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      Escape the trials, lose the crown—or rebel, risking everything to save the realm.

      I've exposed the queen for the tyrant she is. Now it's time to show the kingdom of Embermere who I am.

      A rebellion has been gathering force against the queen. It needs only a spark to gain momentum. It needs me: the secret heir.

      First, I must survive the Wilds—savage, brutal, and even more dangerous than the queen herself. No one enters its ancient, slithering forests unless they have no better choice.

      Joined by dragon-shifter Xeno, dragonling Saffron, goblin Pru, and fellow fae-trial contenders, I’m not alone. But every shadow in the Wilds crawls with horrible, giant monsters. Out here, we’re no longer just trained warriors. We’re prey.

      It’s more important than ever that I unearth the power that simmers in my veins so I can return to the palace and claim my royal birthright.

      I once thought the drake Rush Vega was my ally. Even worse, I believed him to be my mate.

      But then he committed the ultimate betrayal. He broke what can never be mended. Once the queen’s spy, forever my enemy.

      Whatever it takes, whomever I must fight, I’ll end her wicked games and free her subjects.

      The mirror world might not have been my home to start, but I’m not quitting until I save it.

    

  


  
    
      If you’ve ever felt broken or betrayed,

      if you’ve had to dust yourself off after shattering,

      and you’ve put yourself back together,

      piece by agonizing piece,

      this one’s for you.

      

      Incredible strength lives inside you.
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      And for my daughters and beloved,

      always and forever.
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        There will be a time when the only person you can rely on is you. If you become tempted to question your strength, your power, don’t. Dig deeper. It will always be there, waiting for you to seek it.

        ZAKO SHADE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        It’s not the world you need to understand, but yourself.

        PRUNELLA “PRU” PRIMROSE DEWLEY WALLEYE LONGNOSE BRITTLEFOOT DRAGONHEART OF THE ASHBURN GOBLIN CLAN
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1 ONE LONG, ETERNAL NIGHT


          ~ ELOWYN ~

        

      

    

    
      The days melted into one long, eternal night, marked only by the steady, rhythmic, clip-clopping of the animal beneath me, and a pain so intense that I scarcely occupied my body. I was at once light and heavy, torturously hot or bitterly cold, with no relief in sight. No choice but to endure ... or to surrender my life and be done with it once and for all.

      Slender, gentle hands tended to me gingerly, wiped the sweat-soaked hair from my face, cooed what was probably encouragement, and rubbed something thick and goopy onto the wound on my chest.

      No, not just my chest, my heart. How it continued to beat I had no idea—it wasn’t because I willed it.

      My will died when Rush pierced my heart just as I’d finally begun to believe we were bonded—mates—that the enormity of what I felt toward him—from him—could only be explained as destined, a connection beyond the ordinary, a transcendent link ... a bond both profound and inviolable.

      I’d been so burdened by Zako’s betrayal, and yet the lies and many deceptions of the man who’d claimed to be my father had proven to be insignificant when compared to the grand Drake Rush Vega’s treachery. Zako’s offenses faded to the morass of the inconsequential. Rush’s betrayal dominated my every lucid thought. Those moments of crisp awareness were far and few between, and yet Rush’s hauntingly beautiful face and mesmerizing moonlit eyes captured all of them. My memories conjured up how his lips, sensual and lush, had wrapped around words I’d never dreamt I’d hear—how he loved me, how I could trust him, how I should listen to my heart.

      And then he’d plunged a blade right through it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      More time drifted by, like a raft shredded apart on a churning sea, its myriad parts undulating to every corner, never to be assembled again.

      My thoughts crystallized until I was once more able to direct them instead of being carried away with their current, mere witness to their insistent taunting.

      Soon, I was able to distinguish night from day, my inner torment from the voices of my friends surrounding me, always nearby, always heavy with worry.

      Pru was there, hers the hands that had tended to me since we left Embermere, her usual impatience and demands softened until her care bordered on maternal.

      Reed was there too, his eyes big with concern. Never saying much, just watching, ever walking alongside me and whatever creature bore my weight.

      I heard Roan’s deep grumblings, and Finnian’s even, intelligent voice, both subdued and serious. And Xeno ... I heard Xeno, the friend whose fate had eluded me until the very end. His words were terse, clipped, void of much of their usual warmth.

      Bespelled bindings strapped my outstretched body to the steed beneath me, and it took me another few days to be able to tilt my head to confirm that some occasional whimpering wasn’t my own, but Saffron’s. The dragonling seemed smaller than when I’d last seen him, still curled in on himself as if afraid an attack would arrive at any moment, from any direction. Crouched atop a saddle meant for people, not creatures, he rode a horse behind mine.

      When I finally felt capable of speech, I croaked, “Where are we?”

      “We’re nowhere yet,” Finnian answered, causing me to search him out. He stalked on foot at the front of our group, which included several more horses and a pony, his stare remaining pinned up ahead and constantly roving across our surroundings.

      “Then where are we going?” I eked out, my voice rough as if I hadn’t used it in years.

      “Where even the queen’s might doesn’t reach. Into the Wilds. You’ll be safe from her there.”

      “It’s everythin’ else we’ll need to be worrying about,” Roan’s bass rumbled. “In the Wilds, everythin’ you see wants to kill ya.”

      I tried to tell them it didn’t matter anyway, I felt dead inside already. But that little bit of talking had exhausted me, and sleep dragged me under its tempting clutches, obliterating more day or night or whatever. None of it truly mattered, not anymore. Not then, possibly not ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 THE MOST PUTRID, ROTTEN, SLUDGY CESSPOOL EVER


          ~ RUSH ~

        

      

    

    
      Hers a face that was so similar to Elowyn’s and yet lacking all that I loved about my mate, the queen winked at me coquettishly from across the Hall of Mirrors before throwing her head back in laughter that had to be fake. Surrounded by eager courtiers, she sat atop her throne at yet another party in what seemed like an endless line of them.

      There was nothing to celebrate, yet the queen assigned one nonsensical theme or another to her vacuous festivities. Tonight we honored the birthday of her father. The Mighty King Erasmus, Our Kingdom’s Savior, she called him. To everyone else with a mind of their own, he was Erasmus the Bloody, responsible for extinguishing the dragons from the mirror world and plunging our land into a consuming darkness it hadn’t yet escaped.

      More than ever, the queen needed to distract her subjects. The Nuptialis Probatio should have begun and finished by now, and yet ... as one of its two champions wasn’t here, the magic of the Fae Heir Trials forbade it. No matter how much the queen threatened the skittish pegicorn Azariah to launch the next stage of the trials, he couldn’t.

      While the queen distracted her court from the fact that the Nuptialis Probatio should have followed just three days after the Gladius Probatio, I was busy trying to distract her from arriving at the inescapable reason why the magic of the trials refused to continue—the source of both my buoyant elation and my bone-chilling terror…

      The mate bond between Elowyn and me had engaged on her end in time.

      The love I’d been waiting for all my life had survived.

      She lived.

      If the queen discovered it was why I’d insisted on such specific terms to our agreement, she’d hunt Elowyn to the ends of the mirror world and beyond. And if she found out that I’d sent Elowyn away with a group of protectors to the Wilds instead of Nightguard as I’d told her, then not even the terrible and ancient creatures that roamed its shadowed depths would be sufficient to keep her forces away.

      I had to defend Elowyn at all costs. But any action on my part, or message I might attempt to send, could betray the very secrecy that was paramount I protect.

      I sensed the queen’s icy blue stare on me again before realizing I’d zoned out, lost to my troubles as I so often had been over the last several weeks. Blinking to clear thoughts of Elowyn lest she read them across my features, I dragged my lips upward, pushing them until they might pass as a genuine smile. To allay the suspicion I could all but feel blooming on her own face, I winked back at her.

      She held my gaze for a beat, discerning, examining, likely observing too much, before laughing breathily at some comment by the Dowager Countess Dayana Tempest. When both women glanced at me, I understood it must be about Dayana’s daughter, Natania, and the dowager countess’ endless scheming to marry her off to me.

      With Dayana as her rapt audience, along with dozens of other courtiers who followed the game of court life as astutely as circling birds of prey, I grinned rakishly at the queen, openly suggesting the amorous liaison she kept threatening me with.

      Her painted blood-red lips stretched with delight as she flicked a passing look at the empty throne beside and, as usual, slightly behind hers. After Elowyn’s “death,” the king had used his convalescence from his poisoning as a reason for his absence from the queen’s events.

      She hadn’t once bothered to pretend she missed him.

      Subtly, when little the queen ever did was that, she nodded in my direction before pinning her attention on Dayana and the many other courtiers jockeying for her favor.

      Ryder ducked his head toward mine from one side of me. Ever aware of the many spies invisible in our midst who tracked our every move, he tucked a loose strand of pale hair behind an ear and whispered, “I don’t know how you do it, man. Just looking at her gives me the runs lately.” His pale eyes were earnest as they bore into mine.

      “You know it’s not ’cause he wants to,” answered West from my left, frowning. “It’s ’cause he’s got no choice.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Ryder said. “But still.” He shuddered and looked at me. “Better hope she doesn’t crook a finger at you and make you”—he stepped even closer until, along with Hiroshi, we were a tight huddle—“come into her bed chambers.”

      In unison, the three of them gulped loudly enough that my eyes were drawn to their bobbing throats above the constant hum of chatter and background music. The queen hadn’t yet deemed it time for dancing.

      West flicked a glance from me to her and back again, his brown eyes burdened. “What’ll you do if she asks you to ... you know?”

      Hiroshi shook his head sharply, the overhead orbs skimming his lavender hair with their light, making it glint. “Don’t even go there, West.”

      “Why not?” West ran both hands through his short hair, leaving it standing up in the front before remembering to pat it down. “Rush’s gonna have to be prepared so he doesn’t”—another searching inspection of our surroundings, where any of the severed eyeballs, ears, or mouths Elowyn had mentioned might hide—“freak out on her. If he does...” West shook his head grimly.

      “If he does, she’ll know he’s been faking it all this time, even more than she probably suspects, and Rush is fucked,” Ryder supplied. “We’re all fucked. Everything’s fucked.”

      “Wow, asshole, way to be a downer and make things even harder on him,” West admonished.

      Ryder snorted. “I’m not the one making anything harder. I’m just trying to help.”

      “We all are,” Hiroshi interjected. “We’re trying to make a good situation out of⁠—”

      “The most putrid, rotten, sludgy cesspool ever,” I completed, surprising myself by somehow sounding calm and collected. Since I’d been forced to stab Elowyn, I hardly felt anything at all.

      “Exactly,” Hiroshi said.

      “Yeah,” Ryder added to West, “and don’t forget you’re the one who gave you-know-who a hard time just for loving on our man here.”

      Whenever we were within range of the queen’s spies, which was pretty much always unless we found an excuse to leave palace grounds, we purposefully didn’t mention Elowyn’s name in case it might be a trigger for her invisible observers.

      West, usually the first to rise to Ryder’s ribbing, huffed instead, somber. “I know. I know, dammit. Don’t you think if I’d known that was their last chance together I’d’ve shut the fuck up?”

      “Hey, West,” I said. “It’s all right, man. Don’t beat yourself up about it. There’s no need.”

      “But there is.” He ran another hand through his hair, this time unconcerned that it stood straight up while we were at court. “I was a dick to her.”

      “She probably hardly remembers,” Hiroshi offered on a soft chuckle. “She was much more focused on Rush’s dick.”

      The three men snickered, but Hiroshi’s attempt to lighten the mood fell flat, and their laughter petered out rapidly.

      “What the hell are we gonna do?” Ryder grunted. “We’ve gotta do something.”

      “But what?” West asked. “Anything we do might make things worse.”

      “Not sure how things could get any worse,” Ryder said.

      “She could have died.” I scarcely breathed, unwilling to give this alternative fuel. “I could’ve killed her.” My fear bounced along with chiming laughter and the steady tempo of mandolins, like the light touch of fairies skimming water as they flew over it.

      Hiroshi shook his head and rubbed his forearm as if he still felt the pain of losing the limb he’d later regrown. “That definitely would’ve been worse.”

      Hiroshi was the steadiest of us all, the calmest in a crisis. His gray eyes now shone with the apprehension I had to work during every one of my waking hours to erase from my countenance, lest the queen suspect the nature of my true intentions.

      He said, “Tell me you’ve got a plan, Rush. ’Cause I don’t know if I can stand by and watch you end up with someone else. Not when you’ve got a ... you know.”

      A mate. I’d never forget it so long as I lived. I’d never stop feeling Elowyn as if she were still in my arms—at least, I hoped I never would.

      As a group, the four of us studied the queen, who was now surrounded by Natania, Coretta, Eliana, Malina, and several other women who aspired to become the next crown princess—and my wife. Their hairdos towered far above their heads in colors so bright they resembled a flower garden—except that they were the wasps instead of pretty petals.

      Even as my every impulse yearned for Elowyn, I forced myself to hitch up my chin and straighten my shoulders. “I have no choice. I’ll do what must be done.”

      “By dragons’ veins, I hope that doesn’t mean they’re what you have to do,” Ryder uttered, accompanied by another shudder.

      “She’s ... enough that she might want you to do all of them at once,” West said, and I registered the “sick and twisted” sentiment he purposefully omitted in reference to the queen. “I’d bet on you taking down an entire legion of skilled soldiers on your own over surviving those odds. They look like they could break you, then eat you alive.”

      As if the women possessed preternatural hearing and could pick out our conversation on the other end of the busy hall, all of them looked our way in unison. No, not “our way,” my way.

      My ass clenched all on its own.

      A few tight breaths later, during which my friends and I stood frozen in their focus, my hand reached for my sword on impulse, where it pressed to its hilt, waiting.

      Soft, silky fur slunk along the knees of my britches. Silver beneath the cool lights of the overhead orbs, the fur shifted to an ash blond I recognized instantly. My fingers curled around my sword though I surely wouldn’t be able to draw it against the queen’s newest favorite pet.

      In a flash too fast, the feethle transformed into a woman I’d hate if not that the queen alone had claim to that title.

      Millicent of Potesantos dragged a finger along my shoulders before stopping with her lips too close to my ear. “Her Majesty Our Great Queen demands your presence, Drake Rush Vega.”

      She drew out each of her words so that they scraped along my skin like a rough fingernail. “Better hurry, Rushy. Her Majesty doesn’t like to be kept waiting, and she’s in the mood for the more ... sensual delights you can offer her. You don’t want her ... impatient.”

      Then she trailed her fingers down my arm and across my waist, where she came too close to my crotch. I growled a warning at her that the creature in her would understand, but she only chuckled, a barking hoarse purr, and sauntered away, the skirt of her dress swaying exaggeratedly.

      “Fuck, man,” Ryder said for all of us.

      Before I could receive any more sympathy or useless though well-intended offers to help, I patted my sword on my hip and strode toward the dais.

      This was the cost I’d agreed to pay in order to be the one to kill Elowyn and send her body away—and thus spare her life.

      So long as Elowyn lived, it was a price I could bear.

      I took another step toward the throne and the cruel queen who sat on it, indulging in a recurring fantasy where I had sliced my blade into her heart and not my beloved’s.

      Her blood, not Elowyn’s.

      Her death ... it was coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 WHERE WE’RE THE PREY


          ~ ELOWYN ~

        

      

    

    
      What sounded like a twig snapped somewhere off to my left, and I spun in the saddle to look, the sharp movement tugging on the wound above my heart. I hissed at the stab of pain before remembering not to, then swallowed a groan as my companions predictably divided their attention between the twig and me.

      “What was that?” I asked from where I sat atop Bolt, short for Lightning Bolt, hoping to return their attention to where it belonged. We were deep in the Wilds, which Pru, Reed, Finnian, and Roan also referred to as Sorumbra, the name given these savage, shadowy lands by the fae who lived far removed from the pomp and artifice of Embermere’s court.

      As soon as it became evident I’d survive this most recent near-death event, and my healing finally accelerated, my alertness returned—and not a moment too soon. My days of fevered unconsciousness with scant moments of lucidity saw us through the outskirts of the royal city of Embermere, past the dense forests that separated it from the clan lands, and then through the territory of Amarantos—Rush’s seat of power. I hadn’t been aware enough to protest our route, or Roan’s insistence that we’d be safest passing through Rush’s territory, that as his mate, even if his subjects weren’t yet aware of our connection, there should be some innate protection offered me as the unofficial drakess of Amarantos.

      Drakess to Rush’s drake... The notion was ludicrous, and I would have argued that Rush doing his damnedest to kill me negated any mate dragonshit.

      But we had bigger problems. Once my usual alertness returned, I didn’t need anyone to point out the dangers that surrounded us within the Wilds. I could sense the many perils as a constant tautness across my skin, a prickling up and down the entire length of my spine, as if someone—or something—were always watching us. Invisible observers far more brutal than the queen’s severed eyeball spies took note of our every move. I was certain of it.

      “Does anybody see anything?” I prompted again, this time my voice in a hush, more cognizant that despite the fact that most of us were trained fighters, that Pru and Reed were survivors, and that Saffron was a freaking dragon, in the Sorumbra we were the prey.

      Dense thickets merged into even thicker copses of old, wide trees. Occasional fields, ponds, and swamps interrupted them. But despite our efforts to skirt the shadows and remain out of sight, nothing we did was secret, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were trespassing. Unwanted. That we should turn right around and head back to the danger we knew instead of all this unknown lurking just beyond the next bend.

      I hadn’t witnessed any of the ferocious monsters that had Finnian and Roan so uncharacteristically tense, but my every instinct warned me against what prowled these endless stretches of woods.

      I’d only managed to sit upright in the saddle for two days now, but if something attacked I’d defend with whatever strength I had. Out here, the line between life and death was tangibly thin.

      “Just a spotted armacoon,” Reed announced as he emerged from behind a mass of thorny bushes. The spotted armacoon, I’d learned, was very much like its cousin the spiked armacoon, in that both animals were the size of a sneakle, encased in impenetrable hard shells, with long snouts, wickedly sharp teeth, and piss-poor attitudes. The spotted armacoon sported rounded nubs instead of the hand-long spikes that made its cousin the more lethal dance partner.

      Reed clutched his bow, but his arrows remained in the quiver across his back. “An adolescent,” he said by way of explanation for his otherwise empty hands.

      Reed had turned out to be quite the hunter. Before heading to the palace in search of a better future for himself, he’d lived—half wild, I was gathering—in the forests between Embermere and the clans. An orphan after his mother died young, he’d fended for himself, catching and foraging for his food.

      Out here, we ate whatever we could find, and Reed did much of the finding. Unlike the queen, however, he abided by a moral code for killing. Even with the beasts that tracked us, constantly seeking our vulnerabilities, Reed refused to hunt any young or pregnant or nursing females.

      He had none of the queen’s “precious” pedigree, and already he’d proven himself to be a thousand times more honorable than she.

      A hiss came from the underbrush, and Reed chuckled, though the amusement didn’t reach his tight eyes. “Let me amend that. A very angry adolescent spotted armacoon.”

      Xeno drew to stand beside Bolt and me. As a dragon shifter, he’d completely healed in the time it had taken my body to simply suture together a wound three fingers long. There were no remaining signs of whatever torment the queen had inflicted on him while holding him prisoner in the fae dungeon beyond the constant shadow that darkened his otherwise light eyes.

      “If there’s a young one,” Xeno said, “there’s likely at least one parent around.”

      “Not always,” Reed answered, a sadness pulling at his lips I suspected had to do with his mother’s death. “I think this one’s solo, probably why it’s so angry.”

      Xeno rubbed an absent touch along Bolt’s neck. The horse was a stunning animal with a shiny black pelt and a single, jagged silver line that sliced across his flank. Strong and muscled, he’d been the one to bear me all these weeks before I could sit upright.

      Xeno looked at Finnian, who as always was at the front of our group. “How much longer till we stop for the night?”

      Finnian’s jaw was hard as he scanned the path up ahead—a too-narrow gap between brambles. There were no easy, worn trails through the Wilds. Not many people came this way, and when they did, they didn’t want others knowing what routes they took.

      Traveling with me wounded, and little Saffron still shell-shocked, we were too conspicuous. There were too many of us, and we moved too slowly.

      Finnian ran the back of his sleeve across his sweaty forehead and switched his machete from one hand to the other. “We should be within a few days of the coastline by now. We can stop and make camp for the night at the next clearing we reach.”

      “No, no, no,” Pru muttered, and I turned the other way, gentler on my still aching wound this time, to find her standing next to Roan, astride his pony.

      The goblin was shaking her head as fervently as if she still feared the queen’s retributions. “No, Lord Finnian, not yet,” she pleaded.

      “Why not, Primrose?” Roan asked.

      When I’d come to, I’d shocked everyone, including Reed, by calling the goblin not only a given name but also an endearment. Roan had been the first to take to calling her by her true first name.

      Pru peered up at him with those big, black eyes. “Not here, Lord Roan.”

      “Just Roan, remember.”

      I snorted at the memory of how long I’d insisted she call me by name, and how rarely she still did.

      Pru twisted her fingers together nervously, clutching at her dingy frock, now a more ready match to everyone else’s clothing. There’d been no baths since we departed.

      “Pru doesn’t feel good about it here, not good.”

      Pru hadn’t once felt at ease about any spot we’d stopped.

      “I understand,” Roan said gently. “But we are in the Sorumbra. “There’s no feeling good about any of it.”

      Pru shook her head violently, the stringy strands of her hair flicking her cheeks with each turn. “No, not the same. Something bad lives here.” She pounded a small fist against her bony chest. “Pru feels it, right here.”

      Roan stared at her, deliberating as he tugged on the length of his stout beard. But from the front, Finnian said, “Then we keep going for now.”

      Pru sighed in relief so stark her slim frame rose and fell. No one complained to have to keep going. Everyone here knew to value their instincts. In the Wilds, we listened to them even more closely. Any twinge of our gut, however faint, was a message we strove to interpret, and quickly.

      We had to work to ensure our every next breath.

      Finnian asked a vine to move, and when it refused he hacked it out of the way. It creaked in protest before rapidly retreating, causing Saffron to whine too.

      “He’s still not himself,” Xeno commented, peering at the dragonling who rode the horse behind mine, though that much was obvious. “I don’t know how to help him out of it.”

      Once more, I turned gingerly in my saddle.

      Saffron was hunched, clutching the horn of the saddle with two clawed feet, as if at any moment his horse might fling him. His eyes were downturned, his wings held tightly to his back as he curled in on himself. Even the usually bright gold of his scales appeared muted, as if the light inside him had gone out.

      The spots where manacles had rubbed his flesh raw had scabbed over, and new scales were in the process of unfurling. And yet the little dragon appeared as cowed as he had in the queen’s presence—and that of the pygmy ogres, her torturers of preference.

      “Aw, Saffron,” I cooed. “You poor thing. You wanna ride up here with me?” The days in Nightguard where I’d been concerned about spoiling him were long gone.

      “Wyn, no,” Xeno protested right away. “You’re still recovering.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I smiled at Saffron, who considered me tentatively from under heavy lashes.

      “You almost died. How you didn’t is a fucking miracle bestowed by the dragons.”

      “Yes, Xeno, trust me, I noticed. I can’t go an entire minute without remembering.”

      Even without turning to look at him, I could feel his jaw clenching. I wasn’t the only one who could scarcely go an hour without recalling Rush’s betrayal.

      “Then with more reason,” Xeno implored, “take it easy. Let yourself finish healing.”

      I swiveled to face him. “And how long should I ‘take it easy’ so I can heal? Huh? It’s been, what? Three weeks?”

      “Something like that.”

      Xeno was as sharp as a glinting blade. He knew exactly how long it had been, trying to underplay the length of my recovery.

      “I should’ve healed by now. We’re in the middle of what amounts to a war zone,” I whisper-shouted at my oldest friend. “I can’t afford to keep tiptoeing around like I’m made of glass.”

      “And I can’t afford to have you hurt anymore,” he growled. “You pretty much died, Wyn. I’m gonna say it again ’cause I’m not sure you’re getting how insane that is. Dead. And then what would I have done without you?”

      The edge on my frustration softened, not really directed at him in the first place. I placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, my grip still too gentle for someone who’d trained every day of her life never to be this weak.

      “It’ll be okay,” I told him. “I’ll be okay.” I almost added, I promise, but held back. Since the queen had found out I existed, there were no guarantees.

      “You’d better be.”

      “I will be,” I echoed. “And for that, you need to let me do me, be myself.”

      Xeno’s jaw flexed. “But ... you were literally hallucinating and talking gibberish just days ago. Mere days. You were hanging on by a thread. I still have no idea how you’re not falling out of that saddle.”

      “I’m not ’cause I’m forged of the same stuff you are.”

      Leading a pair of riderless horses, Reed and Pru edged around us to follow Finnian, but Roan and his pony waited. We had to hurry.

      I added, “Remember all the shit Zako put me through?”

      Xeno snorted. “How could I forget? You were busting your ass as hard as any of us protectors.”

      “Exactly. So...” I waited until he met my stare. “I’ve got this, okay?” Hearing the words aloud helped, because in truth I wasn’t sure how much I had this at all. A part of me I refused to examine yet felt broken in such a way that I might never find my way back to my whole self again.

      But Xeno didn’t need to know that.

      He sighed, seemingly resigned. “You never did like anyone telling you what to do.”

      I barked a low, somewhat bitter laugh. “And yet that’s all anyone ever did in Nightguard.”

      Xeno pursed his lips but didn’t respond. He was a dragon shifter, a lauded protector. I ... hadn’t been. Based on my assigned tasks alone, I’d been a servant.

      Once more, I glanced at Saffron. “Come on, boy,” I encouraged. “You wanna ride with me? Fly on over.” The dragonling hadn’t even attempted the awkward flight of a fledgling since his capture.

      “Fuck, no,” Xeno said. “He’ll claw you all over. He’ll⁠—”

      But Saffron had unfurled his wings and stood, wavering uncomfortably atop the horse.

      Xeno and I watched. Even Roan stilled to observe.

      “Come on, boy,” I said. “It’s only a short jump.” I was the length of a horse away. “You can do it. Just⁠—”

      Saffron launched himself at me with none of the characteristic grace of his kind. He slammed into me in a mess of claws, sharp joints, and wings.

      The air whooshed out of me at the impact, and I tottered precariously in the saddle for several seconds ... but eventually managed to grip the horn with one hand so fiercely that it stuck, and the dragonling with the other, clutching him close to my chest.

      Xeno’s strong hands fluttered in the air around us, trying to help.

      “See?” I told him above the dragon’s head. “I’ve got this.” Then I smiled, perhaps my first genuine smile since being stabbed in the heart.

      Xeno knew as well as I did that I was at least partially full of shit. But being the good friend he was, he didn’t comment beyond a doubting ah-ha, leading Bolt after the others instead.

      However, Roan chuckled gruffly and said, “Ya almost went ass over teakettle there, lassie. But glad to see your spark startin’ to come back. Rush would never forgive himself if he’d taken that from ya.”

      And just like that, any urge to smile was gone. Scowling as I stared blindly at Reed and Pru in front, I willed myself to forget about what Rush had done. Hell, to forget about him entirely so I could forge whatever life I could out here in the savage wilderness that sought to gobble me up whole.

      But even as I set the intention, the mangled mass of my healing heart already knew: I’d never be able to forget Rush.

      There wasn’t a chance in hell I’d be rid of his mark on me, bond or no damn bond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
4 SILK, SHADOWS, AND SMOKE, THE SPIDER SPINS ITS STICKY WEB


          ~ RUSH ~

        

      

    

    
      The music changed when I’d cut the distance between me and the queen in half. The song had been pleasant, happy even—entirely discordant to the many vipers, disguised in bright colors and artful fashion, poised to strike in this mirrored den. At another time, the jaunty song would have probably reminded me of a day in my childhood at the lake on our estate along with both my sisters, our parents sitting together on the shore watching us play in the water. Those days when we’d been our parents’ only focus had been rare, and we’d cherished them.

      Now, the memory of those simpler, fuller times only sparked pain.

      The orchestra must have been advised of the queen’s marked desire for “sensual delights.” With the kind of skill to be expected of these musicians, among the most talented in all the mirror world and likely threatened to perform in a similar vein as I was, the tune transformed into silk and shadows and smoke. The shift was so remarkable, the music suddenly erotic, that I could all too easily conjure up the imagery of making love to Elowyn.

      How she’d given herself over to me so fully. Every thrust within her had threatened to steal away my breath, as if nothing could ever be any more magnificent.

      And then she’d kiss me or stare into my eyes, her face beautiful and alluring and genuine, free of the artifice that defined court life. She’d offer up all of herself for devouring, and I’d swear to myself all over again that nothing could ever be better than this. I could lose myself in her for eternity and die a happy man.

      Those moments shared with her, when I’d allowed her husky laugh to wrap me in its tantalizing embrace, to lure me deeper and deeper into the trance she cast over me, had been enough to obscure all the pain, all the threats, all the dread that seemed to have carved out a permanent home deep inside my gut.

      Elowyn. Pure, fierce, fiery Elowyn. How could I have had no better choice than to fucking stab her and then send her away?

      I realized with a start that I’d stopped walking, the erogenous music casting its spell upon me. I stood wedged between two gossiping groups. Clearing my throat and avoiding their nosy stares, I forced myself to keep moving, even after I trained my gaze up ahead on the queen.

      Like an improbably fast, impossibly lethal spider, she sat atop her throne, her fingers wagging atop its armrests like many legs, her teeth bared in a fake smile, scarcely concealing her venom. Most nights, there she perched, weaving and tightening her sticky web, devouring her prey while her courtiers watched on, vapid smiles frozen on their stupidly painted faces.

      When that predatory smile stretched in my direction, my blood froze solid in my veins. But I managed to keep my feet moving, pushed the panic from my face, the anguish from bubbling up my throat until I had no choice but to let loose with the loudest and longest cry in all fae history.

      As if I were my own puppeteer, I stretched my lips upward on invisible strings, willing my smile to register across my face.

      The queen’s blue eyes iced over. The woman would have to be deluded to believe I’d be happy to be anywhere near her after all she’d done. Regardless, it was what she expected. It was, apparently, my role to play.

      One day I’d kill this woman. One day I’d make her pay for all the crimes she’d committed.

      Millicent, now in her human form, slunk to stand behind the queen. The crown princess hopefuls still stood to either side of her throne, blocking the king’s empty one almost entirely from sight, waiting for me.

      No more than a few, long strides separated us when an unseen weight pressed in on my chest, crushing my lungs.

      I can do this. For Elowyn. For Larissa. I can absolutely do this. It’s just my body, not my heart. Just my body. It doesn’t matter; I won’t let it.

      I spotted Octavia Lily Rose’s signature curly, faint pink hair behind Coretta’s midnight-blue hue du jour a moment before the future visdrakess in her late teens stepped out from behind Coretta’s busty curves that tested the seams of her bodice. Octavia’s smile was timid, gentle, real, just like the color of her hair. I couldn’t stop myself from wondering how long that innocence would remain untainted when the queen was reeling her slowly into her web, night after night.

      The heat of another’s intent stare had me flicking a glimpse to the far-right corner of the Hall of Mirrors. There stood Octavio Linden Oak, watching, monitoring, probably terrified of the effect the queen would eventually have on his twin sister. The queen would  persist until every single person in this court was as putrid and rotten as she was.

      For a quick second, I met Octavio’s furious gaze. His scowl was disapproving. Like his sister, he hadn’t yet learned how vital it was to mask his reactions, how earnestness had no place in the palace, not unless he wanted the queen to feast on it for dinner until only the bare, twisted carcass of it remained.

      Before I could be tempted to offer him my sympathy, I looked back to the queen busily spinning her trap.

      Her smile had spread, as if she sensed my inner torment and delighted in it.

      “Your Majesty,” I said when I was close enough, dipping into a bow. Beneath the transparent floor of the room, snakes slithered endlessly, as much prisoners to the queen and her whims as the rest of us. Since she’d gotten it in her mind to cage the snakes here as part of her macabre decor a year ago, they’d never been let out.

      When I glanced up, the queen was waiting—for what, I didn’t know. Hers was a mind I had no desire to read, no matter what kind of strategic advantage it might offer. That was a one-way road to perdition.

      Pretending I didn’t notice how Millicent, Natania, Coretta, Malina, Eliana, Octavia, and several others openly examined me, I looked only at the queen—as if she were the sole woman in the world.

      Her smile, still cold, twitched at the edges—approval.

      “How beautiful Her Majesty looks this evening,” I said. At least in this I didn’t have to lie. By objective standards, the queen’s beauty couldn’t be denied. Her eyes, face, lips, hair, body, every one of her features was stunning, striking—reminiscent of Elowyn in the way an awkward copy attempted to imitate true, inspired art and never came close to touching its genius.

      As usual, the queen was wrapped in the finest tailored garments, the purest, rarest pigments, and the largest, sparkliest jewels. While her subjects suffered from lack as the land was slowly overcome by darkness, she indulged in every excess, every luxury.

      Her bodice pushed up her breasts until it was nearly impossible to address her without being distracted by their display. The queen was about as subtle as one of her pygmy ogres, who lumbered about searching for anyone to brutalize.

      “Thank you, Rush,” the queen said throatily. “You look quite beautiful yourself. Doesn’t he, ladies?”

      Once again, my ass clenched involuntarily as the women chorused with the expected flirty laughter and banter. The concept that I’d have to share my life and my body with any one of these women was enough to send my balls fleeing in the opposite direction.

      “That he is, Your Majesty,” Coretta purred. She was the boldest of all my potential wives. She openly primped her breasts so they all but spilled free of their bustier, and added, “They don’t make them any prettier or tastier than him, my queen. He looks”—she dragged her hungry stare up and down my body as if I were on a rotating spit—“very ... capable.”

      “That he does, Your Majesty,” said Malina, leaning toward me even though her feet stayed rooted to the spot. Like every other one of the queen’s courtiers, she remained ever aware of her station. “I do so hope I win the Fae Heir Trials. If Her Majesty will allow me to be so brazen as to mention it...”

      The queen glanced up at her, studied her for a theatrical moment, then nodded magnanimously.

      Malina plucked a fan from her cleavage and waved it in front of her face while she batted ridiculously long, dark lashes at me. “I’ve been ... fantasizing about what I might like to do with the drake in our...” She giggled. “…marital bed,” she breathed, frantically fanning her heating face.

      I struggled to keep my eyes from rolling. Malina was about as likely to be an innocent, blushing bride as I was. What she clearly was, however, was a brilliant actress.

      A goblin appeared out of nowhere, a glinting silver tray held above his head, catching the light of the overhead orbs. He bowed but held the tray steady. “My queen,” he said in a voice like gravel that reminded me of Roan, and with a pang I wondered what he was up to, how Elowyn was faring, if the Sorumbra was living up to its ungodly reputation.

      My throat went dry, and I wished the drink the goblin was offering the queen were intended for me.

      Unhurried, unconcerned, its tail fluffy and pointed high in the air, a sneakle with thick, soft-looking black fur was sauntering between the queen and the goblin when the queen grabbed the goblet and brought it to her lips. The goblin hurriedly scurried away, vanishing amid the throng.

      After the queen took a sip, red glistened like blood across her already crimson lips.

      I hoped it was elderberry wine and not what it looked like.

      The queen took another taste, then held her glass out to the side. Another goblin materialized to receive it from her before fading away.

      She tipped her head this way and that, openly considering me. All the many years of grueling training as a warrior were serving me now. I didn’t so much as twitch beneath her scrutiny. I didn’t draw my sword when all I wanted to do was track its point as it sliced across her milky white throat, her blood staining the diamond necklace that dipped beneath it.

      “How many of you fantasize about the pretty drake?” the queen asked, eyes boring into mine as if daring me to protest, to react.

      I bit the inside of my cheeks and held steady. The music became impossibly smokier, lusher, more exotic as it wove around us. The ladies surrounding the queen tilted in my direction. Malina fanned herself some more.

      Each of the women, even Millicent, who wasn’t a crown princess hopeful, muttered something in the affirmative, except for Octavia Lily Rose, whose eyes were wide and slightly horrified. The queen would gobble up her naïveté for dessert and lick her lips afterward.

      “Then perhaps I shall do something about it,” the queen murmured. “No need to wait.”

      Eliana scanned the length of me before inching forward. “My queen, when will the Nuptialis Probatio begin? Does Her Majesty yet know?”

      The queen’s response was terse. “Soon, Eliana.”

      Eliana slunk backward, sliding partially behind Malina.

      The queen pursed her lips, tapped the toe of her diamond-studded heeled shoes, and reached out her hand. Moments later, a goblin appeared once more with her refreshment on a tray above his head.

      She drank, swallowed slowly, returned the glass, and only then answered: “Just as soon as my preferred announcer Azariah is capable, the Nuptialis Probatio will begin.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” replied the women, except for Octavia, who’d begun casting desperate looks at her twin.

      “Now,” the queen said sharply, “I’m feeling generous tonight.” She didn’t sound it. “Drake Rush Vega will put on a private show for us.”

      My stomach bottomed out as I kept wholly motionless. I didn’t so much as breathe or blink while I waited to master my emotions.

      “Oooh,” squealed Malina as she tucked away her fan to clap softly along with the undulating, entwining beat of the music.

      “Thank you, my queen,” added Natania. “You are ever so generous with us.” The woman had learned well from her mother, Dayana.

      “How exciting,” Coretta added, as if I needed another reason to quake in my boots.

      “Guards,” the queen called out, and two came running in a clanking of weapons along their belts. “I will retire to my sitting room with Drake Rush Vega and my ladies. See that the festivities continue until my return.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” they answered instantly. One asked, “Which of us shall protect you?”

      “I need only Ivar and Braque. The rest of you can remain outside my chambers.”

      The guards nodded, and she rose, saying, “We’ll take the back hall.”

      As if she’d rung a bell to summon them, Ivar and Braque rushed in from either side of the dais, hurrying to flank her. Then, in a rustle of stiff skirts and a tinkling of precious gems, the queen turned and aimed for the passageway that was more concealed tunnel than hallway, the one the king had once ordered me to carry Elowyn into to protect her.

      “Your Highness, Your Highness,” called a voice from behind us. As one unit, the women, Ivar, and Braque spun.

      It was a guard, red-faced and out of breath.

      “Yes? What is it?” she snapped, not bothering to mask her annoyance at the interruption.

      “There’s been a development in the murder of the prince.”

      In a circle directly around us, conversations hushed.

      “What kind of development?” the queen asked, her question sharp as a blade.

      “Th-there’s a new s-suspect. I was just s-sent to notify you at once. We thought you’d want to know immediately…” But that final statement trailed off, as if the guard were no longer certain of the conclusion.

      “A suspect,” the queen repeated with a frown, unimpressed with the guard, the idea of a suspect, or both. Next, as if she realized so many were gauging her reaction, her features tightened into an impression of grief.

      I’d long understood it was likely the queen had a hand in every single death that took place at court—save Saturn’s. He’d been her precious boy, her perfect prince.

      But ... had she had something to do with his sudden death? Was it possible?

      Now the picture of the grieving mother, she nodded beatifically at the guard, who still bowed, his thighs quivering visibly through his britches.

      “Of course. Of course I’d want to know immediately. My dear boy, snatched away from me in such awful, violent fashion, so long before his time.” Her chin tilted upward in exquisite performance. “I shall persevere in finding his murderer and punish them. They’ll wish they’d never thought to harm the royal family.” She nodded. “Lead the way.”

      The queen turned toward the crown princess contenders, who hurried to dip their heads in suitable condolences.

      “We’ll resume our activities later, at a more opportune time.” Her voice hardened. “After my Saturn’s vengeance is served.”

      As the queen swept away, her retinue—led by Ivar and Braque at the hem of her train—and the ladies dispersed, Octavia stalking quickly over to the perceived safety of her twin.

      I finally inhaled deeply. My chest filled with relief, sweet yet short lived, I already knew that. Whatever reprieve I’d just earned, it wouldn’t be nearly long enough.

      On legs that had been steadier facing down my opponents in the arena for the Gladius Probatio, I began my walk back to my friends, purposefully ignoring the many fae glancing my way.

      Before I even reached them, I caught West’s eye. Thank you, I broadcast silently through them. Whatever spell he’d cast to lay a trail for a new suspect, it was proof that no matter what nonsense spilled from his mouth, he was my brother. The three of them were.

      West nodded subtly, then pretended to be immersed in conversation with Hiroshi and Ryder.

      How many times would he be able to spare me before I’d be forced to “perform” for the queen?
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