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      Complete the trials, secure the crown—or lose the realm of Embermere to its wicked queen forever.

      I survived the savage brutality of the Wilds and its vicious monsters only to find myself in more danger than ever before. Despite the queen’s continued attempts against my life, the ancient magic of the Fae Heir Trials forces me to continue competing in its deadly challenges. The prize of the next trial? To marry Drake Rush Vega—my mate.

      The ladies of court I’ll be competing against to win the honor that belongs only to me merely pretend to be civilized. Beneath all their careful etiquette and artifice, they are conniving and calculating. As lethal as the beasts of the Wilds—and as ready to use their sharp teeth and claws.

      While I’m forced to play in her games, the queen only grows stronger. She’s sworn to protect the fae, to revere the dragons, to look out for them above all others.

      She’s betrayed them all.

      I alone hold the secret to her defeat. But I’m as afraid of the power within me as she is. It’s as likely to kill me as help me, to ruin Embermere as fix it.

      To save the fae and the dragons—to save everything I love—I must master the power too great for any one person to wield.

      I might have arrived in Embermere kicking and screaming, but now I’m not leaving until I’ve secured what belongs to me.

      The crown and Rush are mine.

    

  


  
    
      If you’ve ever endured the unbearable,

      wondering how you’d survive a single moment more,

      and yet you chose to fight, and fight, and fight,

      not just for yourself but also for those you hold dearest,

      I see you.

      I honor you.

      This book’s for you.

      

      May the light defeat the darkness.
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      And for my daughters and beloved,

      always.
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      When Elowyn was but a seed of an idea, I hadn’t yet met Rush, nor did I know anything about the Mirror World. I had no notion of the queen of Embermere. I didn’t fathom how corrupt she would be, or how dark.

      It’s extremely important to me that I honor my characters as they come to life in my imagination. Many of them become good friends, and I keep them in my heart forever.

      And then there are the characters I despise: like the queen. She is ever so odious, isn’t she? Despite that, it is equally vital to me to properly reflect her true nature. In doing so, this story you are about to read took me on what felt like a very intense journey.

      Presumably you’ve read the three books that precede Fae Crown, and so I suspect you’ll be prepared for what’s to come. In case you’re concerned you might not be, or if you don’t want to explore more of the queen’s depravity, then please read a content warning at the back of this book. I didn’t include it here because it’s a bit spoilery and I’d prefer for the story to surprise you.

      Thank you ever so much for taking this adventure with me. I’ll see you on the other side of it.
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        You’re the only one who can decide you’re broken. No break is too great to heal from, so long as you keep the strength of your essence.

        ZAKO SHADE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Ye don’t let anyone determine yer worth but yerself.

        EDSEL “GRANDDOODY” VERNINE ROCKEAR OF THE ASHBURN GOBLIN CLAN
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1 MY FEROCIOUS LITTLE TIGRESS, LEAD THE WAY


          ELOWYN

        

      

    

    
      Although the sudden onslaught of pain had been unbearable—like it would sear the flesh from my bones before it would ever end—it passed quickly and then shock clung to me in its wake.

      Why was a map, of all things, traced along my body in glowing crimson? Was it even a map at all? And if it was, where did it lead? What had caused it to so abruptly surge across my skin?

      Rush’s fingertips trailed water tenderly over one of my shoulders, sliding gently along the faded scars of dragon claw slashes, one of several physical reminders of my time in Nightguard—before nearly every aspect of my life had revealed itself to be a carefully crafted deception. I had been a prisoner of Embermere mere weeks and yet I scarcely recognized the woman I’d been before, in the frigid mountains guarding what I’d then believed to be the last of all dragons in existence.

      Another lie. One of so, so many.

      For the majority of my life, I’d believed I was a servant excluded from the worthy destiny of the dragon protectors with whom I’d grown up.

      But I was no servant.

      Turned out, I was fucking royalty. I was the true heir to the Mirror World.

      How, exactly, was I to wrap my mind around that upending revelation?

      I was apparently destined to take down the all-powerful queen.

      To banish her insidious darkness and return the balance of Faerie to these lands.

      No biggie. It wasn’t like the queen had managed to all but kill me several times already.

      How many times would I be able to claw myself back from actual death before there was no returning?

      How would I be able to defeat the woman who’d terrorized and brutalized an entire kingdom? I was the outsider here, the one playing catch-up to the ways of her court—and her brutality.

      After the night shared with Rush, my first back at the palace after the terrors of the Sorumbra, I was sensitive all over. My skin, my nipples, the tender flesh between my thighs … my heart, oh, most especially my heart. A barrage of emotions swirled through me relentlessly, like punishing waves crashing violently against a craggy, rocky shore, over and over again.

      Indeed, I was much too sensitive. And definitely far too vulnerable when the sunrise beyond my bathing chamber had just delivered yet another day when the queen would do her best to kill me.

      And her best had proven to be far too fucking good to gamble on my continued life expectancy. Her courtiers had been giving me shitty odds of survival since they’d begun betting on the time of my death. Not a single one of them bet on my survival. To them, my death was a foregone conclusion—within no more than a month, according to the longest stretch of their odds.

      In their view, there was no defeating the queen. Every one of them bowed to her. Pawns in the game she insisted on playing.

      Hot water lapped across my breasts, then the fresh puckered scar between them, soothing the permanent sign of where Rush had shoved a dagger through my heart. Absently, I hummed at the soothing gesture.

      Rush sat behind me, his strong, muscled legs bent to either side of my hips as I leaned back against his torso, my entire body limp. His cock rested along the swell of my buttocks. Though it was spent from how many times he’d made love to me during the previous hours, I couldn’t help but be acutely aware of every time its satiny soft skin shifted against mine in the water.

      Thanks to Zako’s fixation on my maidenhood, a deception that turned out not to be at all about my actual virtue, this level of intimacy was new for me. Even so, I already understood that the degree of closeness I shared with Rush, and so quickly, was uncommon.

      A special, incredible gift in a world so very filled with shit.

      “A kiss for your thoughts, mate?”

      Here, alone in my chambers, there was no need to specify to whom he directed his question. But since I’d admitted to also feeling the mate connection between us, he seemed to enjoy repeating the word, as if to convince himself the love that was so rapidly blooming between us was true. A force so powerful and pure that not even the long reach of the queen could steal it from us.

      Languorously, I chuckled. “You’ll kiss me anyway. You should come up with better bargains.”

      His torso vibrated beneath me with his responding mirth. “True.” He pressed his lips to the crook between my neck and shoulder, one of his favorite spots, I’d discovered. His lips dragged across my shoulder to kiss those same faint claw marks.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking anyway?”

      I appreciated how he omitted the reminder of how little time like this we had left together. If we had an hour before goblins arrived to prepare us for the Nuptialis Probatio, we’d be lucky.

      “Why can’t I make moments like these last forever,” I murmured, “and shorten pretty much all the other ones?”

      He grunted a brief, regretful laugh. “If I knew how to do that, I wouldn’t be so worried about how I’m going to protect you from … her.”

      As I lazily wove a leg back and forth across the deep, long tub, I could sense his disgust.

      Her.

      The blasted woman followed us around even when she—or her gruesome, disembodied body parts that acted as her spies—weren’t present.

      At her court, there was no escaping her. I feared there might be no evading her anywhere in all of Embermere.

      “I don’t need you to protect me,” I said softly, gingerly. I’d spent all my life training to be a warrior capable of my own defense. And yet, before such a formidable adversary, I wasn’t certain I’d survive without him.

      His hand splayed over my stomach like it belonged there. “Concerning practically anyone else, I’d agree. You’ve defied my expectations at every turn, my love. But when it comes to her…”

      I sighed, raising my toes to splash at the surface of the water. “Yeah, I know.”

      “The magic of the trials might no longer allow her to kill you directly. But…”

      When every one of her subjects inevitably bent to her will, I was far from safe.

      “I know,” I repeated. “We’re up a dragon’s tail with no easy way down.”

      “She’s going to do her best to wedge distance between us. Now that she knows we’re mates⁠—”

      “Seems like she always knew … somehow.”

      At that reminder of her seeming omnipresence, Rush glanced toward the ceiling, where I’d told him her spies tended to float. His chin swept across the crown of my head with his movement.

      “There’s nothing there. For now anyway. She never stays away for long enough though.”

      A fact he understood all too well without my reminder.

      “You’ll have to leave Saffron behind,” he said of the dragonling who still slept on a chaise in the neighboring room.

      I groaned. “He won’t like that.” But it was so much worse than his preference for sticking to me like glue. He was young, only a few months old. Even so, he should have been at least twice his current size. His many traumas caused by the queen had stunted his development.

      “He definitely won’t,” Rush agreed. “But you won’t want to remind her of his existence any more than necessary. She might be threatening him to keep us from freeing the other dragons, but you know she doesn’t need good reason to kill him if she wants.”

      Before her father’s reign, the dragons had been revered in the Mirror World. Since then, his order remained in effect: kill any and all dragons on sight.

      “Besides,” he added with a caress to my thigh that felt as though he’d been touching me like this all my life. I’d never experienced such marvelous adoration. “The Nuptialis Probatio’s no place for him. Those females…” He shook his head behind me, his long hair swirling through the water around our combined shoulders, then shuddered. “They’ll eat him alive.”

      “I thought you didn’t know what the queen had planned for this trial?” I asked, rising to peer at him over my shoulder. Instantly, I missed all the points of contact with him I’d just lost, and nestled back against him. His arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me more tightly to his body, making his cock twitch with alertness.

      I felt myself smile before realizing I had it in me. So this was what love felt like … to be in the middle of a veritable shitstorm and still find reason to smile.

      “I don’t know any of the details,” he answered. “Not specifically. But when she warns it’ll be as brutal as the Gladius Probatio, you know she means it.”

      My smile drooped. The Gladius Probatio had delivered literal beheadings.

      “How can a matchmaking event even be lethal? The females don’t train with weapons.” A fact I’d been reminded of dozens of times since my abrupt arrival in Embermere. In so many ways, I was the odd one out.

      “I get that they’re catty and vicious and conniving,” I added. “That they’ll stab a ‘friend’ in the back without a moment’s hesitation if it’ll serve them somehow. But short of them stabbing a mofo with an icicle again, I don’t see how it can be worse than anything we saw in the arena.”

      “Regardless, I fear that it still will be. Her imagination for the darker aspects of existence seems to know no bounds.”

      With a thumb, he drew circles beneath the water against my hip. My body, which had felt boneless just minutes before in the aftermath of the appearance of the possible map, stirred with interest.

      The only thing better than having Rush inside me five—or was it six?—times in a matter of hours was to have him inside me at least once more.

      “Remember, for the contestants, it’ll be about a lot more than wanting to marry me.” His statement was free of the usual confidence I’d earlier mistaken for arrogance. There was ever so much more to Rush than I had guessed when I had opened the door of my new fancy prison chambers to find him standing on the other side—so obviously strong, totally freaking adept, and so fucking beautiful I’d scarcely been able to look away from him since.

      “Though they like to put on a show about throwing themselves at me,” he went on, “it’s not really about that. It’s about power and control. Not just for them, but for their families too. Winning the crown of Embermere is a political move, not one of the heart.”

      Except for me.

      I snorted. “Is that why all those bitches practically hump your leg every chance they get?”

      “Yes.”

      Once more, I turned in his hold to study his face. “You don’t seriously believe that. They practically pant when they see you. They want a good boning as much as they want the position.”

      Hearing the words outside of myself, I scowled and turned back around, sinking into him with a jerk that set the water to sloshing a bit.

      “No matter whom I have to … ‘bone’”—his distaste wrapped around that one word before he continued—“you have to remember, it will mean nothing. Less than nothing. It’ll be awful. So fucking awful. But at the end of it⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say it again.”

      “—it’ll just be my body.”

      I growled. “We’ve been over this. You aren’t going to bed the queen or any of her fucking little simpering ‘ladies’ just ‘cause she crooks her finger and tells you to. No. Damn her, Rush. No.”

      “It will only be you in my heart. Always. Forever.”

      “I don’t care.” I actually really did. “I forbid you from doing it.”

      That was majorly fresh coming from me. I might be tempted to do something just because he—or anyone else, for that matter—forbade me from it.

      Mate or not, I had no right to command him like this. I wouldn’t take it back though. I’d already tried the route of reason.

      He nuzzled his face beside mine in clear affection, but his voice was resigned, sad. “I’ve told you before, my ferocious little tigress. I haven’t had a true choice for a very long time. I don’t usually get to do what I want. I don’t get to refuse her. Not if I want to protect you. If it takes me”—an audible gulp—“servicing her to keep you alive, then I’ll do it without complaint.”

      When I only breathed heavily through my nostrils, he amended, “It’s what I agreed to when she allowed me to ‘kill’ you instead of her doing it. I gave up myself then … for you.”

      My body went rigid in his embrace. “That was all a fucking ruse. You heard her, she knew we were mates all along.”

      How? How had she known?

      When Rush was silent, I pressed, “Don’t tell me you feel the need to honor your word when she never does.”

      Still nothing.

      “Rush…”

      “No. No, I don’t. Since she isn’t honorable, honor means nothing with her.”

      “Exactly. You don’t have to do a thing she says.”

      But this time, when he didn’t answer, I knew he’d already decided. He’d do whatever he needed to in order to spare me. Whatever that was, whatever it took. Whatever he had to give up and allow her to destroy within himself.

      “Rush,” I said again, this time gentle with empathy.

      Eventually, he spoke. “You’d sacrifice yourself for those you care about. Fuck, you already did. You volunteered to let her kill you in the throne room to save your friends and mine, my sister. How’s this any different?”

      I heaved a burdened exhale. It wasn’t.

      “Just … if she … beckons, I’m coming with you.”

      Now it was his body that stiffened. “No, El. I won’t do that to you.”

      “It’s not your decision to make. If you have to submit yourself to that nastiness, then I’ll be right there at your side, doing whatever I can to make it more bearable.”

      “You can’t. You heard what she said. Watching your mate … be with someone else … it’s a pain worse than death. I’ve heard that before too, from others.”

      “Then we’ll fucking suffer together. I don’t know what else to tell ya. I’m not letting you endure that alone. And fuck her a thousand times over. Just, you know, not in the way she wants.”

      Rush’s fingers trailed down my thigh. The vines tattooed along his skin glowed as bright as a full moon. The rosebuds I’d noticed once were absent. Sharp, biting thorns bloomed from the twining lines in their stead.

      I traced the path of light up the back of his hand, then his forearm.

      “You’ve never told me about these. They get brighter when you’re really upset or sometimes happy, right?”

      I could feel his stare following the path of my touch across his skin. Again his cock twitched against me.

      “Yes. When my emotions run high either way.” For several moments, he watched me caress him. “It’s an unfortunate tell I haven’t been able to master.”

      In the arena I’d watched him closely. When fighting, he’d erased all hints that would reveal his upcoming moves. That was true adeptness.

      “It gives me away too much,” he grunted.

      I nodded knowingly. I didn’t think I was quite as good as him in otherwise disguising my thoughts.

      “Where’d they come from?” I asked.

      His chest rose and fell intently against my back. “Would you believe that I don’t really know? Many decades ago now, when I was a boy first coming into my power, they simply started appearing one day. At first, it was just one little vine.”

      “Where?”

      “Here, across my heart. About where … I stabbed you.”

      His affirming aloud how he’d hurt me, something he’d already done many times since I first appeared yesterday in the throne room without explanation, was his way of penance, I suspected. A way for him to never forget.

      Stabbing me in the heart hadn’t been the betrayal I’d first assumed it was.

      Undeniably, it had been awful. Only since seeing him again could I be certain it had been as torturous for him as it had been for me.

      I nodded to encourage him to move beyond our painful past.

      Finally, he said, “It happened over many years. They kept spreading, showing up everywhere. Now there isn’t a single part of my body where they can’t manifest. Now they’re even more reactive to my emotions than before. Just when I need to control myself the most.” The admission was bitter.

      “Did you try to find out about them?”

      “Of course. But we fae are as unique and varied as our powers. I found nothing that could inform me about my specific situation. My parents didn’t know anything.”

      I started. I’d never considered his parents.

      “Are they still alive?”

      “They are. Though they’ve retired from the positions of drake and drakess and their attendant duties. They leave all of that to me now.”

      As well as the responsibility of protecting his sisters, that I knew. He viewed Ramana’s death as one of the most significant and condemning failures of his life.

      Seconds slunk past without either of us speaking before urgency took hold of me again, forcing me from my ease. We were on borrowed time already.

      “You really think it’s a map?” I didn’t have to elaborate. He wasn’t likely to soon forget his mate glowing with her own set of tattoos.

      For now, mine had vanished without a trace. But Rush had sketched their trajectory while they still blazed their mysterious trail across my skin, hiding the drawing within a bound journal he’d fetched from the antechamber where the queen had once ordered him to sleep—back when she still pretended to care about my safety.

      What a fucking bad joke that had been—entirely on me.

      “It’s a hypothesis, obviously,” he replied, “but yes. Mostly because I don’t know what else it could be. It looked like a map.”

      Once I’d regained enough of my strength to focus, I’d studied the drawing intently, for so long that I eventually gave up and allowed Rush to lead me to the bath. He’d insisted that I needed the time to recover before the start of the next stage of the Fae Heir Trials—and how right he’d been.

      “I’ve been wondering why the lines showed up when they did,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      “I think … you know how my magic was bound when I was a baby?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And how after we had sex the first time⁠—”

      “We made love, El. Even that first time, it was already love.”

      “Yeah, we did.” A smug grin snuck up on me. “After we began bonding or whatever you’d call it, it was like the spell that bound my magic loosened its hold on me.”

      “I imagine something as powerful as mate magic would do that.”

      “And then when I was in the Sorumbra, and I linked with the land, even my ears grew pointy, like nothing was holding me back from my true fae self anymore.”

      “You connected to the land in the Gladius Probatio too. It probably all added up to break the binding. Even though it must’ve been a very powerful one to keep you concealed from her for twenty-two years.”

      “Well, I was in Nightguard. You can’t even get there without a portal. No one’s even supposed to know where the last stronghold of the dragons is. It’s a secret we practically swear an oath to die guarding.”

      “Still.”

      I gulped at the unwelcome reminder that the queen was a fucking badass of wicked efficiency and evil cunning.

      When I got stuck examining how unfair the playing field was, Rush prompted, “And you think that your verbal confirmation that I’m your mate while we made love is what caused the map to surge across your beautiful, gorgeous, fucking amazing and incredible body—which is entirely mine to please now, by the way?”

      “You’ll get no complaints from me there, drake. And yeah, that’s what I was thinking. You’d already said it to me.”

      “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “But you were waiting for me to say it back.”

      “Was I that pathetically obvious?”

      “Yup,” I chirped delightedly. The most stunning man in all of Embermere, probably the entire Mirror World, was somehow in love with me. With me. I still could scarcely believe it sometimes.

      “So you think that could be why the map appeared all of a sudden?” I pressed. “I mean, with you inside me and all right then, it’s about as connected as we get.”

      His responding growl was part animal, part man. My core tightened until I recalled the map once more.

      The eerie red lines diverged and meandered all over the damn place, over my torso, all my bits, up and down my every appendage, but never looped over themselves. As if they were perhaps roads or trails.

      Like the branches on a tree, most eventually tapered to finer lines, then pointed tips. But several of the thicker branches ended in a distinguishable, solid circle—as if it marked a spot of importance.

      The image was identical on my front as on my back—only mirrored.

      This next question I barely dared whisper, even when none of the queen’s spies eavesdropped: “You think it could really be an answer to how to defeat her?”

      “Yes.”

      “And are you saying that just ‘cause you hope that’s the case as much as I do?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Great.”

      He squeezed me closer. “You’re great, mate.”

      I rolled my eyes but secretly loved his constant displays of affection. “You’re such a doofus.”

      “Sure, but I’m your doofus.”

      “And don’t you ever forget it.”

      “There isn’t a chance in all the Etherlands and even in the Igneuslands that I ever will.”

      “Promise?”

      “I do, my love. I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 THE TIME OF THE DRAGONS HAS NOT PASSED


          ELOWYN

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure this is absolutely necessary?” I asked the goblin who was currently weaving braided extensions into my already long and full hair. The extensions were a shockingly bright violet when overlapped with the midnight color of my tresses.

      The goblin’s fingers, as deft as Pru’s, didn’t so much as pause in their ministrations.

      “Yes, milady. If she wishes to win the Nuptialis Probatio, she’ll need to look her best.”

      “What’s wrong with my natural hair?” Wrapped in only a silk robe, I studied my reflection in the vanity mirror. My attendant had insisted we begin with the hairstyling.

      The goblin pursed her lips and began twisting my locks—extensions included—into some sort of updo I couldn’t yet guess at. “Does milady wish to win or not?”

      I frowned then tsked at her in response.

      A pair of goblins had whisked into my chambers long before Rush and I were ready to part. Rush’s goblin, a male known as Horst—now that Rush had finally asked his name—all but ran into the bathing chamber to haul him out of the bath. After Horst had announced that “Her Majesty” had summoned Rush to her private chambers, where my mate was to meet with her before the official commencement of the Nuptialis Probatio, Rush had sped away with barely a kiss and a hurried reassurance that everything would be all right.

      With him off to meet with Her Horrid Awfulness, I didn’t believe him.

      Exhaling loudly, I redirected my thoughts to more productive considerations. Fear of the queen and whatever wicked plan she might have engineered this time would only undermine the strength I’d need to get through this second stage of the trials.

      “Of course I want to win,” I eventually told the goblin, who’d refused to share her name, slightly horrified that a lady should consider that level of familiarity with the palace’s servants. “I must win.”

      “Then milady shouldn’t complain so much as I prepare her to look her best for the competition.”

      The goblin’s rounded ears, dingy frock, and bare legs told me she was a female. Her bossy, biting remarks suggested that perhaps all female goblins had some fire to them, concealed just below the surface so the queen wouldn’t punish them for it. And every single interaction with the nameless she-goblin told me just how fucking much I missed Pru. By dragonfire, I missed her more than I’d imagined possible. Along the way, Pru had become a friend I trusted. The blood oath between us guaranteed she trusted me too. In the Mirror World, trust was a commodity more valuable than riches.

      This she-goblin would probably pass out if she knew a goblin and I had merged blood to make such a pact.

      I was trying my hardest not to fret over Pru’s fate—or that of Xeno, Reed, Roan, Finnian, and even the horse, Bolt. None of them had been far from my thoughts since my unexpected departure from the Wilds. Xeno and Roan were skilled warriors, and Reed and Finnian had proven highly capable through every challenge we’d faced. And Pru … well, Pru had been surviving the Sorumbra more unscathed than any of the rest of us when I last saw her.

      But all it would take was one bad attack. One particularly nasty monster. One strike to the wrong part of the body … and I might not see any of them ever again.

      For fuck’s sake, I’d left them all facing off a ginormous and unfamiliar dragon. When even a smaller one was formidable enough to wipe them all out in a single fiery blaze of dragon’s breath. For all I knew, the lot of them might already be dead. The dragon might have killed them moments after the magic of the Fae Heir Trials dragged me to the throne room against my will.

      It seemed I only ever arrived at the palace without my consent…

      The she-goblin’s stare fixed on me through the mirror, and I finally noticed, dragging my gaze to hers in the reflection.

      “Milady is distracted,” she observed.

      I scowled but eventually nodded.

      “Milady shouldn’t be distracted, not if she wants to win. Not if she wants to keep her head.”

      I sighed, then reined in my worries. I knew better. They were a waste of my energy when I should instead be plotting against the queen.

      If only I could see the path that would deliver me from this moment to seeing the queen’s head separated from her body, spurting blood. For the first time since landing in Embermere, I’d be able to appreciate the sunshine out of a good execution.

      The goblin was affixing pins that glittered with amethyst gems to the coronet of hair that wrapped the crown of my head.

      “At least there won’t be actual decapitations at this trial,” I told her. “It’s not enough to feel safe, but it’s something.”

      The goblin merely hmmed. When I attempted to meet her eyes through the mirror, she fixed her attention on my updo.

      “Goblin,” I pressed. “What is it?”

      She patted my hair, seemingly satisfied with the arrangement that suggested I was wearing a crown when I wasn’t. If it had been Pru, I would have assumed she’d chosen this hairdo to insinuate I was the only one deserving to be crown princess. With this goblin, I couldn’t be sure.

      Instead of replying, when even with how new I was to the ways of court I understood the servants were required to answer their charges, she plodded over to the armoire with the familiar flopping of dragon-like feet that made my heart pang with more thoughts of Pru. The she-goblin busied herself choosing my jewelry—a matching set of shiny yellow gold and amethyst gems the size of my fingertips—earrings, ring, and necklace.

      “Goblin?”

      Still avoiding my eyes, she returned to stand behind me. She was shorter than the already slight Pru, and had to climb onto the ready stepstool to drape the necklace around my neck.

      “Shouldn’t you be putting on the jewelry after I’m dressed?” I asked, eyeing her curiously, perhaps even suspiciously.

      Her eyes widened as her stare snapped to mine. She fumbled to undo the clasp she’d just secured.

      “Yes, yes, of course, milady.”

      Before she could hop down from the stool to stow the necklace or whatever other action she might use as an excuse to avoid me, I spun and caught her hand.

      Her dark, pupil-less eyes only widened all the more as she studied where our skin touched. Much like Pru’s, hers was ashen compared to the healthy sun-kissed tone of mine.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, calming my tone despite my impatience—despite my urgent need for real answers in this forsaken place where fae were likely to tell you a dozen lies before they’d utter a single truth.

      The she-goblin blinked repeatedly, her eyes glimmering. Were those … tears she was keeping at bay?

      Gently, I squeezed her hand. It was rough and callused. “You can talk to me, you know.”

      She stared at me for several moments before shaking her head and pulling her hand from my grip. “I must finish readying milady. She mustn’t be late or it’ll be off with her head.”

      It appeared the queen’s eagerness to behead at the slightest provocation was likely a theme with the goblins as a whole. And who could blame them?

      Evenly, I said, “The magic of the trials protects me. The queen can’t kill me. Well, at least not till they’re over anyway. I’m sure she’ll be counting down the minutes till the magic’s up.” My laughter was dark.

      With the she-goblin perched on the stepstool, her face lined up with mine. When she gulped, her throat visibly bobbed.

      Atop my velvet stool, I slid nearer to her. Once more, she studied our closeness. This time, I didn’t touch her.

      “I don’t know if Pru told any of you⁠—”

      “Pru?”

      “The goblin who attends me when she’s at court. The one who⁠—”

      “Hasn’t returned from the Sorumbra.”

      I felt my eyes grow heavier. “Yes.”

      “The goblin’s name isn’t Pru.”

      My smile was soft. “I know. It’s my nickname for her.”

      “Nick … name?”

      “Like you, when we first met, she wouldn’t tell me her name. I refused to call her ‘goblin,’ so I chose one for her.” I shrugged, the silk of the robe almost sliding off one shoulder. “It stuck.”

      “It … stuck.”

      “Yes.” The goblin’s shock at one of them being treated as an individual instead of a faceless slave was yet another reason why the queen needed to die a bloody, gory, agonizing death.

      “Anyway, I’m not sure if Pru shared with any of you, but I can see the queen’s spies. And there aren’t any in my chambers at the moment. So you can speak freely.”

      When the she-goblin only hesitated, I added, “You can trust me. I’ll never do anything to hurt you, Pru, or any other goblin. I swear it.”

      I’d believed her eyes couldn’t grow any larger. And yet somehow they did.

      “You’d … swear an oath to a goblin?” Her voice was thready.

      “I would and I just did.” I only abstained from sharing about the blood oath with Pru in case it might get my friend in trouble. I knew little about the workings of the court, but I understood even less about the goblins. About any of the fae creatures, really.

      “What is it you know?” I asked.

      First checking over either shoulder, she tipped toward me. “Milady is certain Her Majesty can’t hear us?”

      “Entirely.” As soon as the reply was out of my mouth, I had to swallow a grimace. Could I ever be fully sure about anything when it came to the queen? She was more powerful than anyone else in the Mirror World.

      When the she-goblin continued to hesitate, I urged, “Please. Any help you can offer me will be so amazing. I intend to take down the queen.”

      Her mouth dropped open, revealing spindly, sharp teeth.

      Figuring I had nothing to lose, but everything to gain, I confessed, “I’m the secret daughter of the king and the queen’s eldest sister, Odelia.”

      Her next inhale wheezed with her shock before she barely breathed, “The daughter of Odelia Catalina Corisande?”

      “The very one.”

      The she-goblin wrung her knobby fingers in front of her chest. “The daughter … is milady quite certain?”

      “As certain as I can be given that I’ve never met my mother, yes.”

      “Then…” Fervently, she nodded her head, seeming to come to some decision. “My brother attends to Lord Ivar.”

      Oh, this was going to be good. I slid to the edge of my seat. “Yes?”

      Knock, knock.

      The she-goblin shrieked, shuffled backward, and toppled from her stepstool with another squeal while I lunged to catch her. She landed on her behind with a thump, muffled by the rug.

      Immediately, I extended a hand to her. But she scuttled backward and out of reach as if my touch were contagious. After she scrambled to her floppy feet—so pointedly without my assistance—she ran across my bedchamber and through the antechamber.

      Knock, knock, knock—louder this time.

      She squeaked before I heard her finally pulling open the door.

      Beyond startling the crap out of my would-be goblin confessor, the knocking also woke the dragonling who’d been sleeping soundly on the chaise since the night before.

      He went from asleep to groggy to fully alert and whipping his head every which way, searching for me, in a matter of seconds.

      While what sounded like a guard informed the goblin that “Her Majesty expects the Lady Elowyn at the Great Salon of Delicacies in twenty minutes,” Saffron leapt off the chaise, tearing into the luxurious brocade fabric—ripppppp—with his already dangerous claws. In a few loping bounds, he was on my lap, which didn’t fit him any longer, his claws snagging on my silk robe, likely ruining it as well.

      Nothing at the palace was designed with dragons in mind anymore. Not since King Erasmus the Bloody had waged war on the creatures the fae had once revered and treasured.

      By the time the goblin was back at my side, Saffron was wrapped around me like a snake slowly strangling its next meal.

      The already nervous goblin gasped at the sight of him tangled around me. Clueless that he was being a bother—a very cute bother—Saffron dragged his rough tongue against my neck before I chuckled and pushed his face away.

      “W-we must hurry,” the goblin stuttered while eyeing the little dragon.

      “So I heard. With him awake, that won’t be as easy anymore. I’m going to need to leave him behind while I participate in the trials.”

      As if he understood, a conclusion that was seeming more and more likely with each instance of his “coincidentally” timed reactions—the little sneaky rascal—he dug in deeper, his claws biting into my arms.

      “Owwww.” I struggled to peel his claws from my flesh. “Saff, ow, stop.”

      He only burrowed his face into my chest. The robe’s two halves gaped open, and his snout burrowed between my breasts—directly over Rush’s kiss of death scar.

      “Milady,” the goblin interjected in a nervous wobble, “we must hurry, hurry, hurry, or it’ll be off with both our heads.”

      I no longer bothered with the argument that the queen wouldn’t be so unreasonable as to punish either of us with our freaking deaths for mere tardiness.

      “Unreasonable” should be one of the bitch’s many middle names.

      “Saff, come on, boy,” I cooed, running a soothing hand along his spine, between his wings. “You’ve gotta let me go.”

      If anything, he tightened his hold.

      “Milady—”

      “I know. Are there any goblins who are good with the dragons?” Clearly, this she-goblin wasn’t among them. “Pru’s great with him.”

      “No, milady, I don’t think so.”

      “Elowyn,” I said.

      Her bare brow climbed her forehead. “Elowyn … what, milady?”

      “Call me Elowyn.”

      Almost violently, the goblin shook her head. “Oh no, milady, that wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t bother insisting. Even Pru only called me by my given name maybe a third of the time.

      “I have to leave him with someone,” I argued. “He’ll tear up everything in my rooms if he stays here alone.”

      Worse, he’d panic, believe I’d abandoned him. He’d feel alone and unsafe when, more than ever, he needed to feel secure so he could begin healing from all the queen had subjected him to.

      “There are no goblins that know the ways of dragons, milady. Not anymore. The time of the dragons has passed.”

      I stood. Saffron went with me. “The time of the dragons has not passed.”

      The goblin scrunched up her features in an obvious, Just ‘cause you want something to be so doesn’t mean it is.

      With sharp steps, I closed much of the distance between us until I towered over her and Saffron’s tail was within flicking distance. When she cowered, I backed up, but pinned her in my most determined, fierce stare.

      “I will find a way to free the dragons. I will.”

      I had no idea if she was aware dragons were prisoners several levels beneath our very feet. Either way, it made no difference.

      “Now, is there someone who could fetch Drake Hiroshi Asher of Bendisantos? Rush told me he’s fond of the dragons.”

      “If it means milady will allow me to get her dressed. We’re down to seventeen-and-a-half minutes, and that includes delivering her to the great salon.”

      How her countdown could be so precise when there was no clock anywhere in my chambers, I had no idea. Maybe every goblin felt the closing of the queen’s deadlines like a noose tightening around their thin necks.

      Already guiding Saffron to wrap around my back instead of my chest, I told her, “You can go on doing my makeup till he gets here.”

      With a resolved nod, she scampered across the bedroom, through the antechamber, opened the door, urgently relayed the request to someone on the other side of it, and was back in front of me in mere seconds, brandishing an eyeshadow brush above her narrow shoulders as if it were an actual weapon.

      In the royal court, where appearances were an important component of battle strategy, perhaps all the colorful artifice the little goblin insisted on brushing all over my face and décolletage was indeed a weapon.

      Regardless, after a harried Hiroshi arrived to coax Saffron from my hold, and after the goblin shoved me into a dress designed for standing around looking pretty and absolutely nothing else—including deep breaths—when she wasn’t looking, I retrieved a dagger from my bedside table. It was the one I’d once pilfered from the asshole Dougal, my original abductor with enough condescending haughtiness to ensure he was memorable. I still owed him for ordering me taken, shot, and for slapping me. But if I somehow managed to overcome the trials’ no-kill order and slit the queen’s throat with his knife, then I’d call us even.

      Dressed, primped, and outwardly ready to face the queen—though my intestines gurgled with my nerves—the she-goblin bustled me toward the door. I waved away her shooing hands, and turned toward Hiroshi. West and Ryder stood with him as the lavender-haired drake held Saffron propped on his hip, the man and dragon still hesitant with each other. Saffron craned his neck in my direction before extending his arms toward me.

      “Four minutes,” the goblin hissed at me before tugging on my hand.

      But I couldn’t leave Saffron like this. He wasn’t yet comfortable with the drake. And Hiroshi was gripping the little guy like they were strangers.

      “We’ll be okay, Elowyn,” Hiroshi said with a reassuring smile. He bowed his forehead to Saffron and pointed the warm smile at him. “Won’t we, you magnificent youngling?”

      When Saffron met his welcoming gaze, I slipped out the door—guard free—discovering West and Ryder trailing me, and the goblin behind them.

      “How far to the great salon?” I asked over my shoulder as I began walking up the hallway.

      “Five minutes,” said the goblin, her voice tight with panic.

      I grimaced. “Very well, then.” Muttering under my breath, “Nothing like answering her every fucking beck and call,” I hitched up my skirts.

      In high-heeled shoes that absolutely were not meant for running, I ran.
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