of rose, and I realize he is applying my usual styling oil through it. 

The fact that he took the time to notice my routine, then sourced the oil in case I was able to stay with him, makes my heart swell. These little unspoken gestures are the true show of love. To live for someone is so much more than to die for them. 

He pulls me from the tub, supporting my weight and wrapping me up in another fluffy towel, using it to rub down the rest of my body. He brushes my face with one of his large hands. “Don’t ever leave my side again, Keira. Don’t go the next time she calls you.”

“She will have no claim over me after tomorrow.” I ignore what will happen if we lose. His expression shutters as the same thought crosses his mind, the panic of it reaching me from across the bond. “Hey,” I whisper, running my hands up his chest and holding his face, forcing him to look into my eyes. “Only think of right now. It gets far too overwhelming otherwise.”

Aldrin nods, lifting me from my feet and carrying me to the bed. He places me among the pillows and furs ever so gently, as though I am breakable, then lies on the linens beside me, taking in every line of my bare form. His hand rests upon my belly, but he doesn’t try to take anything. 

My shaking hands fall to the laces of his trousers, fumbling to get them undone. Determined to give something back to him, I try to prop myself up on one elbow, to begin to climb down his body, but my arm gives out. Aldrin takes both of my hands in one of his and leads them away from his groin. “Please stop,” he murmurs. “You don’t need to do a thing for me.”

“I want to take care of you, too,” I whisper.

“You already have. You don’t understand the pleasure it gives me to tend to your needs. To make you climax. Especially tonight. I just need to hold you close. Can you do that for me?”

A groan leaves him as I unbutton his tunic, pulling aside the two halves, and nestle into the side of his hard body, skin on skin. I rest my head on his pectoral and close my eyes. Warmth curls around me as his hand strokes up and down the length of my spine, the touch far too soothing for me to resist the call of sleep. 

I find peace sprawled out across him. 

Aldrin pulls the blankets up, tucking us in. “Sleep, dear heart.” The rumble of his voice vibrates through his chest and into my ear resting upon it. “There are still a couple of hours until dawn and you need your rest. I will wake you when it is time.” 

Right before I drift off, an unnatural heat builds within me, running through my very veins. I let out a sigh as he channels threads of his healing magic into me, replenishing my energy and stealing the sheer exhaustion from my soul. Undoing the physical traumas of the day.

He needs all his power for tomorrow’s trials, but Aldrin has always been far too good at giving, and terrible at taking.
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“It would make sense for us to go our separate ways.” I fasten the buckles on Aldrin’s armor, slowly moving down his chest and avoiding his eyes. “To cover the ground quicker, if what you say is true, and I can send out the royal compulsion to vote just as you can.”

“No fucking way.” He uses a single finger to tip my chin up, forcing me to look at him. I catch his face falling. “I don’t care about sense, Keira. I can’t let you go. I need you in my arms for this. To hold on to you and know that Titania hasn’t torn you away again.”

“You will know through the mate bond.” My voice breaks.

“I need this like I need air. We ride together,” he demands, and I cannot deny him. 

He helps me don my armor, not the signature piece we had crafted for me that is now somewhere in the palace, but whatever bits and pieces we could borrow from the female warriors fighting for us. I glamour it as best I can, making the metal panels shiny and new, with many gold embellishments.

When we step out into the tavern’s rooftop garden, only a hint of dawn bleeds an orange glow across the sky. Ezekiel’s familiar form glides through it, approaching us. The warm light glitters across the white-and-gold scales of the dragon’s back and the ground trembles as his huge form lands before us. 

He throws his wings up wide, stretching them while the sun illuminates every bone and vein in a radiant glow, as though his very flesh is on fire. He yawns deeply, putting on display row after row of pearly white teeth each almost as long as my forearm, while he whips his tail around and digs his claws into the stone, leaving long channels in it.

He is preening, that much is for sure. It doesn’t change the fact that he is absolutely majestic.

Fucking show-off, Aldrin growls in my head, but his voice is threaded with amusement. 

A show-off that we desperately need, so if he wants us to grovel, we grovel, I chide. We both know he and his clan are in this city just as much for their entertainment as they are for any loyalty to you.

Aldrin grunts at that, but we have both seen it: dragons descending on columns of Truth Templars in the night, and instead of killing them efficiently, playing with their food. Bodies tossed in the air. Enemies made to run and scatter so they can have the pleasure of hunting them down. 

The dragons remind me of cats from the human realm, as beautiful as they are sardonic. At least I could never be on the menu for a kitten.

Ezekiel finally cranes his long neck around to look at us. Aldrin, you never told me your people were so…tasty. He chuffs, like he told a hilarious joke.

My stomach rolls at the thought.

“I’ll have to take your word for it.” Aldrin’s eyebrows furrow. “We need to leave as soon as possible⁠—”

You want to leave the city when we are having so much fun here? Why not stay and butcher your way into the palace? Make those stairs run red with the blood of your enemies. Use our fire, ice and poison to make them hurt. Then no others would dare take your throne. Ezekiel is manic with glee at the prospect. 

“We have discussed this,” Aldrin snaps. “You know why I cannot fight my way into the palace.”

Patience, I send to Aldrin’s mind. You know the dragons like to play games. But I feel it too. We cannot lose even a moment of time here, arguing over something that has already been negotiated. 

Because the tyrant will take your mate. The dragon tips his head to the side, considering deeply. Dragons also mate for life, and there is nothing they value more than their family, not even the thrill of violence. Then we fly and turn the entire court against her.

We climb Ezekiel’s tail and mount his back with quick efficiency, settling down together between the ivory spines of his shoulder blades. Aldrin wraps his arms around my middle, weaving ropes of air to hold us in our seat. With powerful beats of the dragon’s wings, we are lifted off the balcony and into a sky quickly turning pink. 

Relief floods me that the bargain doesn’t stop me undertaking this mission. I wasn’t completely sure it wouldn’t drag me back under the clause of not causing Titania harm, but I am calling an election, not a rebellion set on removing her head from her shoulders. I keep my intention to eventually return to the palace and my captivity firmly within mind, and it stops the drag of the magic from urging me back. 

The entire City of Vertical Gardens shrinks beneath us.

The sight is breathtaking.

The sharp, decorative angles of the buildings with peaks and spires and delicately arching bridges spanning between them are surreal when glimpsed all together. The thousands of balconies with greenery draping from them reaching up those mountainous structures; the huge trees with floral canopies branching over great heights. The many azure streams and waterfalls glittering vibrantly as they crisscross over the entire city. 

The beauty of the capital is not something I could have imagined before coming here, even in my wildest dreams. 

It is clear the city is in turmoil. Far too many streets are clogged with the silhouettes of tiny bodies thrashing and fighting. Others have been cleared out where the battle has moved on, but the stain of spilled blood is evidence of the violence that has unfolded there.

We leave the City of Vertical Gardens, flying high above the meadows surrounding it, awash with a rainbow of spring wildflowers and hundreds of moonstone portals. Then we pass over thick canopies of dense forest.

I open myself up completely to Aldrin, the bond between us sparking brightly and bringing our souls so closely aligned that they almost feel as one. There is a deep intimacy in this, as our minds fuse, our bodies become tightly attuned to each other, and our reservoirs of raw magic meld so he can take just as much from mine as his own. 

Aldrin’s fingers tighten around my hips as his heart hammers so hard I can feel it against my back. Every muscle in his body is incredibly tight, his mind anticipating every way this call to vote can go wrong. I force my own calm certainty into him, making it unclench each knot in his body, because surely the gods will be on our side this time. 

Perhaps it is easier to have blind hope when I risk myself and not the man I love. 

Aldrin pulls on that royal magic, infusing my power with his, and sends out a blanket command that spreads for miles and miles from the point we pass over. One that forces each fae of this court to partake in the vote for who will rule: us or Titania. 

One by one, they are bound to vote by sunset. 

It is incredibly humbling, being connected to all these people, even for a heartbeat of time. Feeling not only their presence, but their shocked reactions to our call.

There is no time for politics. None to convince these fae of the wilds and countryside that we are the better rulers. That Titania will only bring ruination. We will have the votes of the low fae of the wilds, especially those who suffer from neglect, but their numbers are far fewer than the high fae. The rest is out of our hands. 

Aldrin’s grip on me becomes tighter the longer we work, his arms becoming two iron bands around my waist, terrified to let me go. I grip his thighs, nestling my head into his chest while he places his chin on top of it. 

Sweat coats both of us, and his heart rate never settles. There is so much fear between us, but we do not speak of it. 

We pass over a jagged, rocky mountainscape that holds multiple perfectly circular pools of deep blue water. Each one is the size of a castle, located on a different tier and feeding into each other through waterfalls. Every single basin has its own Lake Maiden, an abundance of nymphs and large sentient water sprites. In a not-too-distant valley, there is a bone-white city full of domes and arches. It is small compared to the capital, but thousands of high fae live there. 

All are called to vote. 

We leave out none, including those from places where they are unlikely to favor us. To exclude them would be to invalidate the election.

We move on and on, while the sun rises, hits its peak in the sky, then moves down toward the horizon again. Over an immense manor house with a bell tower surrounded by acres of rose gardens filled with flower nymphs. Through a jungle with widely spaced trees as tall as Appleshield Castle, with townships of fae built right into trunks and canopies, many of the treehouses hanging over dizzying drops. 

We pass over a city built right over the precipice where a colossal river crashes down in a violent mile of continuous waterfall into the sea, with many wheels spinning in the torrent to generate energy. 

All are snared in our royal compulsion. Even the towns and cities that threw fruit at me when I first arrived in this court.

“I wanted you to see all of our court, but not like this.” Aldrin’s voice vibrates through my body pressed up against his chest. I know what he means. Not with the threat of impending doom hanging over us. Not so briefly, without a chance to take it all in.

I rub my hand up and down his thigh soothingly. “When we take the throne, we will visit every part of the Spring Court. We have so much work to do.”

“I look forward to it.” He kisses my neck. 

I turn to Aldrin in my seat, stomach lurching as Ezekiel suddenly banks left. “Are you ready for the most dangerous part, Aldrin? To return to the capital?”

He groans. “Can’t we just skip them? That place is a fucking nightmare.”

“Not if we want to appease our supporters and have concrete evidence against any who are indoctrinated by Titania. You know she will say the election was tampered with and false. We cannot give her anything to work with.”

“I know.” He pulls me even closer. “The moment we make the call over the city, she will become aware of what we are doing. She will try to stop it.” 

“Then we stick to the plan. As soon as the sun goes down and we have won, the second my bargain is broken, we storm the palace with everything we have and we kill the tyrant. I will do it with my teeth and bare hands if I have to.” The bargain flares within me at the thought, but it won’t be able to do a damned thing once we win. 

Fury boils within me whenever I consider Titania. Every torment she has put us and the fae of the capital through, just to keep her twisted grasp on power. To feed her ego. 

Her life is forfeit. 

She does not deserve mercy or to be heard at a trial. Not when her crimes are clear to see. It twists up my insides and has an inferno of rage burning bright within me that she is not dead already.

Any politicians of her inner circle who aided in her atrocities are also marked for death. The Truth Templars and the Wildrose Guard who enacted her will. I’ll do it myself, even if my hands are marked red for the rest of my life from all the blood I will spill. The only fae who may receive an exemption are those civilians who were caught up in her web of lies.

The sun sits huge and heavy over the horizon as we glide back toward the City of Vertical Gardens, still two hours until it sets. Ezekiel circles around the outskirts of the city, slowly winding his way in as we compel the people below to vote. Aldrin’s huge body wrapped around mine becomes stiffer by the moment in anticipation. 

Titania must know. 

Her retribution must be in action right now.

We cannot feel a hint of it. My heart aches at the thought of what she must be doing to Sasha in my place, and I only hope that we can seize power in time to rescue her before any permanent damage is done. 

We spiral closer and closer to the palace, both trembling with fatigue and the drain on our magic. The pull is so much greater here, with so many fae in one place. Ezekiel flies us right over the wealthy districts hugging the core of the city, then up the spires and peaks of the palace itself. Relief floods me the moment he pulls away. The entirety of the Spring Court has been summoned to vote, with the sun only an hour away from setting. 

Our destiny is in fate’s hands now.

I glance over my shoulder, taking in Aldrin’s wild eyes. “We did it! We actually called the vote in a single day.” I laugh out loud. Triumph makes my heart light.

“Yes, we did,” he says softly. “Whatever else happens, we have that.”

I feel untouchable as we fly though the city and back to our headquarters. We will band with others to replenish our magic, then we will pick up our weapons and storm the palace.

I won’t even consider the possibility of losing the election. Of how we would have no moves left and I would be stuck as a prisoner to that woman. 

Ezekiel lands roughly on the rooftop balcony, jarring my bones. His exhaustion is clear in the way his wings hang low and he huffs steam without making a single snarky retort. 

“Thank you, my friend.” Aldrin reaches around me to touch the dragon king’s shoulder, still keeping his other arm around my waist. “We couldn’t have done this without you. The next time your kingdom is under attack by a rival king, you will have my army at your back.”

I have traveled to another realm for you, Aldrin, King of the Spring Fae. I expect your gold at my disposal as well. Ezekiel lets out a tired wheeze. Now get off me so I can devour a few of your enemies, then sleep.

Aldrin laughs and says something cheerful, but I can hardly hear his voice over the ringing in my head. The entire world spins and dips around me, a numbness radiating from my chest. 

I blink multiple times, then shake my head to dispel the sensation.

It only worsens. 

It must be the sheer fatigue of the day getting the best of me. Or magic depletion.

Then I raise my hand before my eyes and gape at it in horror. 

Ash rises up from it. 

Thin tendrils curl away from my fingertips, and deep glowing cracks form across my hands. They travel slowly down my wrists, over my body, creeping up my face, stinging like cold seeping into the flesh. 

“Aldrin!” I cry out, but even my own voice sounds distant.

Devastation blooms across his face. “No! No, Keira! Don’t go. Don’t leave me. You have to fight it. I can’t do this without you.” Aldrin lifts me in my seat, rotating me so I face him, then crushes me to his chest. His hands are in my hair, his lips on my rapidly deteriorating face, but I can’t speak anymore. Too much of my body has turned to those channels of ash and I am only half here. 

“No,” Aldrin continues to whisper while his tears fall upon me. “No. Nooo⁠—”

This slow rip and pull away from my current location is painful, as I fragment and exist in two places at once. I try to fight it with everything I have, to stay with Aldrin, but the power of the bargain was bestowed upon the fae by the gods, and it is not a thing a mere mortal can resist. 

Its power is weakened, as though it does not know whether it is still in place with the election in motion. Perhaps we are winning. Perhaps it all rests on the tip of a knife’s blade and could go either way. The fact remains that the sun has not yet set and I am still at her mercy.

I slip out of Aldrin’s grasp and his animalistic cry is of pure heartbreak. It cuts off abruptly as I am suddenly somewhere else completely. 

I open my eyes, hunched over and dragging in a ragged breath like my head has been held underwater for too long. Fiery swirling eyes are right before my face. Lips tattooed black and curled in a cruel smile. Golden runes etched into pale skin, framed by black hair and a crown that doesn’t belong on her head. 

Titania inspects me. 

I try to bring up my fist, to plant it directly in her sneer and bloody up her teeth with as much force as I can manage, but my first instinct is a mistake. The glow of the bargain ties my arms tightly to my sides in magical restraints. 

“Welcome back, little mouse.” She grabs my chin and slices her nails through my cheeks. “I have fun games planned for us.”

The blood immediately drains from my head as I am confronted by this nightmare.

Aldrin is a frantic mess in the back of my mind. He can hardly breathe, running his hands through his hair and near pulling it out, cursing and raging, screaming internally for me to come back.

I have to partially block him out, if I am going to survive here. He is normally the voice of calm reason within my head, but he has reached his limit and has been broken by it.

My gaze darts away from the High Chancellor, who blocks most of my visual field, as I try to find an advantage in this situation. Anyone I can hold as hostage against her, because my magic won’t fight her directly. 

We are in the throne room, with probably fifty Wildrose Guards circling around us. I expect to find Sasha bloody and beaten, a crumpled heap on the ground. To see a dead, limp body with those blue-green eyes staring and sightless. Instead, my gaze meets hers over Titania’s shoulder, through the bars of a highly ornate golden birdcage big enough to fit a fae. Tears streak down her face. 

There isn’t a single scratch on her, but I can sense the magic of our bargain still thrumming strong and realize she did not betray our swap. 

Rainier lies a bloodied mess before her cage, puffy, blackened eyes half open but hardly able to move. Sasha has her hands through the bars, stroking his hair. I know with terrible certainty that she watched them beat her son in front of her while he tried to protect her, without being able to help him. Even now, she can’t heal him without Spring magic.

Titania digs her fingernails in deeper and drags my face back toward hers, still only inches away. “You can imagine my surprise when I tossed the Queen of Nothing into this golden cage to put her on display for the entire city, and all the glamour fell from her. You see, the unique alloy of the bars stops magic.” All humor is gone from her voice.

She tosses me backward, and I stagger until I hit something hard. The chest of a man. I shudder with repulsion, because I know exactly who clutches my shoulder with one hand and brings a blade to my throat with the other. 

Torin. 

It’s always fucking Torin.

“That made me think there must be a spy in my midst.” Titania prances away from me, still holding my eye. “One with the exceptional glamour magic that only Aldrin’s most loyal Commander of the Special Forces is capable of, so I had all my people checked.” 

“Of course my mother takes credit for my discoveries,” Torin snickers under his breath, only loud enough for me to hear.

She whirls toward the cages. “I want to know where Florian is,” she snarls, lips peeling back from her teeth.

My stomach drops as Torin turns me so I can see three cages: one empty, one with Sasha sprawled on her side, and the final with Drake crouching inside, all hints of his disguise gone. He reaches out as far as his arm can extend toward his son, not quite able to touch him, talking to him in a constant, low stream. Utter devastation twists his features and tears glisten on his cheeks. He only has eyes for Rainier, ignoring everyone else in the room.

Fear and rage churn within me, and I pull up my magic. Nothing can hold me back any longer.

I need justice now. 

I need violence now.

There is a blade at my throat, but I don’t care if Torin kills me with it, so long as I get to unleash my wrath. 

I care! Aldrin roars in my mind. I care if you live or die! Don’t you dare risk yourself.

Titania grabs a glass flute from a platter on a delicate table and throws it at the bars of Drake’s cage. I jolt as it shatters, covering him in white wine and glass shards. He doesn’t even flinch, but his eyes flick to her momentarily. 

“Where. Is. Florian?” she yells at him.

He rises to his full, imposing height, menace rolling off him as he cracks his thick neck from side to side, the muscles within it bulging. “I did to Florian what I promised I would do years ago when the Winter Wars ended. He has been fertilizer for trees for months now.” Drake grins wide, revealing a split lip and blood on his teeth.

“Mother. Let me drag him out of that cage and beat him within an inch of his life for speaking to you like that,” Torin growls, the tip of his blade scratching my neck in his distraction.

Titania flicks her long black nails, still stained with my blood. “He is far too powerful and unpredictable.” She stalks right up to the cage, staying far enough away that he can’t grab her when he tries. “Florian might be feeding trees, but I wonder which vermin you’ll be feeding after we hang your cage from the palace walls? How long will it take you to die while they nibble on your body?”

My throat tightens as I finally piece together what she has planned for us. 

“Torin.” Titania snaps her fingers at him. “Toss the little girl into her cage. I tire of this.”

He doesn’t move. “Don’t you want to get answers out of her? I can be creative and work around the bargain. Torture one of the other two, perhaps. That will make her speak.”

“Who cares what Aldrin has planned?” She rolls her eyes. “He will be dead before sunrise. Into the cage with her.”

I fall forward, losing my footing as Torin drags me along and pulls me back upright by my hair. “Don’t fall if you don’t want to slash open your own throat with my blade,” he growls in my ear. “Though that would be a better fate than what we have planned for you.” 

The moment he pushes me into the cage and slams the door shut behind me, my power winks out and my connection to Aldrin is completely gone. I can’t breathe without the mate bond, no matter how I suck in air. Some vital piece I need to survive is gone, deprived, and I will surely die in seconds like this. 

I didn’t realize how much I had grown to need the constant warmth of his presence within my mind. My body shakes from the loss of it, like an addict suddenly cut off from the drug they depend on. Panic rises within me in the tiny enclosed space of the cage, the golden bars suffocating me.

Torin’s voice distantly floats to me. “And what about Rainier?”

“Toss him in the dungeons. He is no use to us right now.” Titania dismisses both men.

“I could kill him now and save us all the effort,” Torin snaps.

His mother lets out a long-suffering sigh and speaks as though to an idiot. “Rainier has been useful. I intend to keep using him. I will not kill him because he doesn’t have the stomach for torture and got in the way when you suggested as much. Who knows, maybe he has a little crush on one of these two pretty, pathetic women. Maybe you should be less heavy-handed next time and try to use your words while he is still able to speak.”

“It was more than that,” Torin grumbles softly. “You only care when you are defied, not me.” He grabs Rainier by the feet and drags him away. Sasha screeches, and the sound is heartbreaking. It melds so perfectly with my own torment. I don’t dare look at Drake’s face.

In all the drama, I don’t immediately notice the guards approaching our cages with huge, curling spikes in hand that match the golden bars. Others circle around them with spears, converging on each of us. I try to scurry away from them, heart racing frantically, but there is nowhere to go. They approach from all directions. 

I throw up my hands in surrender.

I pull on my magic to fight back, but nothing works.

Four guards thrust their spears between the bars and skewer me from each direction, the sharp tips sliding across my armor until they find gaps between the plates. The screech of metal on metal is horrendous. From the screams beside me, I know they do the same to Drake and Sasha. 

My vision blacks in and out.

Agony shoots through me from wounds that are expertly placed to penetrate flesh and muscle, but not organs. Those spearheads twist a little as they hold me in place, refusing to release me from this torment.

Confusion floods me until the guards holding the spikes sweep in, slotting them into place within the cage. They work with frantic energy, rushing to get away from me as quickly as possible, like I am a dangerous, unpredictable creature, and not a powerless, caged beast.

Those spearheads are finally pulled from my flesh, and blood gushes from the wounds, spilling down my body and all over the floor of my cage. I cry out. My head spins, but I cannot collapse. Not with those spikes in place around the edges of the cage. If I fall, I will be impaled upon them. They are tall enough to reach the middle of my chest and each as thick as an arm, coming to an incredibly sharp point.

The guards do not leave me in peace. No, they use longswords to slice away the straps of my armor, expertly removing my chest plate and arm guards, leaving cuts all over my body.

Titania stalks right up to my cage, but stops a foot short, her lips curling into a self-satisfied smirk. “Try not to die too quickly, Queen of Nothing.”
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There is an icy chill to the air up here, strung so high on the palace wall with the city sprawled out beneath us. The strangest calm sits over the streets, as though every single person holds their breath, waiting for the calamity to unfold when the sun dips below the horizon. It sits heavily over that precipice, illuminating the churned clouds with the prettiest pink light.

Nothing, absolutely nothing, has the right to be beautiful in this moment.

The siege remains in place around the palace. The rows of the Spring Court army hold their places. A lesser force of Wildrose Guards and Truth Templars face off with them at a distance of twenty feet, but they do not engage. 

It is like we are all frozen in a single heartbeat of time, too afraid to breathe. Waiting to learn who won the election.

I sway, my head becoming fuzzy, but quickly catch myself as my arm brushes one of the spikes. That gentle contact slices both fabric and flesh, and a long, red line appears across my arm, a drop of blood rolling down it. I curse inwardly as I suck in a breath at the pain of the shallow wound. 

The spikes must be magically enhanced to be so damned sharp. There are six of them, placed around me and only inches away in all directions, forcing me to hold perfectly still in the center of my cage. I am covered in my own blood, large amounts dried and crusted, with fresh trickles running over the top. I can’t stop shaking, and not from the cold. Shock has set into my very bones.

Something scampers across the top of the wall that our three cages hang from, and I whip around too fast trying to get a look at it, earning myself another stinging slice. I only catch the tips of long, pointed ears and a bushy tail belonging to a small creature.

“By the fucking gods,” Drake spits. “Sasha, please tell me you can make sure the pixies, doxies and puka don’t try to eat us alive. Or any other vermin.”

My eyes widen as I stare at him, my skin flushing. “Are you joking? Please tell me you’re joking!”

“I wish I fucking was. These cages are relics from the dark ages. Fae would be left in them to die. You can imagine how long that takes for our kind, even with the beasts nibbling on you. Thank fuck there are no crows in this realm.” Drake runs his hands over his face and across his short-cropped hair, only succeeding in smearing blood over burgundy skin.

“I could keep them away if I had access to my magic, but I don’t.” Sasha’s voice is flat and her eyes look dead already. There are tear tracks down her face, creating clean channels among the pink smeared there. 

“How? How can you do that?” I gasp.

“It is my extra ability. Some of us have them. I can control the mindless beasts. I have an affinity for low fae, and charisma with high fae.” She shrugs, as though nothing really matters anymore.

“Keira. Can you speak to Aldrin?” Drake asks urgently. 

“No. The mate bond is silent.” That intense pang of longing and need throbs again, almost ripping me apart.

“One silver lining is that we won’t live for long in these modified cages. The moment we pass out, these spikes are impaling us.” Sasha’s voice is neutral, but she shakes so badly, it is clearly visible. 

“Those bastards want us to die quickly,” Drake snarls. “To be a distraction for Aldrin and our army. That is why they bleed us out and put these fucking spikes in here. But we aren’t going to do that. We won’t pass out. We keep each other awake until Aldrin is victorious and takes the throne. He will free us when he does. You will both win tonight, Keira. I know it in my bones. We just need that fucking sun to go down and turn the tide of the battle.”

This doesn’t feel real. 

It can’t be. 

I have come too far, won so many battles against Titania, only to die in another one of her cages. My body slips to the side again, the exhaustion and shock settling around me like a heavy blanket. A flash of white-hot agony rips through me as my side is stabbed an inch deep by another spike. I grind my teeth through the pain as I extract myself off the metal. 

I can’t even hold myself in place by gripping the bars of the cage. The contact burns my skin after seconds and my palms are covered in welts from my attempts. 

Silence falls over us as we watch the sun inch closer to the horizon. When half its brightly burning form is hidden, the heights of the sky turn a deep indigo. When only a hint of the sun remains visible, the clouds turn black. My heart pounds roughly when it sets completely, only a silver glow across the sky giving any indication it was there at all.

I frantically check my hands, wrists and arms for the mark, pulling up my dirty sleeves, desperate to learn the results of the election. There is nothing at all on my flesh. 

“Why—why is there no mark?” I cry. “Did we do it wrong?” Tears spring to my eyes, blurring my vision, as my heart sinks. 

We risked everything for this. 

It was our final gamble.

“Look. LOOK!” Drake calls out, pointing to the fae in the siege far below. 

Golden light swirls around them, trailing upward from their arms, escaping through clothing and armor. The people react frantically, forgetting their posts for a heartbeat of time, lowering weapons and dragging up sleeves to examine their wrists. Some even pull off arm guards to witness the results of the election. 

Their voices carry all the way up to us, growing in volume and agitation until they become shouts and arguments. That golden light is dazzling with so many marks exposed at once, but they are too far away for me to make out whose name is written there. 

“Can anyone read what the mark says?” I choke out, glancing between my two fellow captives. “Gods, I can’t read it!”

“It is too fucking far away.” Drake’s eyes are wild as they dart across the disintegrating battle lines below.

“The magic-blocking properties of the cages are stopping us from getting our mark, aren’t they?” My throat closes up as he nods.

Drake stands, earning multiple scrapes from the spikes that he hardly seems to notice, and rattles his cage. I cringe at the smoke streaming from his tightly balled fists. “Hey! HEY! Who won the election?” he screams to the people down below, but they cannot hear us. Drake shouts and shouts, until he finally exhausts himself and kneels back down, head in his hands.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Sasha mutters. 

Almost as soon as the words are out of her mouth, an eerie, disembodied voice floats to us. It echoes in all the empty space around us, amplified by the many plinths around the city used for official announcements. My reaction is visceral, every single muscle tensing.

“It is time to rise up and kill the false king!” Titania roars, and my heart sinks. “He thinks he can steal the throne from right underneath us. That he can force you to vote with manipulated magic, and corrupt the results! Aldrin did not win the election fairly. I would have won an honest election. His name etched on your skin is nothing but lies.”

I turn to Drake, my mouth hanging open and all my words gone. He gives me a feral grin. One that does not match his dire position. 

“You did it, Keira.” His voice is gravelly. “You won the throne back fairly.”

This was Aldrin’s dream: to win back the popular vote. It is not enough, nowhere near enough to put us in a position to rule again, but it legitimizes our planned sacking of the palace and Titania’s death at our hands.

“The bargain no longer holds me!” I practically wail, something breaking deep inside of me. A well that held in all the fear and doubt, allowing it to wash free from my soul. “She can never call me back from Aldrin’s side again. I can kill her, if I can get my hands on her.”

“RISE UP FOR ME!” Titania continues. “Take up arms and protect your Spring Court from ruin at the hands of that incompetent fool. Only I can save you. He will empty the coffers with handouts, and then raise the taxes so you pay for his spending spree. He only cares about low fae, foreigners and humans. You will suffer under Aldrin’s rule.”

I am so sick of hearing that woman’s lies. It is about time someone silenced her indefinitely. 

“Aldrin would force you to abandon your current lifestyles,” Titania screeches. “Compel you to leave the businesses you have worked so hard to build and move to the wilds. And why? So you can give all your precious magic to low fae who don’t want to work. Who are neglecting the lands and their own children. Why should we high fae live in the wilds to serve them? We were born with greater power and should keep what is ours. We are the superior fae. Humans and low fae should bow before us, not the other way around. RISE UP and fight this injustice!”

Her words have a drastic effect on the scene below us. 

My heart stops. 

Wildrose Guards and Truth Templars charge the siege line of the Spring Court army, letting out a mighty roar with their swords and axes held high. I jolt as those two lines crash together. The rippling air shields of our army take the brunt of the force, but it still pushes the rows of soldiers backward into each other. It is utter madness. Shouts and screams, and the ringing of metal on metal. Crimson spraying in clouds. Bodies falling to the ground and not getting up again. So much death.

My stomach twists. My eyes dry out from staring at the horrors before me. 

I have never felt more helpless.

Then the common people stream out of their homes, some fighting each other in bloody, brutal battles and others racing toward the palace, swarming the army there. The greenery all around the city comes alive, joining the civil war as fae tap into their Spring magic. 

Vines tear people limb from limb. Huge branches swing out and toss rioters from balconies. The ground opens up and swallows others whole. There are even fireballs lighting up the night, wielded by fae with a little Summer magic.

I finally understand why so many high fae follow Titania so passionately, no matter her atrocities. It is not because they are stupid or naive. They see her faults and just don’t care. Because she praises them and raises them up above the rest. They don’t need to do a single damned thing to be special. To be treated as more important, more deserving. 

They fall into a specific set of requirements by birth and they are told they are automatically better. It doesn’t matter if they have never achieved a good thing in their lives; they are superior. Included within the inner circle of elites, and everyone craves that. 

Take from the low fae. Harm them without remorse. It is your right as the superior race. I cringe at the thought.

The beating of immense wings forces me to drag my eyes away from the battle and to the skies. I hold my breath as two shimmering dragons arrive, each carrying a rider with hair of flames. Tears spill down my face as I recognize the primal forms of my father and sister, coming for me while the rest of the world rips itself apart. 

I suddenly wonder where the Appleshield army is down below and who is leading it. Probably Liam, the new Captain of the Protector Guard. 

The dragons perch on the vertical wall on either side of me, their long claws digging deep grooves into the stone. They land so close that the motion makes my cage sway. I am forced to grab the bars to make sure I don’t slip and impale myself on one of the spikes. A whimper escapes me at the burn that shoots through my palms and up my arms.

My father carefully walks along the dragon’s thickly muscular leg to reach me. I hope to the gods he has wielded ropes of air to tether himself, but I cannot tell with my magic taken away.

Fury is etched into every line of his features and his hands shake at the sight of my condition. “Hold on tight, Keira. I will get you out of there,” he growls. “You have been so incredibly brave, my precious girl. Just a little longer.”

“We will get you all out of these cages,” Caitlin promises on my other side, her lips downturned as she mirrors my father’s steps across her own dragon to get to me. “You really know how to get yourself into trouble. I swear it is more extreme each time we have to rescue you.” We both laugh, but the sound comes out threaded with sobs.

They converge on the golden cage’s lock and Caitlin reaches a hand toward it.

“Don’t touch the bars!” I warn. “They will suck up your magic and burn you.”

An explosion tears out below. Multiple levels of apartments collapse in on themselves as flames lick up around them. A blast of hot air hits us and sends the cage rocking. Both my father and sister are forced to grip the masonry of the palace wall until the shockwaves disappear.

“Stay as far back as you can, Keira,” my father orders. “Caitlin, we will pool our magic and melt the cage. Let’s focus on the lock first, otherwise we can damage and pull away the bars.” 

Caitlin nods. They both place their hands over it, streaming their fire magic into the golden mechanism. The heat flushes my face, becoming almost unbearable. The lock glows a bright red, and the air around it distorts, but the cage doesn’t melt, bend or bow. 

The structure simply absorbs whatever magic is given to it, like it is hungry for more. 

They have no luck with the bars either. My father tries to slam them with brute force, using an axe first, then his bare hands. His teeth are gritted and he looks like a man possessed, not reacting to the welts that form on his flesh. Not even when they bleed and steam rises off them. Caitlin tries to pick the lock, earning burns of her own, but nothing works.

“By the fucking Soul Ripper!” my father growls, the flames in his eyes flaring. “I am running out of ideas to get you out of this damned cage!” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I never wanted any of this for you, Keira. For any of my children.” 

He swings back to the lock and channels a violent blast of intense raw magic into it, so much that whatever doesn’t hit its mark ends up crashing against my skin in shocking waves. All that power soaks into the bars, making them glow. He falls back, panting, and my heart stops for a horrible moment, because I fear he is going to pitch right off the side of his dragon. 

“It is no use,” Drake calls out. “The locks are enchanted to Titania’s voice alone. She has to release the spell or die. There has never been a documented case in history where someone was able to break out of a golden cage.”

“I will kill that fucking woman,” my father snaps.

“Not if I get to her first,” Caitlin sneers. My sister puts her arm through the bars and takes my hand in hers. I clutch onto it like it is a lifeline. Like it is the only thing that will save me. “Don’t give up hope. You are so close to victory. You just need to survive tonight.”

I glance between them as more explosions and screams ring out below. “You need to leave. To fight at Aldrin’s side and help him win this last push. There is nothing you can do for me.” My heart breaks at the expressions on both their faces. The devastation.

“Don’t you dare say that! Don’t you dare ask a father to do such a thing! I am not leaving here without you.” His voice breaks.

“We can help,” Caitlin cries. “What if they come for you? What if an animal attacks? You are so defenseless here.”

“Aldrin needs you,” I plead. “I need you, not here, but in the fight. I can still protect myself from attacks by vermin.” I pause, then ask the question I have been dreading the answer to. “Where is Aldrin?” It is a surprise that he would send someone else to rescue me, instead of coming himself.

My father and sister give each other a significant look, but say nothing.

“Where is Aldrin?” I repeat, fear rising within me.

“He…got bogged down in the battle on the way here,” my father says cautiously, but he doesn’t look me in the eye.

“Father. Tell me the full truth.” My voice is stern, but I shake like a leaf in the wind as horror seeps into me, chilling me down to the bone.

“His dragon was shot down on our flight to you. A bolt that I am sure didn’t hit him,” my sister says. “He was adamant on coming here himself.”

“Caitlin! She has enough to worry about!”

They bicker between themselves, but I can no longer hear what they say.

A loud thump reverberates as the entire wall shakes and pebbles of mortar rain down from it. A massive steel bolt protrudes from the wall just above my cage, narrowly missing my father’s dragon. Both creatures flap their wings and ripple their muscles, and from the looks on my father and Caitlin’s faces, the dragons are screeching in their heads to retreat. Another bolt arches rapidly toward us, but flies wide. 

Then I spot where they are coming from. 

A tower with anti-dragon missile launchers on its rooftop. 

“You need to leave! You’re only going to get us all killed,” Drake yells, his cage swinging violently. “Even this motion could get us impaled on these spikes.”

My father’s face pales. 

“Go,” I whisper. “You must! Those dragons are ready to drop you.”

He squeezes my shoulder through the bars and stares into my eyes. Something dies within his. “Remember that I love you. That I will always fight for you, no matter the battle.”

With those last words, he and my sister leap onto their dragons’ backs, two more bolts narrowly missing them as they swoop away.
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Iam falling, falling, falling.

The air rushes by, tossing my hair up into my face. My stomach lurches. We are spiraling through the sky, and it is sheer blind luck that we haven’t hit a building or platform yet. The bolt through Ezekiel’s back narrowly missed me, but he is out cold, wings flailing uselessly. 

Edmund and Caitlin left us behind after Ezekiel took the first bolt, when he was forced to turn back from our mad flight to the palace. When we could still do so safely and I could leap on the back of another dragon. 

They didn’t see the second and third strike.

All I can hope is that they were able to get Keira out of that damned golden cage.

I throw out my magic, trying to weave ropes of air to anchor us or send forth thick vines to catch our fall, but they keep snapping under the force of our descent. My heart races frantically. 

I refuse to die here. 

There is still so much left undone. 

Keira—oh gods, Keira is still within the clutches of my greatest enemy. 

The air is forced out of my chest as a great weight slams into us from the side. At first I think we have met the ground, but then another equal impact hits us from the other side. We are very suddenly no longer falling, but rising upward instead. 

To my left, Bartholomew’s massive form props up his father. Red blood spills from Ezekiel’s wounds, trickling in rivulets from his gold-and-white scales onto the midnight galaxy of his son’s. On the other side, a red dragon shoulders the rest of her king’s weight.

The flight is awkward. We lurch violently downward multiple times; Ezekiel’s blood-soaked form is slick and difficult for the other dragons to hold on to, but we finally reach the rooftop garden of my secret base and land with a rough thud.

I immediately leap from Ezekiel’s back as the dragons converge on him. More land around us, making the ground shake. They roll their king so the bolts piercing him are accessible. Wisps of light matching the color of each dragon float from their forms into Ezekiel as they transfer their essence to him, but it isn’t enough. 

Bartholomew rears up on his hind legs, wrapping his front claws around one of those protrusions, ready to yank it out, when I dart forward.

“Wait!” I yell. “Let me heal him while you remove it.” The dragons pause, noticing me for the first time, and I rush to place my hands on Ezekiel’s neck. 

The scales beneath my touch are deceptively smooth and rock-hard. Beneath, his breaths are labored and his pulse is worryingly slow. I channel my healing magic into him, down the threads of his muscles and across the network of his arteries, until I reach the broken flesh of his shoulder wound. I pour my power into knitting together the cut blood vessels around the metal bolt so he doesn’t bleed out the moment it is removed.

“Now!” I grunt to Bartholomew. 

With my magic threaded through Ezekiel, the tear and tug of the metal shaft leaving his shoulder reverberates through me, but the pain doesn’t leach to me. Ezekiel roars with agony as his whole body seizes up.

I am in over my head, panting with the effort to frantically weave muscle back together. To reconnect arteries and veins whose pathways were sliced open, then blocked by the bolt, now sloshing blood everywhere. It is like being attacked from multiple sides with not enough hands or swords to fend off each blow. 

I am painfully aware of how I need to get back to Keira. I can hardly focus for the desperation of it. 

I cannot expend all my power here.

I send out my awareness into the building below, finding any Spring Court fae who haven’t yet entered the battle on the streets and calling them to me. I use my royal compulsion, so they have no choice but to obey. The pounding of boots on the staircase and the slam of the door as it opens register in some distant part of my mind as I struggle to hold on to Ezekiel’s life force. 

A sigh of relief floods me as the magic signatures of half a dozen other fae enter the dragon’s body, their healing magic wrapping around his wounds. Gentle hands grip my shoulders and pull me back from the dragon. 

I turn to find Klara’s violet eyes trained on me. She is saying something, gesturing frantically, but her words just aren’t registering. Her magic enters me, healing me and topping up my reservoir. Within a blink, she has pulled me outside the crowd of healers.

“My husband. My son. Where are they, Aldrin?” She grabs me by the shoulders and tries to shake me. “Are they safe?”

I looked for Klara when Keira disintegrated in my arms. I tried to find her in the mass of fighting people, but she was still too far away. How do I tell her the truth of what has happened? How I failed them all?

I take her trembling hands in mine. “Titania has discovered the truth of Drake’s identity. He is in a golden cage alongside Keira, hoisted on the palace wall. Rainier is in the dungeons to cool off, but Titania doesn’t suspect his shifted allegiance. We will get them back, Klara.” 

She shoves me hard and I stumble backward. “We do it now!” She pushes me again, toward the door, then walks past me, every muscle tense and twitching with aggression. I do not hesitate. Every inch of my being screams at me to save Keira. I send a single glance over my shoulder toward my dragon.

Go, Ezekiel growls in my head. Go find your mate, before I recover enough to bite your head off for dragging me into this infernal war. 

We fly down the stairs, taking them in twos and threes, while I reach out my awareness to my people fighting in the streets. It is so damned easy to decipher which belong to my cause and which are the mob turned feral. Those who have disciplined, calculated thoughts whose essence I can grasp, and those who are in a wild rage, only caring to kill and destroy, riding adrenaline like a drug. 

I recognize the signatures of my closest friends and call all of them to me.

By the time Klara and I step out into the brutal violence of the streets, we are no longer alone. Kai bounds around a corner with two other kelpies flanking him in their half-humanoid, half-horse forms. He rears back on his hind legs, kicking his front hooves into the heads of two fae that charge him, wearing the makeshift uniform that mimics the Truth Templars. They immediately collapse to the ground.

Silvan and Jasper materialize from around a corner, their faces and armor already covered in soot and sprays of blood, fighting a crowd back-to-back as they move toward me. Jasper’s Royal Guards spew out from behind them. 

I take a few more steps into the fray, sword drawn and not yet used, when Hawthorne drops down from the balcony above with Lilly at his side, three dead Truth Templars falling with them and crumpling at their feet. Klara steps out of the door behind me, hands smeared in blood.

“Tonight we kill the High Chancellor!” I growl as I point my sword in the direction of the palace. Our dragons already circle around it with fae on their backs. “Tonight we get Keira, Drake and Rainier back. No more spies. No more pretending.” 

We march through the chaos of death and destruction. 

People fight everywhere. 

Professional Spring Court soldiers against rioting civilians. Truth Templars clashing with Assassins of Belladonna. Low fae facing off with the members of Titania’s cult who want them dead. We no longer care for the intricacies of who is a civilian and who is a warrior. 

All who stand in our way this night shall die. 

Around me buildings burn, clogging the streets with smoke, ash and a constant murky rain created by fae desperately trying to quell the fires. The stone of the streets and balconies runs red with blood, and the many gushing streams are tinged pink.

I lead my regiment down a main boulevard. Our numbers grow as my supporters recognize the crown of horns of my primal form and flock to me. Those who oppose us die. I send out my royal compulsion among my enemies, who are still sworn to this court, and they falter for long enough to fall to our blades. 

The tear of my sword through flesh, the spray of hot blood across my face and the crumpling of bodies around me do not give the satisfaction I crave. I would butcher thousands of my people to get to Keira. To keep her safe. It doesn’t mean I need to enjoy it. They fall before my sword again and again, the fools charging at me. Some wearing the clothes of common people and others the helmets and battle scars of professionals. 

I do not care who dies as I clear my path to her.

We become bogged down in the crush of bodies as wild fae charge down streets and into this main thoroughfare to meet us. I can barely swing my sword. I sheathe it, favoring my dagger. It plunges into chests and guts again and again, each adversary hardly hitting the ground at my feet before another rushes in to take their place. I manage to take a few small steps over piling bodies with each kill I make. 

Hawthorne pants to my left, long streaks of blood running down his face, his eyes keenly focused on his next victim. That gentle, kind man turns into someone else during the heat of a battle. Silvan and Jasper work in unison at my other side, moving like they are locked in an intricate dance together, quickly dispatching the same target before moving on to the next.

I glance up and my heart sinks. This boulevard leads right to the palace, but it is completely choked with enemies. I don’t have time for this. Keira is up there and alone.

An impotent rage fills me.

I see red. 

My magic flares with my need to save her. Some barrier deep within erupts while my mate bond pulses intensely. It is like a key is turned in a lock within me, opening up a new part of my soul that is neither mine nor hers, but ours for the taking. All I understand is that my power amplifies tenfold. That it is because we accepted our mate bond. I use the explosive force of it all at once, channeling it into my air magic and my ability to compel, to control the muscles of others.

One moment I am in a crush of bodies. The next, my enemies are being tossed through the air like ragdolls, opening up a path right through the heart of the crowd toward the palace. 

Their bodies shatter from the inside as their blood boils and their muscles fly apart, blood, limbs and viscera spraying outward with force.

I walk through that gruesome path, moisture falling upon me like rain and bones crunching beneath my boots. I don’t even have to raise a blade. 

Enemies a hundred feet away all drop their weapons, frozen in place by my magic, waiting for my justice. When I reach them, as I walk past, they explode just like the others in my range. I don’t even spare a glance at the fae who dared to take up arms against me. Who revolted against this lawful election. 

This pattern goes on and on, all the way up the main highway to the foot of the palace. The people who betrayed me, betrayed my queen, they die in waves of crimson, while my loyalists stroll through behind me. It isn’t until we reach the siege line of the Spring army surrounding the foot of the palace that this feat of magic fails me, leaving me shaking like a boy in the depths of his first battle. 

The fighting is at its most intense here: our soldiers pushing forward in a methodical attack and Titania’s warriors attempting to hold them back. The wall of bodies is so thick, there is no chance of me penetrating through, not without breaking our own line first. 

It is absolute chaos, a dozen warriors deep, the ground covered in the dead or the injured trying to crawl away from the boots that trample them. The fae in the middle stand upon a pile of the fallen, giving them the illusion of being much taller than the rest. Swords and axes thrash wildly, swooping up then swinging back down, scattering crimson droplets. 

The screams and guttural cries erupting from them are almost as bad as the smell—the iron tang of spilled blood mixed with the urine and worse of those who soiled themselves in their last moments. 

There is no dignity in death, and less in war.

Many of our soldiers have made it through the unorganized ranks of our enemies, charging up the multiple staircases that lead to the entrances of the palace. They choke those spaces, mingling with more of Titania’s forces and fighting their way to doors clogged with defenders. 

“There’s no way we are getting through that this side of sunrise,” Jasper grumbles as he stops at my side, pointing with his sword.

“Those of us who can base jump will make it over,” Silvan growls. “Have you remembered what I taught you, Jasper?”

“There is not enough fucking time,” I snap, my eyes straining upward, toward the golden glint of cages at the highest point of the palace, knowing Keira suffers within one. That Drake and Sasha are there alongside her.

My eye is drawn back to the fighting on the ground. Thick shadows billow from a central point before us, curling and pouring out of two obscured figures with clasped hands. Midnight rears up in a massive, thrashing tidal wave dozens of feet tall, then crashes down over the front line where the two armies clash. 

Truth Templars and Wildrose Guards clutch at their throats, tearing at the flesh with their fingernails until blood seeps down their necks, as tendrils of darkness wrap around them and choke the life out of them. Hundreds fall to the ground, dead, while my forces remain untouched.

My mouth dries as the forms of Belladonna and Valentine resolve out of the inky shroud, the source of those shadows. I cannot believe I once thought I could win in a duel to the death against them.

There is a pause in the fighting as every single soldier reels from the display of magic that effectively took out an entire regiment, then enemy forces flood down the staircases of the palace to replenish the fallen ranks. 

In the brief moments of calm, the Mistress and Master of the Assassins of Belladonna lead their force through the barricade. They base jump over the top of the wall of bodies and friendly soldiers, their indigo robes billowing around them. Some of the Truth Templars leap up on platforms of hardened air to meet them as they join the fight, but it is not a common skill in my court. 

The assassins quickly scale the very walls of the palace, completely ignoring the staircases, a feat my regiment is not magically equipped to follow. Those shadows erupt from them again and again, causing a constant rain of Wildrose Guards to fall from windows and parapets, but there are always more to take their place. To choke up any small entry point into the palace. 

On the open space of a battlefield, Belladonna and Valentine’s ability would be unstoppable, especially if they penetrated enemy ranks. Against the fortifications of a palace, it is limited by the need for the shadows to probe and seek out its victims. To sort friend from foe in chaos. It is still enough to cause a cold sweat to erupt across my skin. I thank the gods they fight on my side.

My heart pounds savagely as I scan the carnage for a way in for my task force, as the two sides clash again with renewed vigor. Only moments have passed, but the enemy line is just as strong again, like the assassins were never here.

Then my eyes snag on the dragons. 

Some fly over the top of the enemy line, blasting their breaths of flame or poison over any concentrated pockets of fighters they find. Others clamp their massive jaws over the heads and shoulders of fae, picking them off the battlefield one at a time and dropping them from a height. My fae who ride on their backs shoot their magic into the fray below.

“I hope you assholes aren’t afraid of dragons,” I toss over my shoulder toward my most loyal followers, and their lips split into manic, blood-splattered grins. 

I am finally within the range of the dragon riders and I use my compulsion to call upon every single one. I glance behind me to find the main boulevard still empty of enemies. Any who stumble out into the gore throw up and stagger away. Hundreds of my soldiers wait in a column for my command.

The ground shakes as the huge forms of dragons land all around us. I raise my sword in the air, instantly capturing the attention of all. “Tonight, we will ride on the backs of dragons and fly to the grand balcony. We will storm the main entrance of the palace and kill the High Chancellor!”

Cheers rise up from my soldiers.

I turn to the largest dragon with midnight scales. “Prince Bartholomew, with your approval, I would have your clan ferry my elite force up to the top of the palace to make our last stand.”

King Aldrin, I would scorch this High Chancellor with my own flames and consume her charcoaled body for having her people fire bolts at my father, he rumbles, lowering his wings and leg so fae can scale him. The other dragons do the same, each taking a handful of my warriors. They will need to make multiple trips to get us all up to the grand balcony.

I find Edmund in the crowd, on a smaller red dragon he has been riding to lead his force of humans from the air. I can only assume Caitlin is at their front line on the ground, barking out orders. Edmund would not have received my command, but would have seen the movements of the others and followed it anyway. I bow to the red, ask its permission to mount, then pull myself up its leg. My motions are so frantic I slice my hand on a spine, but barely feel the pain. 

“Did you get to Keira? Could you free her?” I ask as he holds out a hand and pulls me up the last few steps. Nervous anticipation whips through me like lightning, even though I know the answer. If my love were free, I would feel her down our mate bond.

Edmund’s features shudder, his lips twisting downward. “We couldn’t break open the cage. It only absorbed our magic. Nothing can destroy it, not fire and not raw power. We have to kill Titania to break the enchantment.”

I stumble as the dragon rises from the ground, beating its powerful wings and sending a torrent of air swirling around us. 

“Take me to her,” I command the dragon, not caring how it bristles and protests about bolts. This one is weaker-willed than most. It doesn’t even threaten to eat me.

My heart breaks at the sight of Keira. At what they have reduced her to.

Her face is deathly pale and her hair hangs limp around it, both drenched in sweat. Her hands, torso and arms are slicked with blood. My chest tightens painfully at the wounds they must have inflicted on her with a sword or spear, and the deep gouges from the fucking metal spikes within her cage. Her body sways from side to side and her eyes keep rolling back in her head, then snapping open quickly. 

I take in Drake, hanging at her side, who leans toward her and speaks frantically, urging her to stay awake. He gives me a single curt nod in acknowledgment. 

“She wasn’t this bad when we left her.” Edmund runs a hand through his fiery hair. He looks close to tears. 

The red dragon lands on the wall beside Keira’s cage, digging its claws into stone and tucking its wings in. 

This time, fae, you are going to fire at the catapults before they try to kill me, instead of leaving me vulnerable like a puka in a web, the red dragon snarls, and Edmund begins a defensive fire.

I climb down the dragon’s body until I am level with Keira. She is hardly aware of my presence. My stomach drops. “I am going to get you out of here, dear heart. I just need you to hold on.”

I throw everything I have at that fucking barbaric golden cage. Raw magic. Air picks in the lock. I send branches from the Wisteria of Mythanar over the palace wall and use its might to try to pry the bars open.

Nothing works. Nothing. Fucking. Works. It only makes the enchantment flare each time.

“We have tried it all, son,” Edmund calls out. “Killing the High Chancellor is the only way. We are running out of time to save her.” 

Keira’s eyes peel open and finally focus on me. “Aldrin?” Her voice is the softest murmur and I almost miss it.

“What have they done to you?” I reach through the bars and she reaches back. Our clasped hands shake. I don’t know if it is her who trembles violently, or me. Perhaps it is both of us. The blood of our fresh cuts intermingles, mine entering her body and hers entering mine. I take in a sharp breath as I feel her inside me, our mate bond flickering between us. I don’t know how it is possible with the cage severing magic inside it, but I force more of our wounds together just to feel her again.

It is like I have pierced the surface of an iced-over pool and dragged in air after nearly suffocating. I don’t waste a second of it. 

Keira’s life force is so incredibly weak it terrifies me. 

I force as much of my raw magic and essence as I can through the faint bond between us, down narrow paths and frayed threads, when I am used to a highway. I keep going, even when her eyes open fully and brighten, even when the color returns to her face, giving away too much but offering up more. I would give her everything: all of my power, my life force, just so she could survive.

“Aldrin!” Her grip on me tightens. “Aldrin, you need to stop. Save something for yourself. You still need to fight.”

“I need you to live.” I push more into her. “There is no point in fighting if you do not live.”

Keira blocks the connection between us, pulling her hand away. “You need to go, Aldrin. There are more guards rushing toward the dragon catapults. Fight for me. Kill Titania. Then come save me. You can’t do any more now.” 

I stare into her eyes for too long, searching, unable to leave.

Edmund wraps his large hands over my shoulders and pulls me away, back up the dragon. “We cannot save her until that enchantment is broken,” he chokes out, wiping a tear from his face.

Flying away from Keira, leaving her in such a vulnerable state—it is the hardest thing I have ever had to do. I may have topped her up, but it will only last so long. I wasn’t even able to heal the wounds draining her of blood, and that cage will continue to steal her magic with every brush against her skin.

I try and fail not to think about her fainting from blood loss within her cage and falling onto those long, sharp spikes. Vivid images of them piercing her body, right through her organs and poking out the other side, keep rising within my mind, turning my blood to ice.

Edmund holds out a hand and I look at it with confusion. “I know what you did for my daughter. You have drained yourself. Take some of my magic to refill your reservoir. You can do that, with your healing powers, right?”

I nod. All fae can combine powers by weaving into the same wield, but sharing raw magic is unique to my court.

I take just enough to revitalize myself, without drawing too much. I do it while the dragon is spiraling down toward the broad balcony right before the main entrance of the palace, where our last battle will be held.
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The dragon we ride lands on the balcony, crushing multiple enemies beneath her body, and I slide down to the ground like a man on fire with Edmund at my side. The immense platform looks over the entire city, broad enough to fit hundreds, if not a thousand warriors from both sides, thrashing and slicing into each other in this mad dance of violence. 

Beyond a sea of bodies lies my way into the palace.

I swing my sword with my first step away from the dragon, removing a Truth Templar’s head from his shoulders as he charges at me. My blow sends helmet, bone and flesh rolling across the ground while the rest of him crumbles to his knees. Channels of Edmund’s flames arc over my shoulder. His voice carries as he demands the red dragon bring his Protector Guard to him to fight this last assault.

I thread my power into the hidden branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar that are woven within the floor of the balcony and through the walls of the palace. They have chopped down the decorative limbs that snaked along the railing, but their absence doesn’t hinder me. 

Stone walls and wooden planks explode as thick branches erupt out of them, picking up fae and tossing them over the drop. Fashioning wooden spikes and piercing through their armor. Wrapping around limbs and dragging them along, clawing at the ground. For every warrior I kill, it feels like two more rush out of the palace to replace them. The grand foyer is clogged with enemies waiting to descend upon us. 

I have no fucking clue how we are going to cut our way through the force on this balcony, much less the numbers still within the palace. I cannot find the rest of my closest friends in this mass, despite knowing they are up here.

Bodies press so close around me in the crush that I can hardly wield my sword. I manage to bring it up and stab a man through the chest, but he doesn’t fall as he dies. No, he remains upright, pinched between the shoulders of warring warriors. 

I can’t tell friend from foe in the crowd, can only see the blood-splattered faces right before me, twisting with pain or fear or rage. There is something animalistic in the way we fight, tearing at each with a pure, desperate need to survive.

A shout rings out and hundreds of arrows descend upon us. I throw up an air shield over myself, and extend it at the last moment over Edmund, who still fights at my side. I cringe at the thunk of multiple shafts hitting it. One arrowhead hovers in the hardened air an inch from my face.

There are at least a hundred archers standing in the rooftop garden of the palace, firing down into the fray without a care if they hit their own troops alongside mine. Nightmares scale the walls and leap upon their prey, the Wildrose Guard panicking at their display of claws, teeth and scales. I spot Nico’s huge branching antlers and Ada’s leathery black wings among them.

The beast of Dante’s Nightmare form materializes among them, a huge colossus five times my height, larger than I have ever seen him. Shadows billow from the shards of spiked obsidian that form his pelt and the blue starlight that seeps from the cracks is almost blinding. He throws back his head and lets out a high-pitched howl. The glass windows shatter all around him, but that is not what sends a cold shiver down my spine. 

The other Nightmares run from him like their lives depend on it.

When Dante is the last assassin on the roof with the archers, as they swarm him in the dozens. He howls again, turning my blood to ice and make my bones ache. I press my hands over my ears as intense pain radiates from them. 

A shockwave ripples out from Dante’s beast, the result of that sorrowful sound, and the heads of every single archer near him explode in a messy wave of red pulp. Those further away clutch their ears, blood pouring out of them. So many fall from that height, the effect of Dante’s howl a physical one pushing them from their perches. 

I suddenly realize he majorly held back when we fought in that arena during my last trial. That the only reason I almost won and came close to killing him was because I caught him off guard with my ability to freeze a fae’s muscles.

It doesn’t matter how many archers Dante kills; more flood the space, taking up positions closer to the balcony filled with assassins and my forces that he clearly doesn’t want to unleash that particular ability upon. Those, the other Nightmares take care of.

Despite these counterattacks, more archers come, raining arrows down upon us. I am constantly forced to pause the swing of my blade and duck beneath wards with every launch. My eardrums damn well feel like they will burst under the pressure of Dante’s howls.

I find Cyprien and Cedar in the press, fighting alongside each other, both wearing their primal forms. Cyprien’s eyes are completely black with no whites at all. Tusks and fangs erupt from his mouth and his inky fingers are tipped in long claws. Cedar has green-striped skin and short horns.

“I will fight for you to my last dying breath,” Cyprien grunts as he cuts down a Truth Templar. “But we are not getting through this mess. Not in time to save our queen. It will take days of fighting, maybe weeks, for our larger numbers to grind them down.” 

“The palace is built as a fortress, easily defendable even with small numbers,” Cedar says. “Even the secret passages are blocked.”

A Wildrose Guard runs at Cyprien’s back and I have multiple branches impale him. “There has to be another way. I can have the Wisteria of Mythanar burst open walls for us.” 

“It doesn’t change the fact that all of Titania’s forces are up here, and the majority of ours are still down there. There is not enough time,” Cyprien bites out as another wave of arrows hits our shields. “If Keira, Drake and Sasha weren’t in those cages, we could do this differently, but how long do you think they will last?”

“You must take the only option left to us,” Cedar says. 

“I do not like making myself vulnerable to the politics of another court or guild,” I growl, even though my hands are tied.

I glance over to Belladonna and Valentine, who fight in a cluster with other assassins. Belladonna dances around her staff, using the pole to propel her horizontally off the ground, kicking out her legs to throw a soldier off the balcony. Valentine tosses blades of pure burning starlight, the blue-white glow of it painful to behold. Smaller shadows ripple out of them, killing our enemies in far, far fewer numbers, and I wonder if they too are tiring.

The draw of Keira up on the wall is too much to ignore, and my attention is pulled up toward her. To the three fucking cages. Her form is clearly visible at this distance, leaning forward and staring down at me. A slow drip of her blood leaks out of the cage, like sand falling in an hourglass. 

My options are quickly running out.

“I don’t have a choice, do I?” My sword and the branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar stab methodically into the enemy with a natural rhythm.

Before Cyprien can answer, Belladonna appears at my side, her pointed tail skewering a Truth Templar right through his chainmail, then flicking his entire body up and into the crowd of his peers.

“It’s time for plan B, Aldrin. You cannot break into the palace this way. Let me help you.” Her eyes glitter and the grin she gives me is wicked. This is a woman who enjoys bringing kings to their knees to beg for help and having entire courts at her mercy.

“You have already tried to kill me once before,” I grind out, teetering on the edge of indecision. 

“Not tried. Succeeded.” She shrugs like it means very little. 

“How do I know you won’t do it permanently given the chance?” I ask.

A new wave of Titania’s forces charges out of the palace, screaming a battle cry and adding to the press of bodies. Long moments tick by while I immerse myself in the killing. The impact each time I cut through flesh jolts up my arm and through my shoulder. 

My magic, while still abundant, begins to slow in its flow. Hours more here and I will tire greatly. I may very well consume much of my magic if I am forced into another huge feat to pull us out of a bad situation, like on the boulevard. 

Then I would be useless, even if I made it into the palace.

“You need to decide how much you trust your alliance with the Assassins of Belladonna and the Starlight Court,” she pushes. “What we have discussed, this emergency plan—we cannot do it without Leonardo.”

Cold sweat drips down my back at the thought of that desperate plan. At how vulnerable it makes me and my people. I do not trust them. Not at all. They have tricked me time and again. But I am out of options. I promised I would risk it all if it kept Keira alive. 

I speak, yet it feels like the voice belongs to someone else. “Yes. It is time for plan B. I agree to your conditions.”

Her face lights up while my heart sinks. “It is a pleasure doing business with you.” Valentine glances over in the exact same moment as they communicate through their mate bond, then both disappear from the battlefield through a thick torrent of churning shadows.

“Is it done?” Cyprien asks from behind me.

“Yes. Our fate is now in their hands,” I bite out. 

The Starlight Court, derogatorily referred to as the Darkest Realm, is known for being devious and monstrous. They aren’t trusted among the seasonal courts, with very limited contact between us. Strangely, for all the whispers of how brutal their court is, how it is a place of suffering and punishment for any banished there, there is no actual evidence to back it up. We prefer to pretend they don’t exist.

Perhaps it is blind prejudice. Maybe Leonardo holds on to this bad reputation for the sake of peace for his people, with all other courts too afraid to poke at the beast. I have witnessed nothing but honor from the fae of the Starlight Court and the Assassins of Belladonna, but this war isn’t over yet. And why would he show me his darkest side, if he wants me as an ally?

I consume myself with the fighting as a long stretch of time passes. It could be an hour, it could be five minutes, but it feels longer. Like an eternity. I find Edmund in the press, letting him know of the change in plans and exactly where I need him and his forces for this to work. I give Cedar the same instructions so that the human and Spring fae armies will be in position when I call for them.

A long, low horn blasts from just within the palace foyer and a change ripples through Titania’s force here on the balcony. They retreat immediately and barricade themselves behind the immense doors of the grand entrance. Even the archers on the roof charge back inside. 

We could follow them. Use this gap in their defenses to break into the palace, but their forces are stationed just beyond the door. I know the cue they are waiting for. I know exactly what will come next. It falls into my own plans. I don’t need to slash my way into Titania’s domain to kill her—not when Leonardo will bring me right to her.

Inky tendrils of smoke churn at the center of the balcony, and we all back away to give them space. The darkness deepens and thickens, until a small army materializes before us, with maybe a hundred fae in the matching armor of the Starlight Court.

In their center stands their king.

My stomach tumbles. I hope I am not making a terrible fucking mistake.

Leonardo strolls over to me, his cane clicking on the ground and a black feathered cloak fluttering around him like a bad omen. “Ah, Aldrin. I was starting to think you would never take me up on my offer.” He glances around, those crimson eyes fixating on all the gore. “So much spilled blood. Such a waste.”

I cringe, not knowing if he refers to the waste of life, or the blood itself that he is known for drinking and weaponizing. 

I straighten to my full height. Cyprien, Hawthorne and Klara take defensive stances around me. 

“Is it done? Is the bargain set?” I ask.

Leonardo tips his head to the side. “It is done. I negotiated with your High Chancellor through the official communication channels between courts, and the bargain terms were set at long distance, using bottled magic. There is no going back now.”

“And what exactly were those terms, if I am to hand myself over to you?” I clench and unclench sweat-soaked hands. I am making a deal with a demon while holding absolutely no power.

“All you need to know is that I will get you and your entire elite force into Titania’s throne room and before her feet, past all of her guards. You can even keep your weapons. Our original agreement stands. All you have to do is place your life within my hands.” He lets out a dry laugh. “The entire fate of your court, really.”

I glance up to where I will find Keira. 

All of this is for her. 

My heart stops when I find the row of cages missing. 

I can only hope Edmund and Caitlin found a way to free them. A baseless, childish hope.

When my eyes flick back down a fraction of a second later, Belladonna’s form materializes out of shadows right before me. Her face is so close it is all I can see, the skin rapidly turning black with inky lines and swirls. Only her head and arms have taken physical shape among the inky smoke.

She grabs my cheeks and forcefully plants a kiss on my lips.

I rear backward in shock as her deadly poison seeps down to my bones. My blood turns to ice and my muscles shut down one by one, becoming numb and weak. I bend forward and retch, but nothing comes out. My heart rate slows dangerously despite the frantic thoughts whirling through my mind.

Belladonna is so fast my eyes can barely keep track of her as she pounces through shadows at each one of my closest allies, poisoning them in turn. Horror churns through me as thick, black veins quickly colonize their exposed flesh, running up their throats and across their faces. 

Cyprien falls to his knees beside me. Hawthorne grips his throat as he struggles to breathe. Klara, Silvan, Jasper and Lilly all falter and weaken. Every single member of my elite force that Leonardo promised to bring to Titania has been poisoned, and I know from experience just how deadly that toxin is. Is he dragging us to her in this condition for our benefit or hers?

I fall on my hands and knees, gasping for air, as another horn blasts. Pure agony ripples through me as my muscles clamp tightly then release, again and again. The Wildrose Guard marches out of the palace in neat columns. I can barely make out their ranks with my vision fading in and out. They surround us while King Leonardo’s soldiers lift us from the ground. 

I expect his forces to carry us through the palace in this state, to dump us at Titania’s feet, but instead, wisps of darkness swirl around us, preparing to transport us straight to the throne room. He must have really garnered Titania’s trust for her to have finally allowed shadows to form in the palace for his kind to transport. 

The darkness thickens. As my body fades from the balcony and is drawn elsewhere, intense fear is born within my belly, clawing at me. I negotiated for Leonardo to get me on the inside, but there was nothing stopping betrayal. With the poison coursing through my veins, I regret ever making a deal with the Starlight King. 

The Assassins of Belladonna have tried to kill me before because I wasn’t ruthless enough in removing Titania from the throne. They planned for Cyprien to be placed upon it instead. Perhaps they still have more faith in him than in me. Or maybe Titania offered them something in the bargain that I could not. Something they couldn’t refuse. Maybe they hedged their bets this entire time, and have flipped their loyalty once again.

I am trapped in a moment of full darkness, between physical places. Either I will overcome all odds and kill Titania, or I will die from this poison. I am completely at the mercy of fate.


[image: ]


Ishiver uncontrollably. The chill of the night seeped into my bones while I was strung up on the palace wall, and every inch of my frozen skin burns from the heat of the many fireplaces warming the throne room. The dual sensation is agony.

My heart hammers violently as I constantly scan the calm that has settled over the room, looking for threats or some clarification on why our three cages have been brought here, and failing to find any. Titania lounges in the throne that does not belong to her, tapping her long black nails on the armrest and wearing a feline grin. Torin waits beside her and a line of her most trusted guards flank her on either side.

They are waiting for something. 

The cockiness on the High Chancellor’s face and the fact I am here as an audience tells me it will be to my detriment. Gods, I hope she hasn’t gotten her hands on Aldrin.

Beside me, Sasha can hardly keep her eyes open, and Drake seems to be in a meditative pose, muttering to himself. Panic threatens to overwhelm me, tightening my throat and sending my mind into a spiral. I need to be alert. Ready to react to whatever atrocity they throw at me. I focus on my panted breaths, on each inhale and exhale until they slow alongside my heart rate. Calm in the face of havoc will be my weapon here.

It evaporates the moment I realize we have been betrayed.

Thick clouds of darkness swirl within the center of the room, and I become painfully aware for the first time of how dim this space has become. Of who their new allies must be for them to allow such a thing. The shadows deepen to the inkiness of an abyss, stretching from the ground almost to the high ceiling, blocking out the guards on the other side. I can just make out Titania’s self-satisfied grin deepening through the smoky tendrils that whip out from it.

Torin stalks forward eagerly. “Well, well, well. It looks like King Leonardo has seen out his side of the bargain.” 

I thrust myself forward, gripping the golden bars of my cage, forgetting the way the contact will burn until I tear my hands away just as quickly. “What bargain?” I yell, my voice shaking. “What bargain?” 

The world spins around me. King Leonardo, the Starlight Court—they were meant to be our allies. If they have betrayed Aldrin, I have no doubt the Assassins of Belladonna have as well. A fear like I have never felt before pumps ice through my veins. 

Torin’s blue eyes light up when they fall on me. He closes the distance between us. “A bargain where he uses his agents to pluck Aldrin and his closest supporters out of the battle and bring them to our feet, poisoned and dying. Tonight, you are going to watch your mate die for the last time. Don’t worry, Queen of Nothing, we will keep you alive as a symbol. Maybe we will sell you off as a whore to the highest bidder.”

My vision fades in and out as a vise clenches tightly around my heart. “Why would Leonardo do that?” I whisper. “Why would a foreign king get involved?” Sending us discreet resources was one thing, but personally stepping into the battle to betray the king with the elected support of his people is another.

“Maybe he couldn’t get what he wanted from Aldrin. The terms of his bargain are steep and expensive. Something you can pay off with your whoring for making them necessary.” Torin shrugs, then walks back to his mother’s side. 

The entire room turns pitch black, punctured with the sound of many landing boots and falling bodies. When the darkness rolls away, the empty space before the throne is filled with Starlight warriors. 

In their center lie the people dearest to my heart.

My eyes fly to Aldrin, collapsed on the floor. His normally tanned skin is deathly pale, with black streaks of poison crawling across it in jagged, branching lines, slowly growing. They even mark the whites of his eyes. Blood trickles out of his mouth as he attempts to drag himself across the ground toward Titania, his fingers digging into the grout between the tiles, but he is too weak to make much progress.

Silent tears pour down my face, but I am too stunned to move. 

I can’t even breathe.

My heart is breaking.

Around Aldrin are our closest friends, all dying from the toxins circulating in their blood. Cyprien keeps trying to pull himself up on his hands and knees but collapses each time. Silvan and Jasper clasp hands, one coughing up blood while the other fumbles and fails to grasp the hilt of a dagger strapped to his lover. Hawthorne and Lilly don’t even move. Klara stares at her husband with unfocused eyes, an arm outreached toward him, and Drake goes absolutely wild within his cage. 

I can’t drag my eyes away from Aldrin. 

This can’t be how it ends for us. 

I will not exist in a world where he does not live, but I cannot see a way out of this. I can’t allow the villain to win in my story, though, even if I have to give everything to stop her. Even if I die expending myself. 

Fury rises within me, boiling my blood, tightening my muscles for a fight, awakening the feral beast that is my magic. 

They cannot continue to abuse people without consequences. To take and take, bleeding dry all the good in the world. People like them do not deserve to live, and I will be their judge and executioner. 

This fucking cage will not hold me back. 

I roar with frustration as I grip the bars, thrusting my flaring magic into them. I scream with agony that tears through my body and rips my heart into pieces. The sound is animalistic. 

I have never felt more feral in my life.

I want to tear the world apart with teeth and claws. I want to burn it all to the ground.

My blood races through me, burning me from the inside out and turning to pure fire.

Aldrin stares simmering fury at Titania, but freezes his slow crawl toward her when he hears me. He turns, horror dawning on his face as our eyes lock. At the fact that I will witness his downfall. He tries to speak, but nothing comes out.

My magic flares brighter at the way his eyes widen, then glaze over. It is a monstrosity I can no longer control. Raw power gushes from my fingertips. There is so much filling up my cage that it rushes around me in bright orange torrents. I generate more as the cage greedily drinks it up, every bar of its golden structure illuminated. 

Leonardo steps out of that crowd of soldiers, Belladonna and Valentine flanking him. I could murder them all for betraying us.

The Starlight King’s dark eyebrows are slashed down over his face and his lips are pressed into a thin line. “You made a promise that there wouldn’t be an audience.” He throws an arm out to indicate myself, Drake and Sasha.

“An audience? To what? Your betrayal?” Titania laughs with glee. “That was never a part of the bargain, and I just couldn’t help myself. I do love a good show, and what is better than making my prisoners watch their loved ones die?” 

The Starlight King has enough conscience to cringe. “This is no betrayal. As far as I see it, this is one leader helping another catch a fugitive. You did say the election was falsified, the civil unrest caused by these fae.”

Titania rolls her eyes. “Yes, yes, yes. All that and more.” 

Leonardo glances down at Aldrin with something like disgust on his face, curling his lips to reveal fangs, then back to Titania, the expression not changing. “You view the attack of the Assassins of Belladonna and Nightmares at your…ball as an insult from my court, and I have assured you that they were never under my rule. That the entire league defected from the Starlight Court. But I would like you to take this offering of your enemies as a royal apology and a gesture of my goodwill. Let us clean the slate between us for an ongoing alliance.”

An ongoing alliance. 

He promised the same damned thing to Aldrin. 

My anger flares to unknown heights, making me shake with adrenaline. Sizzling smoke rises from where my hands grip the golden bars, but I don’t know if it is my flesh that burns or the enchanted metal. I can hardly see through the waves of my magic that thrash around me, distorting the air like steam, but it almost appears like the bars are warped. 

The entire world could end right now, this realm could combust, and I wouldn’t care so long as I got to hold Aldrin one last time. So long as I could save him. 

I would give it all up for that chance.

“Like this bargain doesn’t benefit you!” Titania’s aggravated voice reaches me, seeming disembodied because I cannot drag my gaze away from Aldrin. “What about the term where the Spring Court can never wage war on the Starlight Court in my lifetime? Or shall we speak of the hefty trade agreement with both Spring crops and human goods that practically robs me blind?”

“Not as much as it benefits you.” Leonardo is cool and collected. “Aldrin and his followers will die, and your hands will be clean. I know how much you love scapegoats. The bargain was to ensure you wouldn’t come after my court to appease your people. I know how you turn against the fae you do business with. Why would politics be any different?”

Aldrin’s hands shake as frothy blood spills from his lips. Those eyes that I fell in love with are no longer amber, but almost completely black, whites and irises both. He keeps trying to communicate something to me, expression pleading, but he cannot form words. My heart shatters anew and tears sting my eyes. 

“You disappoint me, my dear Leonardo,” Titania chirps. “You were meant to bring me the false king already dead. It was a clause in the bargain. I don’t want to take any chances.”

She is too much of a coward to finish the job herself.

The king shrugs. “He is on his way to death.”

I have had enough. They dare to bicker while my world falls apart. To speak of the death of my mate while he chokes on poison at their feet, without even a glance in his direction. I am sick of ruthless, heartless rulers hurting everyone around them only for their own gain. For more power and more money. 

No more. 

It stops here. 

They will abuse and terrorize no fucking more.

My gaze flicks up to Titania. She sits forward in her throne with thrill dancing over her face as another king stands at the bottom of her dais and answers to her. Leonardo stands straight-backed and tall, without a hint of shame for his betrayal, and Belladonna and Valentine match him. 

No. Fucking. More.

I will not be a victim here. I will not allow my mate to die. The world can burn for all I care. They will meet the wrath of this queen.

Something breaks inside of me. 

A dam. A block. 

The door of a hidden vault. 

More magic thrums through me from a chasm deep within. Even though I am no longer connected to Aldrin, it pours out of my mate bond. From my very soul and essence, which grew and transcended the moment we accepted each other and became joined. A vicious, violent kind of raw power thrashes within me.

I unleash all of it.

I am blinded by the sheer intensity of magic that pours from me. Every last drop is soaked up by my cage. The bars groan as an inferno of heat radiates from them. They turn the bright orange then red of metal being tempered in fire. 

One moment the golden cage is whole and intact, and the next, it shatters. Shrapnel flies out, long bars piercing the wisteria wood of the throne room. The air fills with shouts.

The magic the cage’s enchantment stole from me, every drop any other fae put into it to try to free me—it all hovers in the air like its own entity for a heartbeat, then I grasp it and suck it up inside myself. 

My mate bond snaps back into place. I stagger with the intensity of the pain that consumes Aldrin. His thoughts are completely incoherent. The sheer evidence of what they have done to him only enrages me further.

It breaks my fucking heart that with all my earth magic, I don’t have a drop of healing ability to save him or take away his agony. I would bring all of it into my body so he wouldn’t have to feel a moment of it if I could.

I step out of the cage as everyone whirls toward me. 

My feet don’t touch the ground as I walk. My burning hair hovers around me like a bright halo and the entire surface of my skin radiates the golden light of raw magic. 

Time drags out unnaturally as they scramble for weapons, each inch they move taking minutes. Titania launches out of her seat. Guards step toward me. Leonardo’s shadows churn as Belladonna and Valentine position themselves to protect him with their bodies. 

All I know is that my mate is dying and these people are at fault.

I cannot hold all this magic. I must use it and they must die. Everyone in this room must die. The strings of my heart attached to Aldrin draw my body toward him in that slow dance. The need to clutch him to my chest and thrust my power, my life force, into him is overwhelming. But with this much power, I can do many things in a single heartbeat. 

I lose my mind.

My wrath whips out of me in lashes. In dozens of wields while I move toward Aldrin. My power of death and decay wraps around Titania. It pierces Torin. Leonardo, Belladonna, Valentine—I spare none of them. I penetrate key senators from Titania’s inner circle. I find Dante in the crowd and target him too for daring to befriend my mate, only to betray him. 

I can’t even hear their screams, not over the agony screeching in my head. Aldrin is fading. I can barely feel his essence now. 

So much ash floats into the air as the skin of my enemies cracks in jagged red lines like parched soil. As flesh peels away to reveal the red of muscle beneath, then that too disintegrates. My anger knows no bounds. It is hungry and uncontrolled. It becomes a beast in itself, targeting more and more people who stand against us. Who allowed this. Guards. Templars. Anyone. No number of lives consumed is enough. 

I pass easily between the guards still reaching for the hilts of their swords. Either they are stuck in time, or I am moving impossibly fast. I fall to my knees beside Aldrin and pull him into my lap, shaking uncontrollably. So much of that magic is pouring out of me in death and destruction, but there is so much more left. His eyes stare up at me as I wipe the blood and hair from his face, but I don’t know if he can see me. My tears fall on his cheeks and run away in pink rivulets.

I join the open cuts on my hands with the seeping wounds of his body, combining our blood once more, and I find him in there. His breathing is terrifyingly shallow and his heart misses every other beat, but his mind is active. His essence still clings to his flesh. I pour so much of myself into him, my magic, my life force, my love, but it is simply whisked away by the toxins.

Stop, dear heart. You need to stop. His voice is so weak and distant it makes me more afraid than anything else.

“How can you ask that of me? How can you expect me to stop?” I whimper, running my fingers across his face. Gods, he is so cold.

I glance up at the fae taking the full brunt of my power and wrath, still in the throes of death but nowhere near the piles of ash and dust I need them to be. King Leonardo is on his knees, clutching at his ruined face, Starlight warriors crumpled all around him. Titania claws at her eyes with those long artificial nails, screaming wildly, while Torin tries to pry her hands away. 

Belladonna crawls toward me, lips peeled back in a snarl as chunks of her blackened flesh steam away in great channels of ash, revealing her cheekbones. Behind her, Valentine lies unconscious, body thrashing. Good. She will learn what it feels like to have your mate die in front of your eyes and be helpless to stop it. I have no doubts about where the poison that is killing Aldrin came from.

They are dying far too slowly, but I can’t spare more of my magic for them. 

There is a third pull on my power. One that I don’t immediately understand. Then I see it. The thin, black lines of poison running across my hands. I could save myself now if I pulled away from Aldrin, if I focused on destroying those sparse molecules instead of bringing him back, but I don’t want to live without him.

I give him everything. Each last drop of magic.

It isn’t enough. 

More toxins channel into me as they overflow from him, and I realize the fate of our position. The fact that our stars were crossed. Because the majority of the poison doesn’t come from where our blood mingles. No, now that it has overtaken every part of him, it races into me through our mate bond. It is a monster that will keep growing and replicating until it has nowhere else to go. 

My magic fades as it is consumed by the poison. My grip of death and decay over our enemies drops away and the wields unravel, releasing them. More importantly, my desperate attempts to heal my love fail completely. The raw power pulsing through my veins winks out. 

A chill floods my body and my muscles slacken. I collapse onto my side, but frantically try to clutch Aldrin closer to me with hands quickly turning numb. I run my fingers over his brow and across his cheek, brushing away loose tendrils of dark hair. His skin is clammy and so cold.

How did it come to this? 

We are face-to-face, staring into each other’s eyes, as I watch the light fade from his. As their amber depths become cloudy, unseeing and vacant.

“No! Gods, no!” I whimper, my words slurred and hardly audible.

I feel the moment Aldrin dies.

His last exhale. 

The final beat of his heart. 

The mate bond between us winking out.

The death of half of my soul, violently torn from me.

I lose myself to hacking sobs as everything falls apart around me. Intense shakes engulf my entire body as my heart is surely torn in two.

At first I hear distant, garbled shouts. Then there is movement around me. None of it matters anymore. 

After a lifetime of torment and regret, I recognize that two people stand over where we lie, but I refuse to look at them. I will die with Aldrin’s face as the last thing I see, even if it is lifeless and covered in black veins. He will always be the most beautiful thing I have ever beheld, in any state.

“Your minion’s poison shouldn’t have affected the girl,” Titania snaps. “I still had use for her.”

“One can never anticipate how the mate bond will react to unique magic. She shouldn’t have been here,” Leonardo states coolly.

I see someone reach for me from the corner of my eye, and a counter-motion to hold them back. 

“Wait,” Leonardo snaps. “You cannot have your people touching their skin until the poison fades, or they will die too. They must sit in the morgue for a few days, untouched by any except my people, then when the black disappears, you can string their bodies up on the palace walls and have your celebration ceremony.” 

They have won. 

Titania won.

And she will break this realm. 

I can’t find it within myself to care, while my king lies dead beside me. While the life bleeds from my body. When the darkness of oblivion comes to claim me, I throw myself to it eagerly. Anything is better than the agony of this reality.

Aldrin died thrice for his kingdom, but more importantly, he sacrificed himself thrice for his queen. 

Maybe I will find him in the next life. Perhaps we will get the peace we deserved in death that we never achieved in life. I always knew I would give up my all for him. Now, I die alongside him. My heart stops beating. My lungs refuse to fill. My soul leaves my body.

I embrace death gladly.
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My eyes snap open.

A blinding rage fuels me. It is all I know. Not my name. Not where I am or how much time has passed. Just endless wrath and betrayal. Just that my enemies must die.

King Leonardo leans down over me, his hand on the bare skin just below my collarbones. Those blood-red eyes focus intently on whatever he is doing. 

I lurch upward with a guttural scream, wrapping my hands around his throat. I drag out every last bit of my magic and throw it into him. There isn’t much, not with the toxin still in my body and death on my lips, but a deep satisfaction fills me as cracks slowly form across the pale skin of his face. As the tiniest wisps of ash float up from them.

I will rip him apart for betraying Aldrin, piece by piece, until he is nothing but ash. His blood trickles down the sides of his neck as my fingernails dig in and his eyes widen as he tries to pull away.

I am like a savage animal, leaping on top of him so as not to break the contact. I will kill him, even with just a scrap of my magic. Even if he is the only one I enact vengeance on for what they did to us. 

A sudden, infuriating block hits my magic, making it sputter out. A familiar voice calls my name that has me freezing. 

Surely not. 

I must have imagined it in my insanity. In my grief. 

Strong, tanned arms fold around my waist and tug me off Leonardo. My arms and legs are wrapped around him and I don’t let go easily. The king has the audacity to stare at me with shock, rearing back and not even fighting me while I snarl like a wildling and try to claw at him. 

The man behind me finally pulls me free in my weakened state and we collapse backward, knocking over tables and hitting a wall. He turns me as we sink to the ground together and I am very suddenly tucked up against a hard, masculine chest, curled up in his lap.

I gape openly at him. 

I have lost my gods-damned mind in my grief. 

There is no way I can truly be here. That both of us aren’t dead.

Aldrin kisses my forehead, my cheeks, my mouth. He doesn’t stop pressing his lips all over my face while I try desperately to drag in air. 

“It is okay, Keira. It’s going to be okay,” he rumbles, his arms tightening around me almost to the point of being painful.

“How is it okay?” My voice is shrill. “You died, Aldrin. I watched you die! He killed you!” 

I shake violently as it plays through my head again. We both died.

“Yes. We both died by Belladonna’s poison.” He repeats the words I didn’t realize I sent down the very alive mate bond. The one he still uses to block my magic. “It was the only way we could get inside the palace. It was a risk I had to take. I never imagined you would get dragged into it. That they would make you watch and that it would take you too. Leonardo did not betray us. He played his part well to convince Titania that he was on her side.”

A little too well, from the way Aldrin’s mind still reels. The very real doubts he had while dying that Leonardo wouldn’t bring him back as planned still bounce around his head as aftershocks.

I slap him hard in the chest. “Do you mean you planned this?” I yell, pounding him again. “Without telling me? I thought I lost you.” Uncontrollable tears run down my face.

“I am so sorry. It was the only way I could get inside before you died in that cage,” he murmurs, wiping away the streaks of moisture from my cheeks. “The plan was formed after you were captured and put in that cell, and only agreed to at the last moment.”

I kiss him hard, needing to taste his lips and feel his warmth. To know without a doubt that he is truly here. I run my hands over his face, mapping it out, then down his chest and over the defined muscles of his bare arms. I finally pull away from him when the need for answers becomes greater than the desire for his body. 

“How?” I choke out. “How are we alive?”

“I hate to break up your little moment, but if Queen Keira could remove her magic from my flesh, it would be most appreciated.”

I turn at the sound of King Leonardo’s pained voice. The cracks continue to creep along his face, black outlines that burn red within. Aldrin cut off my magic through our mate bond, but neither of us removed from Leonardo what I had already fed into him. 

I am tempted to leave it there. It will burn out eventually, without the act completed.

Aldrin sighs, pulling my back close to his chest and murmuring in my ear, “Can I trust you, if I remove my block on your magic?”

The honest answer is that I feel fucking unhinged, and his presence in my mind knows this.

He pokes me playfully in the side. “Keira,” he says in a low warning. “Can I trust you? We still need him.”

I huff. “Well, in that case, sure, why not?”

I try to stand and go to Leonardo to call back my power, but Aldrin’s grip tightens on me. “Do it from here. I’m not ready to let go of you.” 

Before I can protest that I don’t have enough power to do it from a distance in my current condition, Aldrin opens up the reservoir of his magic to me. Somehow, he is fully healed. He went from death to full health.

I begrudgingly remove every last web of my destructive earth wield from the Starlight King. As I do so, I notice the dark rings under his eyes and the sheen of sweat across his skin, the way it stains the neckline and underarms of his tunic in long lines. My attack didn’t do all of that. He looks like he hasn’t slept in days. 

Then I register the other faces in the room. Cyprien, sitting in a metal chair, elbows on knees, leaning forward as he stares at us intensely. Klara is holding a bowl of medical supplies, her lips twisted, eyes flashing and every muscle beyond tense, like she is desperate to rejoin the fight. She must be going through her own personal hell, with her husband still in that golden cage fighting for his life and her son in the dungeons, enduring the gods know what sort of fate. Hawthorne stands in the doorway, a frown of concern pinching his features. Voices from the others drift in from the next room.

They are all here.

“By the Soul Ripper, can someone explain to me how we are alive?” I snap, ready to pull my hair out.

“Return to the table, allow me to finish removing the poison from your system, and I will explain while I talk,” Leonardo says gruffly, raising an eyebrow at me. “Unless you would prefer me to leave the remnants in you to grow and multiply and kill you a second time?”

I glance at the bare metal table before him, then the others in the room. The chill in the air and the frost on the walls finally register. This is a morgue, kept artificially cold with ice magic fueled by plinths. A shiver runs through me, and not because of the temperature. For a time, we were all dead bodies in here, being preserved until the Starlight King could work his magic on us.

I pull away from Aldrin and he begrudgingly lets me go, needing to be forced to finally unwind his fingers from mine. I immediately miss the hard warmth of his body against me. The certainty of safety within his arms and the reassurance of his heartbeat. I move toward Leonardo as though walking through water, and when I reach the table he gestures toward, I send a glance back at Aldrin.

Are we sure about this? I don’t like the idea of making myself vulnerable to this man. A spike of anxiety flares within me, but Aldrin soothes it with a wave of his own confidence. 

He healed the rest of us. He helps us at a risk to himself. 

I climb onto the table and lie down, watching Leonardo through slitted eyes. I am no longer that naive girl who gives everyone the benefit of the doubt. 

Leonardo’s hands hover over me, then pause as I tense. “Can I touch you? My magic flows faster with contact, especially close to your heart, since I am working on your blood.”

“So, you are going to ask for permission this time?” 

“It’s a little hard to ask a corpse for consent.”

“Perhaps you should have ensured I didn’t become a corpse in the first place,” I snap.

He lets out a long-suffering sigh and glances to Aldrin, who just shrugs with a suppressed smile quirking his lips. 

“The last battle is still to come and your enemies remain breathing,” Leonardo grumbles. “So I will ask you again: can I touch you while I extract the poison?”

A deep fatigue rolls over me. I search his face, knowing I have no choice. “Yes.”

The moment his icy fingers touch my collarbone, a blast of magic surges through me, causing me to jolt. My body tingles like thousands of ants crawl all over me, inside of me. As each particle of the toxin is drawn out of my blood and into him, the soreness recedes from my muscles, unknotting them, and the deep fatigue lifts from my brain. 

It feels like I can finally suck in a full breath after holding it for an eternity.

Leonardo speaks while he works. “Belladonna’s poison is unmatched by any other fae in my court, Nightmare or otherwise. The particles seem to have some level of intelligence, and all they want is to grow and destroy as much as possible. I have never witnessed another poison working so rapidly in killing a person, and I have lived for hundreds of years. It clogs the blood, stops the heart and makes the lungs fail, but it also preserves the body perfectly for a long time. Rot, decay and breakdown of the internal structures are paused. Even the brain and mind remain undamaged. She cannot call back the poison once she has fed it to a person, but I can.”

My muscles lock up and I gasp from the pain of the cramps as he draws out the last particles that cling to me. My back arches, raising my chest from the table.

Aldrin’s soothing hands run across my brow and through my hair. “It is almost done, dear heart,” he says softly.

Thin black streaks form across Leonardo’s skin, thrashing and dancing before evaporating. “She is my half-sister, and our powers are two sides of the same coin. She creates this realm’s most deadly poison, and I can absorb and control all poisons, including hers. Only I can bring a person back from its clutches, so you are welcome.”

Leonardo pulls back from me, leaving me panting and covered in sweat, but somehow feeling cleansed.

“I didn’t think Titania would have enough time to get you into the throne room, or be cruel enough to make you watch my supposed betrayal of Aldrin, but I apologize for the fact that you had to watch your mate die without knowing he would be brought back. You should have been safe from the poison and trauma in your cage.”

I sit up. “How long—” My voice breaks. “How long have we all been…” I can’t say it. My mouth won’t even form the word.

“Dead?” the Starlight King asks and I jolt. He pulls out a pocket watch and glances at the time before flicking it shut. “Two hours. The battle is still being raged in the streets. Titania hasn’t made the announcement yet that she had the true king and queen killed. She wants the people to be shocked and distracted when bodies are hung from the walls in the morning, so she can obliterate them.”

“Bodies that she will never get,” Aldrin cuts in, pulling me against his chest once more. “Are you ready to stand?”

I nod and he lifts me onto my feet. My legs shake and I wobble a little, but my strength slowly returns to me. 

Aldrin tips my chin up and gazes into my eyes. “We fight the moment you are ready.”

There is a fluster of activity all around me as more Starlight soldiers enter carrying bags of supplies. Weapons, spare armor, healing potions to restore energy and food. Both Cyprien and Aldrin inspect the offerings, handing out swords and axes to any who need them. I dress in a new set of armor for the third time in days, then take the half-dozen daggers he hands to me, and strap a crossbow and full quiver to my back. I eye the short sword gingerly—not my weapon of choice—but sheathe it at my side regardless.

Jasper brings me a thick slice of herbed bread, soft on the inside and crispy on the outside. It reminds me of when I was alone and vulnerable in a cage upon a litter, and he risked his cover and his head to bring me food. I take a bite and warmth blooms through me at its heartiness.

“I have failed you far too many times since you arrived in this court.” Jasper’s lips press into a thin line. “But I hope tonight I can start to make amends.”

I place a hand on his arm. “You did everything you could, Jasper. We were always playing the long game.”

Aldrin claps his hands and the sound booms through the room. He steps up onto one of the tables, drawing the attention of all, looking more like a god of death and destruction in his armor than a king. 

“Listen up, everyone,” he commands. “This is our final offensive. Tonight we will demand blood and we will be victorious. Titania has let her guard down, quite literally. King Leonardo’s agents, as well as our own, have confirmed that she believes she has won and that we are dead. The High Chancellor has sent the majority of her forces in the palace out into the streets to clash with our forces. We will strike hard and fast, and before she can call them back, we will be upon her. I promise you this: Titania will die tonight!”

The room erupts with cheers, vicious grins on all the faces. 

Aldrin’s eyes land on me and he holds out a hand, pulling me up onto the table beside him. “Tonight, I take my rightful place on my throne, with my queen crowned beside me!”

My stomach dips. We have been fighting toward this for so long, but I have never thought much beyond the final battle.

Right before we depart the morgue, Aldrin places a hand on Leonardo’s shoulder. “You will distract Titania and keep her in the throne room while we open the way for my army to enter through the secret passages, as agreed.”

The Starlight King nods. “And my people will make sure she never receives word of what is happening.” He leaves without a backward glance, a band of his soldiers flanking him.

I stop Aldrin right before he steps out of the morgue to lead us into battle, grabbing his face in both my hands and kissing his lips hard. He melts into me immediately, snapping an arm around my waist and dragging me in tighter. I could lose myself in his soft lips and the way his tongue moves against mine. Instead, I pull back, staring into his eyes. 

“Titania is yours to kill. She tormented you for longer than me. But Torin…” My lips curl into a savage snarl. “Torin is mine.”
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We march in silent unison down the quiet palace corridors, our two parties cloaked behind Silvan and Zinnia’s invisibility wards, taking out the abundant fire orbs as we go and thrusting the space into dim shadow. From the inkiness, our allies from the Assassins of Belladonna materialize in bands, pulled in from the battles on the street by Starlight fae who teleport in and out.

My target is the closest entrance to the secret passages that lead out of the bowels of the palace, where Edmund should be waiting with his force. We round a corner and I hold up a hand to signal my people to wait. With the invisibility wards held in front of us like a shield, those behind can easily see my signals. 

The discreet panel in the wall, normally hidden behind artwork, is guarded by at least a hundred warriors on this side alone. They choke the narrow passageway, many leaning against walls with weapons still sheathed. 

I place my hand on the wall beside me and reach into my connection with the Wisteria of Mythanar. Its thin branches burrow through mortar and punch little holes in marble tiles to wrap around my fingers. Through its essence, I become aware of the wards barricading the door to the secret passage and the number of enemies lying in wait within. 

It truly would have been impossible to penetrate the palace from this tunnel. Even if we made it through the horde protecting the outside of the passage and to the top of the stairs, this force before us could have picked us off one by one at the choke point of the door, which only one person can pass through at a time.

I signal for half of my warriors to loop around and corner the guards on the other side of the corridor in a pincer attack. My heart skips a beat when a single sword is raised from the empty air on the far side and I know Silvan has them in place.

“Charge!” I bellow, and my people scream alongside me, the invisibility wards dropping at the last moment. 

The assholes don’t even see us coming. 

They scramble to grab their weapons while my sword is already slicing through flesh. The woman who gurgles blood while I tear my sword from her middle was a part of my personal King’s Guard for years. One I trusted and Silvan promoted many times, until she betrayed us both. I toss her to the side and she smashes into the wall before collapsing to the ground, tripping the next guard to charge me. 

There is nowhere for them to go but beneath our blades, being pressed in on both sides. There isn’t enough room for elaborate sword maneuvers or even most magic wields, not without taking out an ally beside me. I lose myself to the thrust, slice and redraw of my blade cutting into enemies while they scream, always keeping Keira at my side. We fight together in a dance that is only possible in mates with every awareness of where the other stands and how they fare.

The distinctive scent of her fuels me to keep fighting and pushing harder, for her, for us. The panting of her breath, the burn of her muscles, the satisfaction with every successful blow she makes hurtling across the bond is like a fire within my soul. Her righteous anger burns and burns, because every one of these people hurt her as much as they hurt me.

Keira is beautifully brutal with every kill she makes. Mesmerizing. Utterly distracting. Like a force of nature that cannot be stopped, and I fucking love it. Daggers fly from her hands, fire running across blades that meet throats and chests alike before her air wields rip them back to her. 

She burns the handle of one man’s sword so hot that he drops it with a yelp, then she grabs him by the collar and pulls his face close to hers. “Do you remember me? The little human prisoner you threw stones at while she was in a cage?” she growls, lips twisting and hair suddenly combusting into flames. “Not so helpless now, am I?” She tears her fingernails down his cheek, but instead of deep scratches forming across his skin, those cracks appear. They spread rapidly like fractures in glass, and within a heartbeat the man explodes into ash and dirt while Keira screams.

She is as glorious as she is fearsome, and I don’t know whether to be turned on or terrified. 

Remind me never to piss you off, I jest in her head.

You never said vengeance felt this good. She sends me a wicked, unhinged smile. It doesn’t help that there is blood splattered across her face and the ash of her enemies scattered across her cheeks like freckles.

A man charges at me clutching a spear lowered to my gut. I raise a lazy hand, then clench it into a fist. Every single one of his muscles locks up. I move to quickly dispatch him with my sword until a visual flows to my mind straight from Keira. Too many images to keep up with. 

He was always there whenever Torin built up the confidence to threaten me or Sasha with sexual violence. He was always snickering in the background and egging Torin on, especially when he got violent. 

Images of Torin pulling her hair, twisting her arm, slapping her, putting a blade to her face—they all flood me, along with the firestorm of her rage, burning, growing, thrashing. Well, she is getting all that pent-up wrath out of her system now. We feed off each other, creating a terrible beast.

He doesn’t deserve a quick death. I tighten my grasp on his muscles until each one cramps and spasms. He is visibly shaking as tears run down his cheeks.

Keira walks up to him and looks him right in the eye. What he doesn’t deserve is to waste another breath of air or take up another moment of my time. To ever be thought of again. She slides her blade across his throat, opening it up to a river of red. I drop him and do as she says: I don’t consider him again, not even as I step over his dead body.

Within what feels like seconds, all those guards that outnumbered us are dead, littering the hall. I would curse it as a fucking waste, if I didn’t know that Titania’s personal guard actively supports the baser actions of both mother and son. So many of my King’s Guard converted to Wildrose Guards.

“Clean this up,” I order my people, needing this corridor to become a thoroughfare for our forces entering from outside the palace. I don’t even glance back as rain and air brush against my face, washing away the blood. Starlight fae dart in and out of shadows to dispose of the bodies. Or perhaps have their Nightmares eat them. I don’t want to think about it.

I take Keira’s hand in mine and lead her over the dead, toward the door to the secret passages. My magic cleaves easily through the wards protecting it, with all their power directed at an external attack and the loose ends of the threads pointed into the palace. 

I press our joined hands to the wall and the Wisteria of Mythanar punches through to wrap its thin limbs over me again, connecting its essence with ours. I guide Keira into the awareness of the tree, teaching her how to use the senses of the backbone of this entire palace. 

Together we feel the heat of each soldier on the staircase beyond and the way the slight movements of their bodies disturb the air. We funnel our joint magic into the roots that dip in and out of the stone walls and ceilings, making them grow into weapons. The enemy guards die screaming one by one, like a series of dominos, as they are snatched by woody limbs coiling around them, then crushing them. 

Those roots don’t drop the dead bodies to be littered on the steps, their organic matter wasted. No, they rearrange the very stones they hold up to drag the fae through the bowels of the building, to where masses of roots will slowly consume them as fertilizer. Their bones will remain there for hundreds of years, until they turn to dust. 

Keira looks at me with wide eyes like she is going to be sick. 

“Really? Of everything you have seen today, that is what upsets your sensibilities?” I tease. “You need to see what the Wisteria of Mythanar can do for you. With its enchantments, you don’t need earth magic of growth to ask it to do your bidding, just raw power to fuel it. The only thing that matters is that it now recognizes you as a part of my royal line.”

I grow a curtain of cascading purple flowers over the secret entrance at the foot of the palace, in the promised signal that the path is ready for my people. Where I can only hope that Cedar, Edmund, Caitlin and the force they have been given charge of are ready to lead the way into the palace, with Titania’s defenders there already dead. The plan was for the bulk of their force to clear up that entrance while I died.

The tree alerts me to the many bodies climbing up the stairs, clogging it with their numbers, but not to who enters. It cannot see or distinguish one fae or human from another. Those numbers could belong to the friendly forces we hope for, to Truth Templars, or to crazed citizens with wood axes, butcher’s knives and a lust for blood. 

My heart pounds roughly as their racing boots echo through the passage and I share a look of consternation with Keira as we hold our awareness within those roots to stamp out any enemy if needed. Our band crowds around as Cyprien pulls open the door and we wait, staring down into the darkness.

Edmund, the mad bastard, is the first one to charge through. 

I slap his back in greeting, but he goes straight for Keira, lifting her off her feet in a massive bear hug and breaking her connection with the Wisteria of Mythanar. Edmund holds her close to his chest as she buries her face in his neck. 

“Gods, Keira, I was certain I lost you this time.” His voice cracks and he wipes a tear from his eye. He places Keira back on her feet but doesn’t let go of her. Caitlin barrels into them, wrapping her arms around her sister and saying something that gets muffled in her hair. 

Cyprien stands beside me and places a casual arm over my shoulders as our army streams into the palace. “Are you ready to enter the viper’s nest? To finally get your vengeance?”

“I would settle with saving my court,” I rumble back. “But there would be nothing more satisfying than killing Titania with my own hands.”

The clock tolls midnight as our army fills the corridors around us, forming their ranks. The progress is slow, but far faster than if they had to fight their way in. Their job is to secure the palace, then suppress the fighting outside, taking Titania’s forces from behind in a surprise attack. Mine is to end the High Chancellor.

I place two fingers in my mouth and let out a loud whistle, drawing the attention of my personal task force. “Our final fight is upon us!” I roar. “Let’s kill us a tyrant! We show no mercy. We show no restraint. Tonight we put to the sword any who supported and enabled her.”

My people let out their battle cries in return. 

I turn to Keira, wrapping my arm around her waist and pulling her away from her family. “What do you say, my queen? Are you ready to sit on your throne?”

She smiles widely at me. It would almost be sweet, if she weren’t covered in crimson and ash. “I am ready to bathe in the blood of my enemies, if that is what you’re asking?”

From the corner of my eye, I see Edmund pinch the bridge of his nose. “What have I always told you girls? It is important to defend yourself and your people, but never love the art of battle.”

Caitlin nudges her father with her shoulder so hard he staggers a step to the side. “Come on, Father, she has earned it for one night. Besides, you aren’t exactly known for keeping your head during a fight.”

“By the gods, I can’t wait until your daughter is fully grown and gives you attitude.” He says it as though it were a threat, but with a half-smile on his face. 

I pull the crossbow from Keira’s back and place it within her hands as our warriors arrange themselves in two rows behind us. I signal toward one of the Starlight fae and they disappear through shadows to warn Leonardo that we are coming. 

I lead our ascent through the palace with Keira at my side like a dark cloud of violence and death, killing any guards we happen upon. We take out two of Titania’s patrols before we near the throne room, only to find the foyer clogged with her forces, arranged in neat rows. There must be over a hundred of her best soldiers protecting the only way in and out of the room. 

I hold up a hand, allowing my force to assemble in the corridor, and gesture for Edmund and Cedar to come to my side. “Use your regiment to cut a path through for my task force to reach the throne room. Then kill all the traitors here.” Both men nod. “Remember, we are taking no prisoners. None here are innocent.”

Our warriors are arranged with those following myself and Keira in the middle of our attack formation, with Cedar leading one side and Edmund the other. Then, we charge, screaming like we just spewed from the darkest, most vile abyss. 

It is a fucking bloodbath. 

Our armies crash into each other with ferocity. The enemy whips up air shields to hold us back, many getting down on one knee to bear the weight and sheer velocity of our push. We break through that line in many places, reaching three to four rows deep and slashing our way further in. 

Adversaries crowd me on three sides. There is barely enough space to move. The crush is almost suffocating. I plunge my sword into the chest of a man who tries and fails to swing his spear up into my gut, then let out a stream of the magic stored within the blade. It slices clean through his armor and flesh alike, protruding out the other side. The channel of energy burns hot and golden-white, flowing out of his back and searing holes through every fae that stands in a line behind him.

Keira shoots out a stream of fire burning so hot I swear it singes my hair from standing so close to her. It has soldiers on either side jumping from its path with a desperation that sends them into their allies, creating a ripple of panic and chaos and opening a path for us to step through, two abreast.

“Show-off,” I tease, catching an arrow right out of the air that had been hurtling straight for her face. I snap the shaft in my grip and glare up at the fae who had the audacity to fire at my queen. 

Animalistic rage tears through me. 

I cast out my awareness, connecting with his essence, and seize control of his muscles and the air within his body, engaging my newfound ability. One moment the Wildrose Guard is whole, and the next an explosion of red mist and spraying chunks is all that is left of him. 

Still, it isn’t enough to satisfy me. 

Keira rushes forward into the space her attack opened and I am only a step behind her, our best warriors flanking us. More arrows shoot through the air and I am forced to form an air shield around us. 

Titania’s soldiers throw out magical wields and fire arrows without a care for their own regiment getting killed by friendly fire. We, on the other hand, are restricted to close-range weapons as our lines become intermingled and chaos truly breaks out. There is hardly enough time to decipher which side of the war a fae is on before clashing in an attack.

I reach a hand above my head and completely unravel all the wields of the fire orbs in the room. The battle is plunged into darkness, only the moonlight peering in through the floor-to-ceiling windows giving a silvery light. 

A pause ripples across both forces, then warriors of the Starlight Court materialize in the shadows above the fighting. They are joined by Assassins of Belladonna who descend into the fray or base jump over the top of it, raining down spears of burning starlight. The Nightmares tear their way through the enemy ranks.

I reach the grand doors of the throne room, throwing my head back and laughing at the layers of wards Titania has placed on them, like they could keep me out. The very wood is discreetly crafted from the gnarled and interwoven branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar, though few know the fact. I place my hand upon it, and all the smoothly polished branches unravel into dozens of thick tendrils, pulling apart with such force that they shatter the wards upon them.

I step through a cascade of falling leaves and twigs, shielding Keira behind my body, as everyone within the throne room stares at us like frozen statues. A heartbeat passes, then violence erupts. 

My soldiers funnel in around me as Titania’s personal guard springs to action. Missiles fly through the air toward us as arrows are unleashed and the many potted trees within the space are weaponized to launch sharpened spikes. 

It is pitiful compared to the feats I can achieve within this room.

I close the grand doors behind us with a simple command to the tree, so none can escape this room. I snap my fingers, and the thick branches of the Wisteria of Mythanar peel out of the very walls, crumbling marble tiles to dust and wrapping around enemies like a tentacled beast brought to life. I clench my hand into a fist and they crush the fae trapped in their grasp, dragging their bodies through the walls to consume later.

“Kill all fae who supported the High Chancellor in her tyranny!” I roar at my warriors. “We show no mercy to traitors.”

Blood sprays and battle screams fill the air as our two forces swarm each other, locked in deadly sword fights. I stride through the center of the room with bodies churning all around me, hacking at each other, falling to the ground and dying. So much death. 

Keira’s Autumn magic ripples out, capturing each of those potted trees one by one and shattering them into thousands of shards that propel outward, piercing through armor and flesh alike with the strength of the air wields she weaves behind them. Each explosion has the force of that damned black powder we encountered in her realm. She could have detonated every single tree at once, but her expert magic is so much more controlled, guiding the projectiles toward enemies in torrents and away from allies.

It all happens within the space of a minute while I make my unhurried way down the center of the room.

Titania leaps to her feet from my throne and staggers at the sight of me, almost tripping in those ridiculous high heels that only hinder her during a battle. How fucking confident she must have been that the fighting wouldn’t come to her. That she could call a civil war but wouldn’t need to dirty her own hands.

Titania’s mouth works, but no sound comes out. 

I think I prefer her speechless. 

She shoots Leonardo a murderous glare, but he simply shrugs, pulls his sword free and plunges it through the chest of one of her advisers. The spell upon his people is broken with that single movement, and they too leap into the fight.

“You are dead!” Titania spits. “Why the fuck do you never stay dead?” She glances around frantically for someone to save her, but all her guards are engaged in the fighting. 

“Did you think I would stay dead, Titania?” I bellow across the room as I stroll to her with Keira at my side.

Her soldiers try to charge us, to aim their pathetic arrows at us. I roll my hand and the floor vibrates violently as wisteria roots and branches tear out of the ground around us, forming a tunnel straight to Titania and caging her in with us. Multiple arrows thwack into it, but they can’t penetrate the webbing. We walk along it, through a haze of marble dust.

“Did you think the Starlight King would partner with someone as toxic as yourself, when you are known across the realm for betraying your allies?” I continue. “No, his ruse was cleverly done to get my forces into the palace. All I had to do was die by poison and have it reversed by his abilities.” 

“You just take and take, abuse, rob and murder whoever you like,” Keira snarls across the distance. “Did you believe there would be no consequences for the way you have ravaged this court for your own advancement? That the people would roll over and take your torments without ever fighting back?”

Titania’s eyes flare wide, but she spreads her arms out with false confidence. “Look, Aldrin, Keira. Surely we can come to an agreement. I have a lot of wealth—it can all be yours. Just give me safe passage out of here to another court.” A small, forced smile spreads her black lips as her eyes turn to me. “I gave you the opportunity of exile when you lost the last election.”

She is such a fucking coward when there is no one left to fight for her.

The flames of Keira’s hair flare brighter as her features twist with wrath. The intensity of it bubbles down the bond like a pot boiling over. “Death isn’t usually the outcome of a lost election, but I have no doubt you would have killed him then if you’d had enough influence to get away with it.”

“Name your price. Whatever it is, I will give it to you. I am a businesswoman, after all.” She gives a nervous laugh, backing away until she hits the throne that she stole from me, all while glancing around for help.

I reach her and lift her by the throat with a single hand. “Your life. Your legacy. The poison you have spread across these lands. That is my price.”

She opens her mouth, gasping, but I squeeze harder so she cannot speak. 

I have had enough of her lies. 

It is time for her to die. 

Threads of my magic channel into her body, down her throat, piercing her flesh. I take hold of her muscles and freeze every single one. I take control of the blood flowing through her veins, of the particles of air within it, and I turn them into solid shards, into needles slicing her up from the inside. The air within her lungs is mine to command, and I draw the moisture from it and drown her within it. 

While she sputters, froth escaping her lips, I pull her close to me and growl in her face, “You do not deserve a quick death, but a lifetime of torture. You can be glad I am neither a cruel or patient man, and I am only too eager to wipe out the blight upon these lands that you are.”

I hold out a hand to Keira and she places the long, ornamental dagger sheathed at Titania’s side into it. The coward never even drew it or tried to defend herself, so convinced someone else would always do the dirty work for her. I wrap Titania’s fingers around the hilt and force them to grip it tightly. Her eyes manage to widen with understanding.

I manipulate every muscle in her arm until the tip of that blade is brought to her chest by her own hand, then plunged into her heart. 

I watch my greatest enemy’s face until her heart stops beating and the light fades from her eyes, that eerie swirling ceasing. Just long enough to confirm her death. Then I drop her to the ground in a crumpled heap like the discarded trash she is.

I thought I would feel satisfaction at Titania’s death, perhaps even joy, but it is only relief that courses through me. 

She can never torment someone I love again. 

Her lies will no longer make this court bleed.

I turn to Keira, who watches me with razor-sharp focus. She doesn’t say a thing, just grabs the back of my head and kisses me passionately. Salty sweat and the metallic tang of blood curl on my tongue, but neither of us pulls away for a long moment. 

When we unravel from each other, the sounds of battle crowd in. I lower the cage of branches back into the floor and we get a full, sweeping view of the violence. Less than a third of Titania’s people are left and they are greatly outnumbered.

Keira practically shakes beside me. Her unsated anger is a beast just beginning to unfurl its wings and release its claws. A darkness that will consume her if left unchecked. I take her hand, opening myself up so my reservoir of power melds with hers.

“Make it rain ash, dear heart,” I growl.

She doesn’t hesitate for a single moment. The girl I first met would wonder if these soldiers have families. If past trauma led them astray or if any might be innocent and coerced to be here. But my queen knows that the cruelty of this reign ends with Titania’s inner circle. That every one of them chose to be here, and it doesn’t matter why.

Keira thrusts out wields of her destructive earth power, grasping our enemies in twos and threes. She becomes stronger and more skilled each time she uses this ability. Red cracks form rapidly across flesh, then bodies explode into showers of ash and dirt all around us. With each death, her lips become more twisted and her eyes flare brighter.

“He is not here,” she barks out. “He’s not fucking here.” Her hands clench to fists and her skin and hair become so hot that it is a struggle to stand near her, much less touch her. 

I don’t need to ask who he is. Torin.

“Finish them, dear heart, then we will find Torin.” I grab her chin and force her to look at me. She is so lost in her bloodlust and the currents of rage churning through her that it takes a long time for her to find her way back to me. 

Screams, horrible screams explode throughout the room, followed by a heavy silence. I glance up to find every single one of our enemies dead. Great pools of crimson are smeared across the ground, swathes of ashy soil floating within them. The air is thick with dark particles. Holes open up in the grout, drinking up all that fluid, while branches from the Wisteria of Mythanar drag away only the enemy corpses, allowing us to bury our dead.

When I open the doors of the throne room once more, there is a similar scene beyond. Keira lets out a gasp that is half a sob when her eyes land on her father at the front, his hand still halfway through brushing back his hair, and Caitlin at his side, grimacing down at the snaking branches cleaning up the scene. They are both drenched head to toe in blood, like it showered down upon them, but they don’t seem injured.

All eyes land upon us, then on Titania’s dead body at the foot of the throne. Every single Spring soldier falls to their knees in acceptance of our ascension. 

I pick Keira up by her waist, making her release a small yelp in shock, then swing around and stalk to our throne. There should be two of them, side by side and positioned with equal importance, but I make do with one. I plop Keira within it, right where she belongs, and take a moment to admire her. 

The gods know I have dreamed of placing her there for the longest time, as my queen and rightful ruler of this court. Even with wide eyes and speckled with blood, she looks utterly regal. I turn back to my people and seat myself on the edge of the throne’s thick armrest. 

Cyprien steps out of the crowd. “All hail King Aldrin and Queen Keira!” he calls, a fist raised above his head.

“All hail King Aldrin and Queen Keira!” the unified voices of our supporters yell back.

Nothing has ever felt more right in my life than this. 

The symbol of us, ruling together, our greatest enemy dead at our feet.
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We march in a procession of warriors down the grand staircase, through the main foyer of the palace and toward the great balcony that overlooks the entire city below. Our forces have just finished clearing the space of the enemy, but the battle rages on below. 

I shoot a glance at Aldrin. We both wear the golden crowns and matching capes of gold thread trimmed with white fur that Basil brought to us as soon as the palace was secure. Apparently the butler and spy hid the entire royal family jewels when Titania first took the throne. I prefer to focus on their symbolism rather than the corpse before us, still leaking droplets of blood upon the ground.

Titania’s body has been trussed up on a thick log taken from the Wisteria of Mythanar, one arm tied up over her head and the other with its hand fused around the dagger in her chest. Her body and legs are bound up by coils of vines and the entire log is constructed so it can be hung from the balcony rail. A display to the entire city that the tyrant is dead and the fight is over. Cyprien and Cedar carry it between them.

The moment we reach the edge of the balcony and the soldiers below witness not only their dead High Chancellor, but Aldrin and I crowned with hundreds of soldiers flanking us, Titania’s forces break. Truth Templars and Wildrose Guards alike flee, knowing there is no place for them under our rule. Our warriors pursue them, but my king and I have a greater purpose.

We should search the entire city for Torin before we announce Titania’s death. He will escape and we will lose him. I grind my teeth at the thought. How many times have I dreamed of meeting his cruelties with justice? Of making sure he never hurts another? While Titania may have spewed venom about Winter fae, low fae and humans, Torin was the force that actively persecuted them and encouraged so many others to join in. Given the same power as his mother, I have no doubt Torin would be the greater monster. 

I see red when I think of him getting away and my stomach knots up at the thought of what he will do next. 

I need his death like I need air. 

Look, dear heart. Look at our people in the streets below, Aldrin says gently. At the violence, death and destruction that consumes them. At how many homes burn. They are in pain. We must end it. Torin is already lost. There is no finding him out in the city, though we will try.

I hate that he is right.

It isn’t like me to be selfish. To become consumed by rage or bloodlust. But my time as a prisoner in the Spring Court has peeled back all my softness and left only the hard edges that were always beneath. The rage at injustice, without the need to give the benefit of the doubt or understand other people’s terrible actions. 

When Leonardo told us that he returned to the throne room after reviving us, only to discover that Torin had become so confident in their win and his mother’s safety that he took a regiment of Truth Templars out into the street to revel in the fighting and lead the masses to exterminate any resistance, I almost combusted. Even now, the need to leap upon a dragon and scour the streets for him myself is overwhelming. But I am not a soldier anymore, or even a rebel leader. I am a queen and I need to bring peace back to my people.

That much is abundantly clear from the sight below. 

Dawn breaks over the horizon, bleeding silver light across the city, and still the people fight. The streets are dripping with red, blocked by churning, thrashing bodies that hack into each other. It must be an absolute nightmare to be locked within that battle, with nowhere to go to escape it, because every other street looks the same. Everywhere I look, people are at war. Smoke still billows from shops and houses, with many reduced to cinders. 

From either side of the balcony, our forces channel out of the palace and down to the streets in an attempt to quell the rioting and mop up any Truth Templars they can kill or capture.

Cyprien and Cedar heave Titania’s body over the edge of the balcony railing, using air wields to take the brunt of the weight and guide it into place. I take Aldrin’s hand, interlocking my fingers with his, as the tree branches running across the low wall secure the tyrant in place. Aldrin illuminates fire orbs all around her like a beacon, drawing the eyes of the masses below. He places a halo behind us.

“The tyrant who called herself the High Chancellor is dead!” Aldrin’s voice booms out across the city as he taps his magic into the many plinths placed throughout. 

My heart hammers frantically as the fighting nearest to us slows, then stops completely as the people turn their full attention to us. Some even go as far as to drop their weapons. I don’t know if they stare at the body of their former leader or at their king and queen, but I guess it depends on which side of the battle they are on. A cheer rises up from many of the people, who bang their boots against the ground and clash their weapons against whichever surfaces make a sound. Others turn and flee.

“Your true king and queen have taken their rightful throne,” Aldrin continues. “Ours by birth and ours by winning the popular vote in the election. The war is over. The fighting will stop. Any civilians who got caught up in the moment and took to the streets after Titania’s call will be given clemency, but only if you return home now.”

A ripple runs through the crowd below us. Then they disperse, pulling away from the base of the palace and channeling down the many streets and flights of stairs that hug the faces of the high buildings. The Spring Court army is still down there, looking worse for wear, pushing the mob away from the city center and mopping up any resistance. 

My gaze trails to the balconies and boulevards further below, where the people look like fighting ants. Only those who can clearly see Titania’s face and know for certain that she is dead have stopped. The rest do not believe us. Panic rips through me like shards of glass pumping in my blood.

I whip around to Aldrin. “It’s not enough. Titania has primed the people for so long with her campaign of lies that they won’t believe anything unless they see it with their own eyes. They are far too used to dismissing inconvenient truths. Her cult still thinks they are fighting for her.”

He runs a hand through his hair, every line of fatigue on his face becoming pronounced with the rising sun. “What more can we do? We have wiped out and disbanded half her force in the palace and at its base. Our army will have to do the rest.”

My glaze flicks upward as dragons circle around the topmost portion of the palace, and suddenly I know what we must do. 

It is barbaric. 

Gruesome. 

But it is necessary, because seeing is believing. 

I reach out to the largest dragon glittering in the early sun and ask him for one final favor. 

“We must parade her body through the streets for all to see.” I wrinkle my nose. Lord Cegar curses under his breath, but Cyprien just nods approvingly. 

Aldrin frowns. “That is not exactly how I envisioned we would start our reign together, but none of this has gone to plan.” 

“But it is necessary, old friend.” Cyprien places a hand on Aldrin’s arm. “If these fools insist on dying for a lost cause, then you need to match their brutality.”

Ezekiel lands on the rapidly emptying balcony, making the entire structure shake. He extends his golden wings wide before snapping them shut against his scaled body. His long neck whips around to us, reptilian eyes narrowing, before moving to where Titania’s body hangs.

This is not how you dethrone a tyrant, Aldrin. Always short on the savagery and showmanship. Your mate is right. Let me illustrate to your people what becomes of a usurper. Let me parade her through the city. The dragon has steam billowing from his nostrils as he approaches us,. 

Aldrin lets out a long-suffering sigh, but I am the one who answers. “If you could be so kind as to show all that the High Chancellor is dead, we would owe you, king of dragons.”

He chuffs. Like you don’t already owe me. The favors are mounting up, little queen. Without another word, Ezekiel flaps his wings, sending a torrent of air assaulting us all, and rises above the ground. He pulls the ensemble that Titania is tied to from the balcony railing and carries it through the sky, holding its topmost loops in his claws. A procession of dragons follows behind him, swooping low over the masses of people, dispersing the fighting as they go. 

Bartholomew and a second dragon wait patiently behind, having agreed to our other request. The prince lands with a little less drama than his father, lowering a leg for us to climb up. My hands shake by the time I am settled on his back in front of Aldrin, with both Cyprien and Lord Cedar behind. 

I cannot get a grip on my nerves. Despite every single horror we have faced since I woke up from death, this next trial is the most terrifying, because I have no idea what we will find. There is every chance we could be far too late.

Aldrin’s grip on me tightens, but he has no reassuring words to say. Bartholomew beats his wings, launching upward and taking us higher and higher. 

The refraction of the sun on the golden bars of the two remaining cages blinds me. I can make out the figures of Drake and Sasha within, but I cannot see them clearly. They could be slumped over and dead by now, spikes piercing their bodies, but by the Soul Ripper, I hope they are alive. That we made it in time. The dread of anticipation makes my blood run cold.

We land on the palace’s rooftop, descend from the dragon in a mad flurry and race for the edge of the wall. I am the first to reach it and my heart twists at the sight that confronts me. 

Drake and Sasha stand within their cages, swaying on their feet, with no room from them to even hunch forward or sit. Titania must have had the spikes adjusted to penetrate further inward after they were removed from the throne room. The tips now touch their clothing. It seems there isn’t even enough space to take a deep breath.

Their prisons are hung close enough to each other that they are able to reach between the bars and grasp hands. Drake sings a song in a low, pained voice, and Sasha hums along, missing half the beats, like it is the only thing keeping her awake. They struggle to open their eyes and neither bother to look up at us. Blood stains their clothes and faces, crusted and peeling, pooling at the bottom of their cages. 

A second dragon lands right as Aldrin, Cyprien and Cedar arrive at my side, but my friends below don’t even flinch. I wonder if they are aware that help is only seconds away. 

“Thank the fucking gods,” Aldrin groans, then pulls away immediately. Cyprien stares below, his eyes huge and glazed, darting from Sasha to Drake and back. “Is someone going to help me with these winches?” Aldrin calls out and Cyprien leaps up. 

I turn toward running boots, half expecting another attack from the urgency of their pace, but instead Klara races toward us with Rainier at her side, Hawthorne behind them. Their extraction of her son from the dungeon was clearly successful. I wrap my arms around Klara as she lands at the side of the rooftop and peers over, leaning into me as she lets out a deep, heartfelt sob. 

Both cages rattle as Aldrin and Cyprien begin working the mechanisms on the chains. 

“Drake! Drake, my love. Hold on. They are about to pull you up. Sasha? Open your eyes,” Klara calls out, her voice strong despite the tears that run down her face. She grips Rainier’s hand. His face is pale despite his natural dark coloring and his white hair is full of cobwebs and dust. 

Drake and Sasha let go of each other, gripping the bars instead to hold themselves still with each jolt of the cage as they rise roughly. Aldrin and Cyprien do their best to wind the winches carefully, but the metal chains are rusty. Sasha cries out a strangled sound and Drake grits his teeth tightly. 

I know the burn of contact with that golden metal all too well. It feels like it sears into the soul as it not only sizzles the flesh but also drags out the magic. My heart leaps into my throat with each jerk they make. 

They are halfway to the top when Sasha’s velvet shoes slip on her own blood and her body slides sideways. She throws out an arm and catches herself, but not before a spike pierces her side an inch deep. It is painful to watch her extract herself from it. I have never felt so helpless in my life.

Time drags out as the cages slowly inch upward, and we all band together when they reach the lip of the rooftop, grabbing the bars and easing them up despite the agony of contact. How can any of us complain when those we care about are in this condition?

The scent of burning skin fills the air by the time the cages are on flat ground and we all heave from the effort. Rainier uses the tip of a blade to force open the simple mechanism on the lock of his father’s cage. He is met with no magical resistance; the enchantment died with Titania. Cyprien rushes over to do the same on Sasha’s cage, all but shouldering Lord Cedar and me out of the way. 

Aldrin holds me from behind, pressing my back so tightly to his chest that I can hardly breathe, but I don’t mind, because I am flooded by his memories and know he needs the contact. The brutal panic of seeing me in a similar cage and state and being unable to break me out. The sheer heartbreak of having to leave me there while he fought another battle to get to me. How he put everything on the line and agreed to not only his death, but that of his closest people, all to free me in time, before I died too. 

Tears run down my face as it all replays in my mind and in his.

I’m here now. I’m safe now, I reassure him, and he buries his face in my hair and kisses my neck, needing to feel me. To be enveloped in my warmth and scent.

When I open my eyes, they fall on Drake being helped out of his cage by Klara and Rainier as he struggles to take the few steps. The family embraces tightly, the three of them clutching each other, while Rainier takes the bulk of Drake’s weight and Klara heals him now that he is out of the cage’s pull. 

Aldrin finally lets go of me, moving toward them and combining his raw magic with Klara’s so she has more power to work quickly with. Aldrin flicks his head toward Sasha, indicating I should do the same.

I turn to find Cyprien in her cage with her, lifting her near-limp form in his arms, then backing out. He doesn’t even flinch when the spikes cut slashes into both of his biceps. I take a step toward them as he cradles her to his chest and she weeps uncontrollably. The moment seems too private as he wipes the tears from her face with his thumb. 

“You’re a bastard, Cyprien, but you’ve never treated me as badly as they did,” Sasha says, but she doesn’t push him away. Again, it makes me curious about their past.

When her eyes drift over to Drake surrounded by his family, they remain stuck on Rainier, and her entire face crumples. The pain is clear that the son she would sacrifice anything and everything for will always choose another family and a different mother, but she continues to do what is right by him regardless. 

Cedar reaches Sasha at the same time I do, placing his hands on her shoulders. From the way she whimpers and little jolts run through her body, I assume he is healing her. I place a hand on each of them and give him access to my power reservoir. When we connect, I find that Cyprien is doing the same.

“Lord Cedar is one of our best healers,” Cyprien says gently to Sasha, as though he is trying to comfort her. It is strange, seeing him attempt to be gentle. 

“I thought all Spring fae could heal.” Sasha’s voice is distant and dreamy.

“Yes, but some like Cedar and Klara have a greater natural affinity and a wealth of training from their time in the army.”

We are left swaying on our feet by the time we are done, and those clustered around Drake look the same. Both will need more medical attention before they heal, but neither is at risk of bleeding out anymore. 

Cyprien carries Sasha from the rooftop toward the stairs even though she can walk now, and Sasha stares at him with open vulnerability and bewilderment. He murmurs something to her, and I am almost sure it is a promise that he will get her orc bodyguards out of the dungeon and into the chambers next to hers as soon as she is in bed.

My legs shake by the time Aldrin and I make it down the many flights of stairs and halfway across the palace, back to the throne room. Advisers and regiment commanders descend on us with reports that the fighting has fully ceased and any lingering rioters are being collected and locked up for the day to cool off. That the civil war is finally over and peace has fallen across the city. A search is on for Torin, but he remains unfound. I can hardly register their words, but Aldrin nods and gives them words of praise peppered with new orders. 

Leonardo strides toward us, looking as fresh and groomed as ever, with a bloodied-up entourage around him: Belladonna, Valentine and Dante. Leonardo holds out an arm to Aldrin and the men grip each other’s forearms near the elbow and shake, tipping their heads down at each other in respect. 

“Thank you for your support in helping me regain my throne and save my court…and for staying true and loyal when it would have been so easy to hand me over to my enemies.” Aldrin’s voice is husky. 

“I look forward to future alliances and the fulfillment of our bargain, especially against the corruption that devours this realm,” Leonardo replies, then his eyes slide to mine. He shakes my arm in a similar fashion. “Queen Keira. Next time we meet, I hope it is under better circumstances than me reviving you from death.”

“I truly hope so.” I give him a wicked smile. “I do have such a bad temper when I believe I am being betrayed.”

He rubs at his cheek, where my magic seared rifts into it. The evidence has been completely healed away. “Yes. I did notice. Send my regards to your father. He seemed quite interested in supplying my court with food trade from his human realm.”

Belladonna comes to me next and curtsies deeply, her large eyes bright with thrill when she glances up at me. “In another lifetime, I think we would have been great friends. I do apologize for poisoning you to death. It was not my intent.”

“And the fact that you poisoned and killed my mate twice now?” I raise an eyebrow at her.

She gives me a coy smile. “He did ask for it, both times. Practically begged the second time if it meant saving his queen. You have a good man there. Safeguard him above all else. Most aren’t as fortunate as us to find their soulmate.” She glances over at Valentine with such brimming love, I wonder if there is a softer side to him beneath the stone-cold exterior. 

Dante grips Aldrin by the shoulders, then drags him into a bear hug. “Don’t be a stranger, and never forget everything I have taught you. I will see you at the next war. Unless you need someone assassinated before then.”

“The next war?” Aldrin’s eyebrows shoot up. “I haven’t recovered from this war.”

Dante slaps his back as he walks away. “There is always another war.” He stops and bows to me before passing. “Queen Keira. All the best. I hope one day you find my face less punchable.” He joins Leonardo and his entourage before I have a chance to reply, and they disappear in a torrent of darkness. 

There is very suddenly nothing left for either myself or Aldrin to do. Basil whispers in Aldrin’s ear, and I catch the tail end of it, about our royal chambers being cleaned out and ready for sleep. 

Nothing in this moment is more intoxicating than the thought of stripping the armor and clothing from Aldrin and losing myself in the comfort and pleasure of his body, combining our flesh and souls in every way possible.
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We waste no time in charging toward our private rooms. When I stumble, Aldrin sweeps me off my feet and carries me in his arms. I am finally where I belong. When he reaches the gold-inlaid double doors, he doesn’t even shift my weight to open them. Instead, his magic bleeds out of him and into the doors, finding the threads of the Wisteria of Mythanar and having it swing them open for us, like some kind of homecoming welcome.

Aldrin lets out a sigh of relief as the tension melts from his muscles. His steps falter in the foyer surrounded by marble tile and thick columns. His rooms look exactly as they did the first time he brought me to the palace. It is home. 

“There was a part of me that never thought we would be here again. But in this moment, the truth has finally crashed down on me.” His eyes are ablaze as he glances at me. “We actually did it, Keira.”

I loop my arms around his neck and place the gentlest kiss on his lips. “We did it. We won the throne, but there is so much work still left to do to save our court and people. I don’t even know where to start.”

Aldrin moves with determination. “How about with a bath?” 

He strides through the bedroom and into the bathing chamber beyond, still carrying me. The bath he speaks of is a small square pool depressed into the ground in the center of the room. Steam rolls off the water and rose petals float across the surface. Basil anticipated our needs exactly.

Aldrin places my feet on the ground ever so gently, like he is afraid I might still break, even after all the battles we have been through. I run a hand across the stubble of his cheek. “I need more than a bath.”

A slow smile grows on his lips. “Well, I am obliged to serve my queen.” 

We slowly peel off each other’s armor, tossing it around us without a care for where it falls. I unbuckle Aldrin’s shoulder guards while his deft fingers unlace the sides of my chest and back plates. Items fall around us, until I am pulling his sweat-and-blood-soaked tunic over his head to reveal slabs of tanned muscle. 

A curling sensation tightens in my stomach, then travels lower, making my core heat and pulse with need. I run my fingers over the shallow cuts and slices across his body, wishing I had the magic to heal them.

Aldrin tilts up my chin, kissing me passionately for a heartbeat, then another, his tongue rasping against mine, and then he pulls away, making me regret the loss of him. He pulls my tight-fitting tunic over my head, followed by the band that kept my breasts in place during the fighting. 

My boobs spill out, pink nipples peaked and creamy skin scattered with freckles. He lets out a groan that I feel to the depths of my soul, his need traveling across the bond and intensifying my own desire. He falls to his knees, hands exploring all the bare flesh of my chest and stomach, the rough warm skin scraping over me and leaving shivers in its wake. 

I gasp when his fingers reach the beltline of my leather pants. He runs them right down the center of me, making my core light up and tighten. He teases me through my clothing, rubbing until my legs shake and the friction becomes almost too much, then he strips my pants from me. I shiver as the cool air wraps around me, evaporating the sweat from my skin.

“Get into the water.” Aldrin’s voice is low. “Don’t make me wait any longer.”

He holds my hips as I turn, sighing as he stares at my ass while I take the steps down into the water. Carnal desire floods him, creating a burn within his hard cock that has it pulsing. I feel it distantly, like it is a phantom limb that is not quite attached to my body, but gods, I want it buried deep within me. Combined with the rush of hot water around my bruised and tired flesh, I am primed and ready for him.

I sink into the soapy water that reaches my shoulders and plunge my head below the surface. Contentment fills me as the filth dissolves from my skin and hair. I stay down there for as long as I can hold my breath. Aldrin’s body displaces the water as he crashes into it, probably skipping the steps altogether. Anticipation curls within me.

Large hands curl under my shoulders, then I am being dragged above the surface, my slippery, naked body running up the length of his. All those hard planes press against me, rubbing over my sensitive nipples, and that skin-on-skin contact sends me into ecstasy. 

Water still falls from my hair and down my face when he captures my lips with his. The kiss is brutal, desperate, like we are both drowning and this is the only way to get air. Our mouths crush together again and again. Our tongues swipe in a fast-paced dance and our teeth find each other’s lips.

Aldrin runs a bar of soap across my back, through my hair and over my legs. He pulls back only slightly to rub the suds over my breasts and belly, taking extra care despite his frantic need. 

His hands are all over me. 

I pry the soap from him and press it across his chest, reveling in the defined ridges of his pectorals and abdominal muscles. As I clean the blood from his thickly muscular arms, his hand slips down my belly, dipping lower and lower until it is between my legs, playing almost lazily with my clit. 

I throw back my head and let out a long, low moan as pleasure bursts within me. I almost drop the soap. He lets out a low chuckle, one that is all too self-satisfied, then slides two fingers inside me, curling them deep. 

Two can play at that game.

I hurriedly finish cleaning his body, then lather my hand with a generous layer of soap and wrap it around his cock, pumping the length of it. The suds allow my hand to slip and slide over his length. His breathing shortens to pants as his muscles ripple and tighten. I cannot tell where my pleasure ends and his starts, the sensations of both our bodies coiling together in my mind.

“Fuck, Keira,” he growls, still moving his fingers in and out of me, still swirling his thumb over my clit until I fear I will combust. “I’m not going to last much longer like this.”

Aldrin leads me backward and crushes me up against the wall of the bath. He grips my hips almost painfully and lifts them to meet his. I grab his cock and line it up with my entrance. He thrusts it inside me in a single smooth motion, stretching me and filling me up right to the hilt. My body clenches down around him as bliss ripples through me and I try to move my hips, but he holds me in place with that death grip.

When he moves, he does it with brutal force, slamming in and out of me at a speed that has my toes curling. The friction of his cock grinding against my inner muscles is everything I need, especially as he hits those most sensual spots deep within me with every thrust. 

Water splashes violently around us, spraying out onto the tiles in waves. We climb higher and higher together, him grunting right in my ear, soft moans tearing out of me. The tension builds to an unbearable level as pleasure consumes us both. 

A string pulled tight within me snaps and my whole body shakes as my orgasm rips through me. I cling tightly to Aldrin, arms and legs both wrapped around him, as my core muscles ripples around his cock. He lets out a guttural sound as his motions become ragged and his thrusts even more powerful, then his own climax rushes through him as his hot seed spurts through me. 

We remain there with our limbs tangled up together, struggling to catch our breath for a few heartbeats. 

“I need more, Keira.” Aldrin’s voice is hoarse. “I need to hold you and fuck you until I am sure no one is going to take you away from me again.” There is such vulnerability in his amber eyes as they search my face. Guilt radiates from him—he can sense my fatigue—but he should know I need the same thing. 

I kiss his lips, then his forehead. “Take me again in our bed. Do it slow and sensual. I want to feel your weight on top of me.” 

Aldrin lifts me from the bath, great streams of water falling from both of us as he slowly takes the steps. He looks like a god with rivulets running down his tanned skin and through the channels between muscles. He leaves damp footsteps across the tiled floor of the bathing chamber, but as he reaches for a towel, I decide I don’t have the patience to wait for us to dab each other dry. I kick up a volley of air magic, infusing it with the heat of my fire, and by the time Aldrin reaches the bed, we are both mostly dry.

He places me within its center and climbs up over my body. The muscles in his arms ripple and his hard cock strains between us as he holds himself over me. Those bright eyes soak in every naked inch of me beneath him. My skin heats wherever his gaze falls.

“I am so fucking in love with you, do you know that?” He goes down onto one elbow as he grips my face with the other hand.

“I know it,” I whisper. “You make me feel it every day.” I place my hand over his chest, relishing the beat of his heart, swelling with emotion that bleeds into me. “Can you feel my love for you?”

He doesn’t reply, simply leans down and kisses me gently. I spread my legs around him as he settles his hips between them, then pulls back to guide his cock into my entrance. I am hot, slick and ready for him as he eases his generous length inside. 

Aldrin doesn’t cover my body with his immediately. He holds his torso up and looks down the length of us, to where our bodies meet as he rolls his hips against mine. Those eyes are heated and hooded. 

I follow his gaze and let out a moan at the sight of his hardness sliding into my core up to the hilt, pulling back again so the entire thing is visible except the head, glistening with my arousal, only to plunge back in. I watch, mesmerized, as his cock disappears within me again and again, paired each time with utter pounding bliss radiating through my core that ramps up in increments. 

I claw at the ropy muscles of his back, pulling him down on top of me, needing his chest against mine and his weight to press me into the bed with every thrust. I use my leverage against the mattress to roll my hips, meeting him stroke for stroke. A fire burns between us as we become lost in each other’s bodies. 

His scent, the warmth of him enveloping me, the way he plunges deep within, lighting up all of my nerve endings with blinding pleasure—it is all I know. It erases traumas of the past and worries for the future, only the present conceivable in my mind.

My whole body tightens up then shatters as my climax floods me, and my mind is lost in blissful calm as Aldrin finds his own release. After a very long time, he rolls off me, lying on his side and scooping me up against his chest. Neither one of us bothers to put clothing on; he simply pulls up the sheets. 

“Never make a bargain that takes you away from me again,” he says into my hair, arms tightening around my waist. 

“I won’t,” I reply, my voice shaking. “I promise.”

I listen to his breathing as it slowly evens out and he drifts off. Never again, I vow to myself as I feel sleep tugging at me. Never again will I allow someone to tear us apart.
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I stand with Aldrin on the main balcony of the palace three days after the final battle, looking down over the City of Vertical Gardens. Our inner circle and a number of Royal Guards fan out around us. The setting sun bleeds red across the sky, casting an ominous backdrop for the sight before us. My blood turns to ice.

There is a mass exodus of fae from the city. 

Long columns stretch out through the lower streets and into the fields beyond, stepping through open portals to the gods know where. Worse is the fact that they wear those damned homemade uniforms that mimic those of the Truth Templars. That they fly Templar flags. 

“We tried so hard to stop Titania from becoming a martyr, to disband her cult. We suffered so much. For what?” I can’t help the way my voice breaks as I turn to Aldrin. 

“We had to at least try,” he grumbles. “Maybe that is the reason they leave the city at Torin and his lieutenant’s call, rather than storming the palace again. Maybe those efforts are the only reason we won the election—because we pulled the wool from most eyes, if not all.”

“Is there not something you can do about this, Aldrin?” My father leans forward over the railing beside me, a deep scowl on his face. Despite his expression, a wave of calm rolls over me. My father always has that effect on me, like I am a little girl and he will fix all my problems. I only wish that were still true. Even so, the men on either side of me are my pillars of strength.

“What would you have them do, Father?” Caitlin crosses her arms in front of her. “Declare treason against anyone who has political options that don’t support them?”

My father turns back to her, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know. Surely there is something⁠—”

“There is nothing to be done,” Aldrin cuts in, grinding his teeth. “It is not illegal to fly those banners or choose to leave. I have soldiers down there to monitor the situation, but it is peaceful and there are no known Truth Templars among them. As far as the law is concerned, they are civilians choosing to migrate.”

Cyprien’s knuckles turn white with how tightly he grips the railing beside Aldrin. “You can imagine my disappointment when I led the first patrols and found no one to arrest. We cannot prove that anyone down there committed any crimes during the uprising.”

Drake and Rainier stroll out of the main doors and we turn to them. My heart leaps to see both free of blood and gaping wounds, the father’s arm wrapped around the son’s shoulders as they walk. 

Drake limps, but he doesn’t flinch with pain when he laughs at something Rainier says. When his eyes fall on us they glitter with mischief, and he sweeps into a deep, flourishing bow, releasing his son and swinging out an arm for effect. “My gracious king and queen, if you would allow a lowly fae such as myself to speak, I have news you will welcome.”

“Stop that,” Aldrin snaps. “You know I hate formalities.”

Drake’s smile only deepens, and he opens his mouth to no doubt say something that will only aggravate my mate further, so I jump in. “What is your news, Drake? Anything positive?”

“I have hidden some of my spies among those leaving the city under the Truth Templar flags,” he says. “The portals they are using lead all over the court, but I am sure they will navigate through a few before they reach their final destination. All we can do is wait to learn where they land. I tried to send my consciousness out to the winds to follow them, but they move in too many directions, and I am still…somewhat depleted.”

I look him up and down, taking in the way he puts most of his weight on one leg, the dark grooves beneath his eyes that tell me he hasn’t finished healing. “Are you sure you are well enough to travel to the Summer Court tomorrow? We can find other ambassadors.” Aldrin frowns at Drake, clearly seeing the same things I am. 

Our first task in our rule was to set up diplomatic parties to travel to each of the other courts. They will find out just how much damage Titania did to international relations, propose our ideas for combating the realm-wide threat of the corruption destroying our lands, and determine whether we will receive opposition or collaboration from the other rulers. 

They will also announce that we have won the Spring throne. These initial visits will be short and undertaken by our most trusted people. When we are able, we will tour the other courts of this realm ourselves.

Drake grabs Rainier and throws an arm tightly around his shoulders once again, making him stagger forward. “Of course I am well enough. Can an old man not be a little tired after winning a war? Besides, it is my son’s first diplomatic mission. I will not abandon him to do it on his own. It is a proud milestone for our family.”

Rainier grimaces. “I would not be doing it on my own. Lord Cedar is also accompanying us. Besides, we are visiting Summer. They have always been our allies. And it’s just a handful of days.”

Aldrin places a hand on Drake’s shoulder, looking him up and down. “Only if Klara clears you as medically fit.”

Rainier laughs and Drake groans. “Doesn’t that woman already have too much power over me? She is already livid that I spent so much time away from her undercover, then got my dumb ass in that cage.”

A deep sadness rolls through me. I want to reassure him that it wasn’t his fault we ended up trussed up like that. It wasn’t anyone’s fault except Titania and Torin’s. I open my mouth to say just that, but a high-pitched whirl screeches right by my ear and a slight breeze blows tendrils of my hair back, kissing the skin of my neck.

An arrow passes right between Aldrin and myself, so fast I almost miss the blur of it.

Absolute chaos breaks out on the balcony.

One moment I am standing there, dumbfounded, and the next I am falling to the ground. Aldrin is wrapped around me as he tosses us down, holding me to his chest and taking the full impact of our fall on his elbows and knees. He covers my body with his, but no more arrows fly overhead. 

The Wisteria of Mythanar explodes into action. The thin branches already interwoven all across the balcony rear up and create a tight canopy over the entire space that no additional missiles can penetrate through. It is an impressive feat, the sudden, massive growth and rapidly thickening branches. Leaves and purple cascades of blooms hang from the ceiling of the meshwork, like it just couldn’t help adding beauty to the functionality.

Aldrin finally gets off me and holds out a hand to help me stand on unsteady legs. “Are you okay?” he says softly, clearly shaken.

“I’ll survive.” I dust off my gown as my eyes sweep over my father, sister and closest friends to make sure no one was injured.

The guards on the stairs below shout out orders as they attempt to pursue the archer. Cyprien strides over to the wall that the single arrow buried itself into and tears it out, uncoiling the piece of parchment wrapped around the shaft. He skims his eyes across it.

“What does it say?” Aldrin stalks over to him, rage practically vibrating from his every muscle. “What does it fucking say?” He rips it from Cyprien’s fingers and reads it for himself, then glances up at me with such regret that my stomach tightens in knots. I walk to him as though through water, my consciousness feeling disconnected from my body. 

I am not ready for any more battles.

“Let me read it,” I whisper, and Aldrin holds the parchment out for me to take. My heart sinks as my eyes move over the cursive script. 

We will never stop coming for you. We will spread like seeds on the wind to all corners of this realm, waiting, growing, nurturing our truth until the whole realm knows it. Then we will come for you and we will show no mercy. We will have not one army, but ALL the armies of the fae, to stop the spread of your poison.

—Torin, Leader of the Truth Templars

My heart stops as I glance up at Aldrin, who hovers over me with his lips compressed into a thin line. “You were right,” he murmurs, just loud enough for me to hear. “We should have⁠—”

I place a finger over his lips to stop him, even though I can hear his thoughts roaring in my head. “Don’t you say it. We could have let the battle rage on for days and it still would have been near impossible to find Torin in it. We had to stop our people from needlessly dying and suffering. And it could be an empty threat. It could take him years, decades, to retaliate. He hasn’t had the time to even reassemble his forces yet.”

“Yet,” Aldrin says. “But that cult will fester in the shadows if we do not stop them, and soon.” He holds my hands in his. “Whatever comes, we will fight through it together.”
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Aweek passes in peace, and I am finally able to breathe easier. To stop constantly looking over my shoulder for an attack, though the nightmares don’t stop. Every night I awake in my bed drenched in sweat and convinced that my mate died in a variety of violent ways, only to find her sleeping safely beside me. 

It takes me long, heaving moments to finally remember that the war is over, while I try to slow my pounding heart. We lose ourselves in each other’s bodies during those sleepless nights, because Keira struggles as much as I do with the trauma from all the battles we have fought to be together.

I try to remain present in the moment as much as possible, instead of drowning in fears that visit me from the past and plague me about the future. That includes engaging in this feast that Keira insisted we host within our newly acquired banquet hall in the palace. 

It is a show of appreciation to our closest supporters in the Spring Court, she said, except I am too damned tired to play the gracious host. I resist running a hand down my face as the many loud, competing voices wash over me from dozens of different conversations. 

Everyone from this court who helped us win the throne is here: our inner circle that went into exile with me, Keira’s family, the senators and nobility who dared to stand up to Titania, and the commanders who lead the regiments of the Spring Court army. 

I stare at my mate, my queen, mesmerized. She is deep in a discussion with her parents and Caitlin, bouncing a babbling Morgana, who I swear has tripled in size, on her lap. Keira looks every part the Spring Court queen, seated at the central banquet table in a throne that matches mine, wearing her signature golden dress and dainty crown. 

She was born to rule as much as I was. 

I am still so fucking terrified that someone is going to come along and take her away from me. My chest tightens painfully at the thought and I can’t stop myself from placing my hand on her lap under the table and giving her upper thigh a possessive squeeze, just to confirm she is really here. That this is real. She tosses me a dazzling smile over her shoulder, then turns back to her father.

“We have half a dozen high fae living in Appleshield now, tending to the orchards and teaching us a thing or two.” Edmund’s green eyes shine as he beholds his daughter. “There isn’t a single glasshouse left unoccupied for the first time in decades. It was frankly shocking how quickly the Spring fae could get them up and running again.”

Maeve leans forward, collecting more food from the platters in the middle of the table and heaping it onto Edmund’s empty plate. “We are in negotiations with low fae who want to move to the forests around Appleshield Castle. Particularly the wild apple tree groves that you love so much, Keira. Tree nymphs, a Lake Maiden, even a hive of pixies. They will all need to swear an oath of fealty to your father, of course, and any Lord Protector that comes after him.” 

Maeve gives Caitlin a warm look before continuing. “And our most powerful magic wielders will have to ensure that the nymphs and their lands never succumb to magical collapse. This is how we return magic to the human realm. This is what will fix our crisis.”

“And what does the High Priestess think of this influx of fae into her lands? I cannot imagine she would be thrilled.” My fist clenches under the table at the thought of the old spider, but I moderate my tone for Keira’s sake. 

No matter how distasteful and manipulative I find the High Priestess, Keira still cares for her grandmother. Sometimes we only see a unique perspective of a person we love, the affection and kindness they show us, and it can be hard to look beyond it to their toxic behavior toward others. 

We cannot help who we love.

Edmund lets out a long-suffering sigh. “My mother is coming to see that it is time she retired and let someone with…fresher ideas lead the Mothers of Magic during these changing times. The priestesses will be putting their efforts into easing migration between the realms, especially helping to settle humans who want to live in the Spring Court.” 

Those words are music to my ears.

Keira leans into me and gives me a measured glance, her lips quirking upward slightly. Try not to look so happy about it.

What can I say? A man never forgets who tortured him. I immediately regret the words as she cringes. Then I look at Edmund, who has taken the chubby Morgana from Keira and holds her on his lap while feeding her applesauce from his plate, the fruit picked from his own orchards. Maybe it is possible to forget, or to at least understand and forgive. 

“How old is Morgana, exactly?” I lean around the table to ask Caitlin, who is on Maeve’s other side.

A deep frown pinches her brow and her lips compress into a thin line. “It is hard to say, since she has spent significant time in both human and fae realms, and three years pass here for every human year. Her milestones suggest she is perhaps six months old.”

Caitlin takes her long, intricate braid and tosses it over her shoulder. She isn’t one to get dressed up, even for a royal banquet. “I missed too many of those milestones because that bitch kidnapped my sister and thrust us into another war. I am glad you made her pay.”

She stabs her meat with such force I wonder if she is imagining it as Titania instead. Keira drags Caitlin out of her mood by asking her about Odiane’s role as a mother. 

I turn my attention back to the rest of my people. The entire room buzzes loudly with many voices overlapping each other, filling the space with the jovial calls and laughter that were missing each time I forced my way into this palace after my exile. Even the servants walk with slight smiles tipping up their lips and a lightness in their step. 

I should feel satisfied, having all of my inner circle and closest allies here for this celebratory feast. Having this crown on my head once more and the title of king bestowed upon me. But a deep uneasiness fills me instead. 

There are no obstacles left to stop me combating the corruption that is killing my realm. The image of the great rifts that have opened up across the borders of my court rises to mind, filled with voids of the darkest midnight and bleeding ash in streams above them as they consume the very matter of the land. 

The rot that destroys the trees, making their branches and trunks limp and mushy. The blackness that has spread over the bodies of the affected low fae and the decay that kills their flesh while they are still alive, leaving many with limbs half missing. 

I turn to Cyprien at my other side. “Will you be the Commander of the Armed Forces and my Royal Adviser once more?”

The hard expression across his face doesn’t even ripple as he shoves another forkful of food into his mouth and makes me wait as he chews. “Of course. I took up those roles once more the moment you tried to ambush my forces at the Frozen River Fortress. We have quite the task before us.”

It is like he read my mind. “We will begin by ensuring every high fae of the cities witnesses the natural disaster we must face and appreciates the gravity of the doom we slowly march toward.”

“But how do we get them to comply with even that simple demand? That is the question,” Cyprien grunts. “Titania spent years conditioning them. Forbidding them from going to the borders.”

Klara pours herself more wine, topping up both our chalices. “I have an idea. Well, actually, the idea was some of the half-jesting rambling that usually pours out of Drake’s mouth, but I should get the credit for refining it.” She takes a sip, then turns the full intensity of those lilac eyes on me. “Drake suggested hosting a massive orgy there to draw in a crowd.”

I choke on my drink and Cyprien barks out a laugh.

“But,” Klara continues, “I think it would be more appropriate to create a sacred pilgrimage to the dying lands. Celebrate the people who take it. Set up festivities along the road to lead them there. Make it an experience worth having.”

Cyprien leans back in his seat, folding his arms behind his head, a mischievous glint in his eye. “There is no need to cancel the orgies at the end of the pilgrimage. One could say it would be a spiritual enlightenment where a fae would almost meet the gods.”

He says this just as I take another sip, and I splutter my wine back into my cup, laughing hard. I elbow him in the ribs. “It would definitely bring in tree nymphs wanting to plow new grounds.” 

“And reacquaint high and low fae in a climactic way.” Cyprien wipes tears from his face.

Klara scowls, but I swear she does it to hide her own amusement. “The two of you are as childish as my husband.” She stops and looks thoughtful. “Though it would help heal the lands after we defeat the corruption. They are an essential ceremony in nymph reproduction, and all the magical…spill-off helps to make the ground more fertile.”

“What are you all laughing about?” Keira’s voice has me turning to her, the rest of her family watching but clearly not catching on to our discussion.

I run a hand across my face and try not to break out into hysterics. I doubt those from the human realm are aware of the wildest parts of our culture and I really don’t feel like being the fae to explain it to them. “A pilgrimage…of sorts. To incentivize high fae to witness the corruption.”

Keira gets drawn back into conversation with her family.

“So, sex parties to get fae just to look at the borderlands. How are you going to convince them to move out into the wilds, Aldrin?” Cyprien taps his fingers on the table as he thinks.

I open my mouth to speak, but Keira’s voice cuts through my thoughts down the bond. Sex parties? she damn near screeches, but I can sense the curiosity curling underneath it.

Something you’d be interested in? I tease.

What? I…is that a normal occurrence around here? 

You have no idea. 

I become lost in Keira’s hazel eyes for a moment, wide like a startled doe’s and molten as her mind gets away from her, trying to imagine the logistics of such a thing. I let out a low chuckle, running my hand up her thigh.

“That is going to be quite the challenge,” Klara says, drawing back my attention. “The fae of this city allowed Titania to exploit, suppress and blindside them all for the simple promise of maintaining their way of life. High fae have come to value the comforts and luxuries of living in the city above all else.”

“Aldrin has a brilliant plan for that.” Keira beams as she looks at me.

“Our plan. Keira contributed to it as much as I did.”

I take a deep breath, because this is the first time I will be airing it with anyone other than my queen. “I cannot force the people to do anything they don’t agree with, or there will be more riots on our hands. If the high fae love the lifestyle of living in a city, then we will build more smaller cities and luxury towns across the court. They will have access to the bars, nightlife, markets and communities that they are used to.”

I swallow hard, then keep speaking. “We will connect them with major highways to what is left of our portals, so travel and transport of goods becomes easier. They will still have access to human chocolate, Winter technology and Summer sweet wines, even in the most remote parts of our lands. All of the delicacies and commodities they have become addicted to will still be at their fingertips. There will be new business opportunities and cash bonuses for any who make the move.”

Klara nods while Cyprien’s eyebrows rise higher and higher on his forehead.

“One thing I will force on the high fae is that all must pay the tithe,” I say. “A portion of their magic, whether it is directly back into the lands by those who relocate, or into plinths by those who remain. This was an oath our forebearers made to the gods when they created us, and it has been forgotten along the way. We high fae need to care for this realm again, as is our duty and the reason we were gifted so much power.”

“And how do you plan to fund this?” Cyprien asks. 

“Do you remember all that wealth Titania hoarded for herself? How she drained it out of the court and stole it from any fae she killed?” A wicked smile splits Keira’s lips. “Well, it is ours now. It is shocking to realize just how much she took, considering how hungry she was for more.”

“Not to mention that we will be confiscating the estates of her most loyal supporters,” I muse. “I suspect there will be a lot of private investment in such a venture as well. There is always money to be made in expansion.”

“And what about these diplomatic missions to the other courts?” Klara asks for the hundredth time. 

I hold up my hands. “I am not going to start another war by muscling in on their way of life.”

“We are simply testing the waters in each court,” Keira says. “Gently opening the discussion and seeing if they too are affected by the corruption or if they deny it. The official purpose is to inform them of a change in leadership in the Spring Court. The best way to influence them into joining the fight, and using Aldrin’s ideas to combat it, is to succeed at it here. People always want to copy success. We won’t pressure them until we prove our theories and thrive in a position of strength.”

Cyprien nods distractedly, but his attention has been drawn away. He gazes to the other side of the room, where Sasha sits at the end of the banquet table.

Outwardly she looks radiant.

Paints have been applied to her skin to accentuate her natural beauty, her hair has been styled with light oils so it shines, and her gown drips with jewels. But the evidence is there that she came close to death in a golden cage alongside my mate. She jumps each time someone speaks too loudly and there is a distressed tightness around her eyes.

All three of Sasha’s orc bodyguards are seated around her protectively, practically radiating aggression.

I wouldn’t blame them after everything this court has put her through, if those near-seven-foot men weren’t glaring varying degrees of loathing and accusation at Cyprien, like he is the largest threat to their princess in this room. When his gaze turns away from Sasha, the orcs relax and break their death stares. 

I asked Cyprien after the last battle why they seem to hate him so much, why Sasha is so hostile to him, and he told me he has no fucking clue. After all, the previous Winter King, Sasha’s uncle, died at his hand, but I was the man who declared war on their entire court after their first invasion attempt, and I don’t receive a fraction of her contempt.

But Cyprien can’t stop snatching glances at her.

My eyes glide to Silvan and Jasper. They are seated with senators who were imprisoned in their homes during Titania’s reign for their outspoken support of me and the ranking army commanders who lead the regiments that helped us win. 

Jasper waves his arms around as he speaks loudly of one battle or another, cheeks flushed from wine and eyes glittering every time he looks at Silvan. They break out into roaring laughter at multiple points, many of the others calling out and contributing. 

Silvan doesn’t say a word. He simply watches Jasper with the gentlest expression I have ever seen on his face. He actually smiles, as though relishing his partner’s joy is enough for him.

An hour passes, followed by another, as multiple courses of the banquet are brought out, consumed and cleared away. The tension doesn’t leave me the entire time. Maybe I have spent so many years constantly on guard and searching for threats that I have forgotten how to relax and celebrate.

I take Keira’s hand in mine and kiss each one of her knuckles. “Is there anything my queen wants for? Any changes you would like to make in this court? We could tear this entire palace down and build you another one if that is what you desire.”

She tilts her head to the side and gives me a hard look, making me laugh. “Why do you offer such extravagant things when you know I don’t care for them?”

I shrug. “To prove there are no bounds to my love. How about a new festival that celebrates competitions of archery on horseback? I’m sure we can import some of those mad beasts from your birth realm. We can build a new library available to the public that compiles advanced texts from across the realm, including the specialties of the other courts. You will find mine lacking in comparison to the universities in the Summer Court. Gods, we could build realm-leading universities and offer grants to those who cannot afford tuition.”

Keira perks up, suddenly sitting straighter, and I know I have hit the nail on the head. “I would die to study at a university. To finally learn to read fae runes and history and more. To have such a dream available to everyone, despite their status or wealth—that would be monumental.”

I cringe. “Don’t speak of dying. It won’t come to that ever again.”

“Oh, Aldrin, I want to sponsor human academics to study in our library and transcribe fae scriptures. For them to bring fae knowledge back to the human realm and vice versa.” Her entire face lights up.

“Done,” I say. “You can have whatever you want, Keira. The rule of this realm is as much yours as it is mine.” I can’t stop saying those words, not until she believes them to the depths of her soul.

She runs a finger across my jawline, down my neck and chest, partly exposed through the thin embroidered silk of my tunic. “I want to start a family here. Put down roots. When all of our battles are fought and we have a good plan in place to combat the corruption of these lands, I want the palace halls to ring with the laughter of children.”

I swallow hard as my heart expands so rapidly it might burst. “That may take years to accomplish⁠—” 

“I know Torin is still out there and angry, but we can find him if we throw all our resources at it. And the corruption cannot wait the decades it will take to slowly reverse it. I love being an aunt, but it is not enough for me.”

I take her small hands in mine and squeeze them. “No, I mean trying to conceive may take years. Decades, for some.”

“Then it is better we start trying sooner than later.” She winks at me. “What is it that you really want, Aldrin?”

“You know what I want,” I say in a low growl, leaning in close to speak into her ear. “You, on top of me, pinned underneath me, against a wall. In every way I can possibly think up, then to repeat it all. I want you first thing in the morning and in the middle of the night. To sneak away partway through the day. The time and peace to enjoy each other uninterrupted. Mostly, I want no one to ever take you from me again.”

Keira’s huge eyes are ablaze when I pull back from her and she opens that sultry mouth to say something, and I know I am going to fucking love it⁠—

The grand doors to the banquet hall slam open. Two columns of Royal Guards march through with a man in their grasp.

I rise immediately from my seat and the room falls to silence. At first I think they have brought me one of Torin’s men, someone who can give us information—and has been caught in the thick of fighting, from the bloody mess of him. Then I take in the way they carry him under the shoulders so caringly, and the fact that Basil fusses over him. 

I grip the edge of the table hard as a cold sweat breaks out all over me. As gasps sound around me. I take in the dark skin and long white hair of the fae half hunched over, struggling to put one foot in front of the other, but pushing guards away from him so he can take the last few steps to stand before me on his own.

Rainier.

Badly bruised, beaten, sunburned and covered with shallow bloody gashes.

Rainier, who was meant to be on a safe diplomatic mission in the court of our closest ally with Drake and Cedar.

Rainier, alone, without them.

Our eyes lock as he fights to keep his chin up, then his gaze slides to his mother’s, and his entire face crumples. Klara doesn’t hesitate. She leaps over the table, knocking chalices and dishes, tearing her formal gown as she rushes to her son. Immediately she begins to heal him, her magic flaring a golden white, but he cannot look at her. He stands swaying on his feet, staring straight at me but unable to speak.

Then my eyes drop down and I notice the bag he clutches with a white-knuckled death grip. It has a large, ball-shaped bulge in it and the fabric is soaked red.

My stomach drops.

“What happened to you, Rainier?” My voice is a distant rumble. I am dissociating, because I am too fucking afraid of the answer. “What happened in the Summer Court?” The burns, the dust, the sheer fatigue and the bag in his hand all tell me exactly what happened. 

Their ritual. 

I don’t want to believe it. 

He opens his mouth, but no words come out.

“Where are Drake and Cedar?” Cyprien asks at my side, tone pleading. Desperate.

“He needs to be taken to a bed and healed, not paraded like this in front of everyone,” Keira urges.

Basil wrings his hands. “He insisted on coming straight here.”

The murmur of voices rises and more questions are called out to Rainier, but he can hardly move, much less speak. He is frozen in horror. 

“Where is your father?” Klara grips his shoulders, trying to peer into his face, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Tell me, Rainier. Where is your father?” She gives him the tiniest shake while he still refuses to look at her. More people stand, throwing questions his way, and I throw up my hand, about to silence them, but it is too late.

Rainier breaks, screaming the most heart-wrenching sound I have ever heard. He drops the bag and it hits the ground. A severed head rolls out of it and stops before the table.

Drake’s severed head.

Rainier collapses on his knees, bent in on himself, wrapping his arms over his face as he screams gutturally. Klara races after the head, falling on hands and knees before it, repetitively reaching out to touch Drake’s face, her hand crumpling away each time before she makes contact, like she just can’t bear to confirm this is not an illusion. 

I have no idea what to do for them. How to make this better. I look down into the eyes of one of my oldest friends and find them unseeing. Filmed over and cloudy with death. My heart breaks.

Everyone in the room is frozen, even the guards. I swear not a single one of them even breathes. 

I climb over the table and collect Klara off the floor, pulling her up and away from all that is left of Drake. Her entire body shakes violently. “No. No. Nooo!” she moans. Her body goes from limp to very suddenly fighting me. “I can’t just leave him there! I can’t leave him on the ground!” 

I glance up at a nearby movement. Keira is bundling up her golden velvet cloak and tossing it at me. I catch it in a single hand, then very gently lift Drake’s head into it and wrap him up. The cold, dead, leathery texture of his skin will plague my nightmares for the rest of my life. The fact that his features have distorted in death, swollen, not quite right. I hand him to Klara, who bundles him to her chest and sobs into the fabric. 

Then I lift Rainier to his feet, holding him before me by the shoulders. “Do you want to speak of what happened in front of the entire court? Is that why you came here?”

He nods, focusing now that he can only see me. “They forced me to take their Ritual of Banishment,” Rainier chokes out, and his mother lets out a loud cry as everyone else gasps. He pulls Klara into his chest, placing his chin on top of her head while she clutches onto him. The connection seems to steady him. “I have no idea where we went wrong. I don’t know—we didn’t—everything seemed so amicable…then they tore me out of my bed before dawn. The guards, I mean. I didn’t know they had already—I had been sleeping like a baby when he—” Panic fills Rainier’s eyes as tears drip from them. 

I clutch his shoulders tighter. “Breathe. Tell me slowly.”

He takes in a shaky breath. “The Summer Court guards stormed me while I slept and took me to the edge of the desert. I was sentenced by the briefest trial as an enemy of the court before I even had a chance to understand what was going on. Then they handed me the bag and set me out to wander the desert as the sun rose. I was told to find the portal home among the dunes if I wanted to live, but not where it was.”

I nod, having suspected as much. The Ritual is an ancient, brutal practice.

“I didn’t know what was in the bag.” Rainier’s voice becomes high-pitched. “And by the time it started dripping blood, I had to look, but I was so fucking terrified. It broke me, seeing him…like that. Knowing I slept while they killed him instead of fighting at his side.” A violent shiver runs through him as his voice breaks. Klara lets out a sob and Rainier clutches her tighter. “I wanted to lie down in the desert and let the sun take me. It was already burning my entire body, but I couldn’t do that to my mother. I couldn’t allow her to lose both of us. And I had to let you know.”

His eyes pull away from mine and pure rage curls his lips as he raises his voice to my court behind me.

“The Summer Court are not our allies.”

Bile rises within my throat. My guts twist and an intense pressure builds within my head from all the unshed tears I cannot release for my friend, because I cannot accept my grief. Drake never left my side once. He never stopped fighting for me or for the better future we envisioned, and now, he doesn’t get to live the fruition of those dreams.

I bend down slightly to look Rainier directly in the eye and speak loud enough for only him to hear. “Thank you, for bringing this news back to us, and for surviving. It is what your father would have wanted.”

“I have no idea what became of Lord Cedar,” Rainier murmurs back, his eyes becoming distant.

I glance up, looking for Basil to have Rainier and Klara escorted to their chambers where they can rest, but find him at the grand door again. He is arguing with the servants who control the magical mailroom that receives communications from across the realm, including those from other courts. When my butler glances up at me, there is desperation in his eyes. 

I expect a single scroll to have been magically transported into my palace, but he clutches multiple as he walks toward me. Time seems to slow to a crawl, all the angry, roaring voices around me falling away, as I watch the color blanch from Basil’s face.

He arrives with three scrolls, each with a different royal seal: Summer, Autumn and Winter. And I just fucking know.

I take the first scroll from his hands and break the seal, the magic that ensures I am the only one who can tamper with it evaporating as I do. I read the words as everything inside of me screams and screams. Then I turn to my people, who have fallen silent, holding only Keira’s wide eyes.

“The Summer Court has declared war on Spring.” I take the next scroll mechanically and break it open. “The Autumn Court has declared war on Spring.” My hands shake on the third scroll. “The Winter Court has declared war on Spring.”

Chaos breaks loose, but I only have eyes for Keira, whose rosebud lips hang open. I am so fucking afraid of losing her all over again that my legs almost give out on me. We won’t get the luxury of time in peace to grow old together. To get married and have that family she spoke of. Not with these odds stacked against us. The gods must have cursed our stars.

“This is Torin’s doing, I just know it.” Keira’s voice shakes. “The letter he sent by arrow. What he said to me in the dungeon. I didn’t believe him at the time. This was his contingency plan, if he lost the throne to us.” 

I pull her into my chest, kissing the top of her head. I squeeze her tight for a heartbeat, then another, needing her to ground me when we don’t have the luxury of time, while everyone yells and cries around us. 

“One thing is clear,” I snarl. “We need to find out what in the Darkest Realm is going on.”

I look for Sasha in the crowd, but she is gone. Our royal hostage and assurance that the Winter Court wouldn’t attack us again, fucking gone. The one person who clearly knew this was going to happen and could give us answers right now.

I grab Cyprien by the shoulders. “Sasha?” I ask him.

“She left an hour ago,” he growls. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

“Find her,” I demand. “Hunt her down. Bring her back by any means possible. Tonight. She couldn’t have gotten far.”

He nods, turns on his heel and strides away. 

“And Cyprien,” I call over the top of the crowd. “Bring the hounds with you.”

Chills run down my spine as I watch him leave. I hold Keira even tighter in my arms, focusing on the rapid beat of her heart, on the fast expansion and contraction of her chest as she pants. I breathe the scent of her in. 

I take a moment, before we need to leap into planning another fucking war.

With the way the Spring Court has been ravaged in our battle for the throne, with how Titania ran it into the ground before that to pull its wealth and resources into her own pocket, we could hardly win against a single court right now. 

Three courts declaring war on us will be our ruination.

The End
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The human and fae realms collide every seven years, and monsters slip through the tears between worlds. When a horde of goblins attack Naomi’s hometown, she prepares to fight. The last thing she expects is Lord Ronan and his elite band of fae hunters to arrive on the eve of battle.

Lords use and abuse peasants like Naomi. They don’t risk their lives for them.

But Lord Ronan is different. Charming. Compassionate. Beautifully lethal with a blade. And he can’t seem to keep his hands off her.

When he offers her a life-changing opportunity to join his personal guard, she finds herself falling for him. A forbidden love with a lord would be Naomi’s utter ruin, unless she takes the sacred pilgrimage into the deadly fae lands and returns as a priestess.

Naomi doesn't count on meeting Nissien in the intoxicating autumn court and having her heart stolen by a second man. A fae who is vicious and passionately sensual. Whose immense power has even his friends cowering.
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They died and rose again to win back the Spring Court throne, only for war to arrive on their doorstep. But it is the corruption of the lands that threatens to kill them all.

Aldrin and Keira are forced to protect their court from hostile armies closing in from all sides, but their true enemy lurks within the shadows, pulling the strings. When they call a meeting of kings and queens to put an end to the fighting, they are shocked to discover that it was Spring who attacked first. 

Aldrin is labeled an extremist, a terrorist, and accused of stopping at nothing to force his solutions on others. 

But worse is the battle that lies within their bodies. The corruption is no longer a distant threat. It invades Keira’s flesh, crippling her bit by bit. It bleeds into Aldrin through their matebond. 

Nothing heals her.

Cyprien never wanted to take another wife, much less have one forced upon him by an enemy king. A woman who loathes him and has an agenda of her own. The Winter Court has plans to end the disease destroying their lands, and Sasha is their key. But first, she must betray everyone who has ever shown her kindness in the Spring Court. To rob them blind and open the God’s Portals to find help. 

Even if Aldrin and Cyprien believe the gods will bring their ruination instead.

The lands are dying. A single king of kings must rule over all with a heavy hand to save them. Even if it proves right those who declared war on Aldrin. Should they fail, Keira’s body will wither away until she dies. The portals to the god’s realm will be opened to let in tyrants. All fae will slowly become extinct. Entire realms will crumble into oblivion.

The King of Dying Lands is a plot-heavy, spicy romantasy, perfect for fans of A Court of Thorns and Roses and From Blood and Ash.
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