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      Defeat the queen and reclaim the realm—or all is lost forever.

      Despite beating the queen at her own wicked game and completing the Fae Heir Trials, the tyrant refuses to hand over the crown. Instead, she claims she’ll rule forever. Using corrupt blood magic, she’s made herself immortal.

      As true mates, Elowyn and Rush are supposed to be in this fight together. But the queen has stolen Rush’s memory. When she needs him most, Elowyn can no longer rely on the warrior drake who’d do anything to protect her. With the queen in pursuit, Elowyn has no choice but to run, abandoning him to the queen’s evil clutches.

      Any hope for the salvation of their world falls squarely on Elowyn’s shoulders. She is the true heir to the royal throne, daughter of the rightful queen. She’s been chosen by the dragons themselves for a grand destiny. Her friends have come to see her as their realm’s only hope.

      But Elowyn’s destiny has been hidden from her all her life, and now she must master the magic she should have learned as a child when there’s no one to teach her. If she doesn’t, her mate bond will be destroyed, and the friends and dragons she’s sworn to save will all die.

      The Mirror World itself will fall to eternal darkness.

      The queen has made a single, fatal mistake, however. She believes she’s already won.

      While Elowyn wasn’t learning to use her magic, she was learning how to fight—and how to win.

      The Fae Heir Trials might have ended, but the battle for the Mirror World has only just begun.

    

  


  
    
      To you, dear reader.

      I’m ever so grateful you chose to embark upon this journey through the Mirror World with me.
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      And to my beloved and daughters,

      always for you.
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        Forever as one in the light.

        

      
        Forever divided in the darkness.

        MIRROR WORLD PROVERB

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        While we can’t determine what others do, we can decide our own actions and reactions. That is within our power.

        ZAKO SHADE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Elowyn has a queen to end and a destiny to fulfill. On with it.

        PRUNELLA “PRU” PRIMROSE DEWLEY WALLEYE LONGNOSE BRITTLEFOOT DRAGONHEART OF THE ASHBURN GOBLIN CLAN
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1 BY A DRAGON’S TENDER SWINGING BALLS, BY A BABY DRAGON’S SLIMY PHLEGM


          ELOWYN

        

      

    

    
      The air was a stifling, oppressive black. I attempted to draw in a breath of it beyond a suffocating weight. I sucked through my nose, gaped through my mouth—and pulled in only an incomplete, insufficient inhale.

      A mass as large and dense as a boulder compressed my chest and belly, immobilized my arms and legs, and sent agony racing up and down my battered body. For too many panicked seconds I wondered if I’d failed. Perhaps I hadn’t properly activated the mysterious map that glowed an eerie crimson along my body. After all, I’d only guessed as to how it worked. I was unaware both of its origin and meaning. Maybe I’d only imagined the connection I’d felt to Rush across the murderous forest to the faraway palace. Last I’d seen him, he didn’t remember who I was—or who I was to him.

      Had I succeeded in transporting my friends and myself away from the queen? Or had I condemned us all to her hideous vengeance?

      I dragged in a mostly empty, ragged breath and forced open my eyes. It was still dark, but stars winked in my vision. Someone groaned somewhere, far beyond the throbbing in my body. The boulder slowly asphyxiating me shifted to one side, and I rasped in a loud, jagged inhale that wasn’t enough but was still better—I’d fucking take it.

      Encircling me, more grunts and groans filled the elusive air.

      “By a dragon’s tender swinging balls,” wheezed a voice I’d recognize anywhere despite its uncommonly thready nature.

      Xeno. My oldest friend.

      “Get the fuck off her, Bolt,” he croaked, his voice growing stronger.

      Bolt? Rush’s horse was the one killing me slowly when the queen would fell thousands of her own subjects for that privilege?

      “Get off,” Xeno snarled, but the command lacked the dragon protector’s usual power.

      Bolt’s massive body merely twitched.

      More stars twinkled in my vision, stretching toward each other, connecting into bright patches, chasing away the darkness. At least they were pretty.

      Xeno grunted with effort, and Bolt slid off me a few inches.

      My immediate breath was a desperate, croaking gasp.

      “Guys,” Xeno called in the opposite direction. “Help me. Bolt’s crushing Elowyn.”

      Was he hurt? Xeno was a shifter, and usually strong as a bull, enough to maneuver a horse on his own.

      More groans preceded scuffing—and then Bolt was pushed off me. The horse did nothing to soften his fall, sliding to land beside me with a dull thud.

      “Wyn. Wyn, you okay?” Xeno asked, urgency crispening his voice.

      I could only breathe and blink away the stars. They gradually receded, and eventually I blinked up into Xeno’s face. His brow was furrowed, his lips pinched tight. His hair was shaggier than when I’d left him so abruptly in the Wilds, the dark strands long enough to curl around his chin had they not been stuck to each other in thick clumps, possibly still from the umbracs’ gunky poison I’d survived alongside him.

      “Wyn…” he repeated, before glancing behind him. “Shit. I think she got hurt. She’s not saying anything.”

      “She was already hurt.” That was Edsel, though he sounded as rough as rolling thunder.

      Xeno’s hand grazed my shoulder while he scrutinized my body. Even with my vision restored to normal, it was still dark, but Xeno was part dragon. He’d be noticing the great damage my body had suffered since the magic of the Fae Heir Trials had yanked me away from him.

      “Wyn,” he uttered yet again, this time in a concerned whisper barely audible above the many groans that filled the space like a chorus. Where were we, anyway?

      “I’m fine.” But my assurance was too weak, too faint, and Xeno’s brows and lips only pinched harder. “I’ll be fine,” I amended, unsure whether it was true. How many times could a woman be crushed before she was too broken to be repaired?

      At least one more fucking time.

      I cleared my uncomfortably dry throat and nodded, ignoring tugging wounds. “X, I’m fine. Promise.”

      The surprise encounter with the queen in the forest coalesced into distinct scenes I could examine, and my eyes widened in terror. I went to propel myself to sitting, failed utterly, and told Xeno, “Saffron. By blazing sunshine, tell me he’s alright.”

      The dragonling had been curled around my back before the map had—apparently—succeeded in taking us … well, wherever the hell this dark room was. From my prone vantage point, I could distinguish dilapidated wooden walls, a dirt floor, and not much else. It was like arriving all over again in the hidey-hole where the queen had hidden my mother for most of my life.

      Xeno was jerking his head left and right, presumably looking for Saffron. My still heaving chest tightened.

      His shoulders relaxed as he smiled softly. “He looks okay. Just dazed. I’ll check on him in a minute. You look worse than he does.”

      I chuckled grimly, and it hurt. “Thanks,” I rasped.

      “Worse, but still beautiful,” he murmured, maybe just to himself. “Always so incredibly beautiful.”

      Uncertain what to say to the man who wanted something from me I couldn’t give him, I pushed up onto my hands, slowly this time. “Did everyone make it?”

      Varied shapes that resembled bodies were slumped across what was most definitely a dirt floor.

      Xeno joined me in studying the shadowed forms. “I don’t know who all was there with us. Everything happened so fast, and I was mostly focused on you.”

      I glanced at him just to smile gratefully, but got back to examining silhouettes: Hiroshi, Ryder, and West weren’t quite as large as Xeno, but the three warriors were broader and taller than Reed. The three slowly shifting shapes looked like Rush’s friends, those he considered brothers, one crouched, one sitting, the other standing, their heads pointed our way.

      A male a tad taller than I bent over a squat figure with as much hair on its face as on its head. Reed and Roan, then.

      With their dragon feet, the two goblins were unmistakable as they hunched their heads together. The granddoody and gran’gobbler reunited at last.

      The sizable frog-like shape hunkering behind them and emitting a wobbly waawaa told me Bertram had made the trip with us. I spotted Saffron behind him, his wings outstretched as if to steady himself. If the dragonling wasn’t bounding toward me yet, then Xeno was right, and he was dazed. I’d make my way over to him as soon as I was sure I could stand.

      “Zafi?” I called out, not seeing the tiny parvnit anywhere.

      A protesting moan much too loud for her size rose from the area of Bolt’s head. “I’m here,” she squawked. “By a baby dragon’s slimy phlegm, whaddyou do to us?”

      If she had the energy to gripe, she was well enough.

      I muttered, “That’s everyone except for…” I looked all around. Some blocky shapes lined a wall farthest from us. I glanced up. The ceiling was darker than anywhere else, its surface irregular.

      “Where’s the black dragon?”

      In response, the “ceiling”—which turned out not to be ceiling at all—surged upward with a mighty unfurling of muscles and wings, and broke apart the roof with a terrifying crunch that sent wood and whatever else one built a roof out of hurtling in all directions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a small yet significant bit of fortune: none of us suffered injury graver than some scrapes, cuts, and splinters, even though some pieces of shrapnel had lodged in what remained of the walls that surrounded us.

      The debris had settled to reveal a large room that led into an adjacent chamber. The black dragon stood half inside, half outside the structure, his huge wings extended over our heads in lieu of a roof. Despite the veined and leathery canopy of his wings, the sun was rising, and its rays snaked around the dragon to illuminate our surroundings.

      Saffron once again cradled in my arms. It was, I was beginning to comprehend, the only place he felt truly safe. The queen had ordered him taken from Nightguard as leverage against me. It was entirely my fault she’d locked him in the fae dungeon and otherwise terrorized him. But maybe Saffron didn’t realize that, or maybe it was the intention he counted. The little guy surely knew I’d do everything in my power to defend him.

      I kissed the crest atop his head that marked him as a male. Still soft, it would harden as he aged. “You’re such a smart boy. You knew to get off my back before we landed.”

      He part grumbled, part purred, causing me to consider if it had been sheer happenstance that I hadn’t landed on him. With Bolt on top of me, Saffron might not have survived. The constant danger had stunted the dragonling’s growth. He was nearly six months old. He should have been as large as me, and certainly more formidable, not nestled in my arms like an infant.

      Xeno hummed from beside us, likely also thinking that mere chance had kept any of us from getting hurt. He ran both hands across his hair to shake off the dust and small pieces of wood, but quickly gave up, grimacing.

      “I take it you haven’t had a bath since I last saw you,” I said.

      “Nope.” His smile was purposefully too big, his eyes maniacally wide. “It’s been … fragrant, crusty, and fucking itchy living in my skin.”

      I glanced at the others. While it was true the black dragon’s eruption upward had pushed the worst of the roof outside the building, we were all looking varying degrees of worse for wear. Even Zafi’s acorn hat was askew as she hovered in place, her wings a blur behind her and her eyes darting in all directions to anticipate any new danger.

      “I know the feeling,” I commented absently. “I haven’t felt at ease in my skin in ages.”

      Xeno took a step toward me. I was already walking away. Everyone was standing now, even Bolt. I followed Ryder, West, and Hiroshi as they stalked past more of the same crates that had been stacked in the first shack in which I’d accidentally landed after traveling via the map branded across my body. I’d been so very close to death then. I hadn’t known if I’d survive.

      Many of the wounds, where monsters had swiped, sliced, clawed, and taken a bite out of me, still stung, but my body was starting to respond in familiar, more graceful ways. Thank sunshine for the advanced healing of the fae now that my magic was fully unbound—and for Edsel’s constant ministrations.

      Cradling Saffron to my chest as he ran a sandpaper-rough tongue along my neck, I crossed an open threshold into the other room, to where the upper part of the wall was now missing. Hiroshi and Ryder were inside, standing stock-still in front of a line of beds. All five were filled with hauntingly motionless bodies. Thin blankets marked physiques too slight to be anything but those of children—at most teenagers. I swallowed down a sudden revulsion that pushed bile up my throat. It was the identical setup employed upon my mother. The queen must be draining these children as she had Odelia.

      West loomed over one of the beds. His shoulders were rounded, his mouth agog, closing only to gape open again. He slammed to his knees with a crack against wood and a shudder of his back that took me a moment to identify as a sob—from the drake who’d been raised to lead an entire clan and stoically shoulder its burdens. He clutched the leg of the person in the bed so fiercely I worried he’d crush their frail bones, then bowed his head, dropping his forehead to the dingy mattress.

      Saffron trembled in my arms as if he sensed the potency of West’s emotions. Like lightning crackling, they electrified the spot where we stood, building up for a momentous strike. Goosebumps pebbled up and down my arms, the fine hairs along my nape stood on end.

      Ryder and Hiroshi slowly approached, each eventually resting a hand upon their friend: Ryder upon West’s arm, Hiroshi against his neck.

      “I can’t believe it,” Ryder murmured.

      Reverently, though I didn’t comprehend why, I crossed the room, avoiding the gaunt and haunted bedridden faces I passed. I felt the presence of others behind me but didn’t turn to look, captivated by the scene unfolding before us.

      “How?” Hiroshi whispered, withdrawing his hand from West to cup his mouth. “How is this even possible?”

      West was the only one to answer, a lone word like an answered prayer.

      “Ramana.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 BEAUTIFUL BUT DEADLY; WASN’T THAT THE THEME OF THIS AWFUL PLACE?


          ELOWYN

        

      

    

    
      “We’re gonna have to leave soon. Ya know that, dontcha, lassie?” Roan asked me a day later. He sat beside me on a rock of his own, a brook trickling melodically beyond our boots.

      When I continued to stare into the water, he brought his elbows to his knees and leaned closer. Eventually, I tore my gaze away and met his expectant stare. His eyes were such a piercing green, made all the brighter by the contrast with his thick dark brows and overgrown beard.

      “Ya know we can’t keep waitin’.”

      I sighed and looked back to the water. The forest was dense around us, an idyllic picture. As peaceful as it appeared, it was an illusion. The queen could get to us here. She could, apparently, get to us anywhere in the whole, wide, cursed Mirror World.

      I bent to pick up a palm-sized pebble, worn smooth by time. I ran a thumb along it. “Yeah. I know.”

      “If she found ya before, she’ll find ya again.”

      She, of course, was the queen, always the damn queen. The woman who governed nearly all our actions and yet none of us liked to name.

      “And now she’s got Azariah with ‘er,” Roan persisted, “there’s no telling how fast she’ll get ‘im to find ya.”

      I smiled grimly, though none of this was news.

      “Never seen the pegicorn look so broken,” Roan continued before he, too, turned his gaze to the flowing water. “Never imagined I’d see the day when such a creature would bow to the likes o’ her.” His voice was hard and bitter.

      “I’m sure he didn’t want to.” As dominated as Azariah had been, the worst of it was the sadness that had welled in his big, dark eyes. Such a majestic and magical creature…

      “Aye, I know he didn’t. But that makes it even more dangerous.”

      I waited for him to continue.

      “That means Az’s got no fight left in ‘im. He’ll do whatever she asks of him. And he—all pegicorns, really, but ’specially him—is more powerful than maybe even she knows. He’s probably been dragging his hooves so as not to locate ya too fast-like. But if he wants, his magic can home in on yours faster than a dragon can flick its tail.”

      “Meaning we should have left already,” I said with a rolling grumble deep in my chest.

      Roan kicked out his squat legs in front of him. The water licked at the soles of his boots. “Aye, lassie,” he said with his own roll of lament. “We shoulda left already.”

      Truly, though, we couldn’t have. Not really, or at least, not easily.

      West hadn’t left Ramana’s bedside for all of yesterday, and then he’d wedged himself alongside her on the narrow, musty mattress and slept the night with his arms clamped around her thin frame as if he feared she’d disappear if he released her for even a moment. I hadn’t seen him step away to so much as pee since he’d laid eyes on her.

      Just witnessing West’s relief etched across his face so starkly that it resembled pain sent a wave of desperation crashing through me. When would I next see Rush? How would I find him when he was likely at the palace, the center of the queen’s power and dominion? And how would he and I both survive her until we found our way back to each other?

      I all too readily understood why West’s relief was akin to pain. He’d come to terms with Ramana’s death. Rush had told me it had broken him. But now that he had her back, West was terrified he’d lose her again, that finding her alive by mere happenstance was too good to be true, that she’d crumble to dust in his arms and reveal she’d been a cruel illusion all along.

      Ramana, who was also Rush’s sister, hadn’t yet opened her eyes. Neither had the four other fae in the room with her, all equally frail, all unable to respond to our prompts. They looked dead but for the steady rise and fall of their emaciated chests.

      “Everyone’s almost ready for the meeting,” Xeno announced from behind us.

      I turned to smile at him. My smiles were exhausted and strained, but he deserved them, so I tried anyway. “Thanks, X.”

      Saffron wasn’t with him, which meant the dragonling had to be with Pru or Hiroshi. Since he would stay with any of the three of them so long as I wasn’t within view, they took turns to give me occasional breaks from his constant attentions. Saffron’s attachment issues had only grown more extreme since I’d had to leave him for the Nuptialis Probatio.

      “Have any of them woken up?” I asked Xeno even though Roan and I hadn’t been gone more than fifteen minutes.

      None of us entertained the idea that the five “sleeping” fae we’d discovered wouldn’t wake up, although surely it was a distinct possibility. Who knew what the horrid queen had done to them?

      Xeno rubbed a hand across his neck. As soon as he’d seen that we were in no immediate danger, he’d bathed in the brook. His hair was several shades lighter now that it was clean.

      “Nope,” he said. “Same as before. But Hiro and Ry got West off Ramana’s bed, so that’s progress.”

      There hadn’t yet been the opportunity for all the updates the lot of us needed to exchange. In addition to apparently being able to command arbosauruses, Roan could also hover the bodies of the fae as the healers in the Gladius Probatio had, so the sleeping fae could travel with us.

      “I’m coming, then,” Roan said, tilting his face to the sky. The sun was behind the trees but close to breaching their tops, signaling it was mid to late morning. “Time to get a move-on.”

      “Definitely,” Xeno said, his gaze heating my skin. Since we’d been reunited, his attention was scarcely pointed elsewhere.

      When Roan stood, so did I. The dwarf stalked off toward the building we’d landed in, which had turned out to be a two-room dilapidated cottage with a bathroom and kitchen that both appeared largely unused. The bedridden fae were in some kind of trance that denied the usual needs of their bodies.

      As Xeno and I watched Roan vanish behind a copse of trees with low branches and wide leaves, I placed a hand on his shoulder and asked, “How are you doing?” It was the first moment of privacy we’d had.

      Careful not to dislodge my hand, he faced me. His broad, muscled chest inflated with a big inhale while he studied me. Eventually, he answered, “So much better now that I’m with you.” His eyes shone.

      I swallowed and parted my lips to say … something, but he spoke first.

      “I thought…” He shook his head. “I worried you might be dead, Wyn.” His words were soft though his sentiment was not. “You were there one second, gone the next. Like, no warning at all. Poof, just gone. I had no fucking idea where you’d gone or what happened to you.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry.”

      His shoulder tensed beneath my touch. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. It’s that woman. That cunt. That fucking⁠—”

      “I know it is. But I’m still sorry you had to go through that. I wish there’d been some way to get word to you that I was okay.”

      He snorted. “You weren’t okay. You were very far from fucking okay. The queen was trying to kill you the entire time.”

      And she’d nearly succeeded, too.

      “Fair enough.” I let my hand fall, and Xeno shifted toward me ever so slightly, as if already yearning for my touch. I pretended not to notice. “I just know if roles had been reversed, I would’ve been totally freaked out.”

      “I was totally freaked out.”

      “I know,” I repeated. “As it was, I feared you might not’ve survived the Sorumbra.”

      He rubbed his neck again, dipped his gaze to the ground. “There were some close calls. A few times I wasn’t sure we would make it out of there. And that was with Pru zooming us ahead as often as she could.”

      I’d been starting toward our friends, but at that I stopped and turned back to face him. My eyebrows were arched. “She did?”

      He nodded.

      “Wow. I didn’t expect that. She told me the goblins aren’t allowed to do any kind of magic that hasn’t been preapproved.” By Her Dark Majesty, of course.

      He shrugged. “She didn’t seem too bothered by that. She was worried about you too.”

      “But enough to reveal goblin secrets?” I shook my head in dismay. “Just … that’s awesome of her.” Beyond a brief hug, I hadn’t had a chance to speak with Pru either. After verifying we were all well enough, a bone-deep weariness had quickly sunk its claws into the lot of us.

      “Yep. We wouldn’t be here without her. Well, I guess we probably would be, but not as fast. The dragon was homed in on you. He barely let us stop for quick breaks. It was like he could feel you.”

      I already knew the black dragon had been the one to find me. It was one of the first questions I’d asked.

      “Never seen anything like it,” Xeno added. “Never heard of anything like it either, and you know how the protectors in Nightguard like to talk.”

      “Yeah, almost as much as they like to fuck, and just as noisily.”

      Xeno chuckled, sounding much more like the friend with whom I’d grown up. “Ain’t that the truth? They’re horny, little fucking gossips, the whole bunch of them.”

      “Especially if they insist they aren’t.”

      His eyes crinkled as he grinned at me. “Especially then.”

      “Do you miss them? Nightguard, I mean?”

      “Sometimes. But I missed you more.”

      I took his arm and resumed walking toward the others. Roan was right: the sooner we moved on, the better.

      “You know I won’t be going anywhere till I’m sure you’re safe, right?” he asked.

      A part of me wanted to object, but a greater part of me understood it wouldn’t matter if I did, and that I’d do the same for him. “That means you stay till she’s dead.”

      “Dead as a dragon’s fucking dinner.”

      “Crispy charred.”

      “Hell yeah.”

      We walked in companionable silence until we cleared the trees and the rundown cottage came into view at the end of the long, winding dirt trail. Such a contrast to the excessive opulence of the queen’s court.

      “Really, everyone was worried about you,” Xeno eventually said. “Even Finn.”

      I gulped, before asking, “How’d he die?”

      It was one of many questions I’d been meaning to ask but had been too raw to hear its answer. It was much easier to focus on the wins, like finding Ramana. We’d had too few wins and far too many losses.

      Xeno sighed. “It was stupid, the way he went.”

      Knowing that made Finnian’s death somehow worse. He and I had never become true friends, but we’d been well on our way. He was the first fae to be kind to me, the one to treat my wounds when Dougal ordered me shot through with arrows for escaping.

      “Or maybe not exactly stupid,” Xeno went on, “but certainly avoidable. On our way to you, we were attacked by more umbracs and all sorts of other awful creatures with too sharp claws and teeth, all poisonous of course.”

      I frowned. “Of course.”

      “Finn fought ‘em all off bravely and helped us all heal from our injuries along the way. He was really good at the healing stuff.”

      I considered asking Xeno if his wings had recovered from the brutal shredding they’d received in the first umbrac attack. When I’d last seen them, they’d been a tattered shadow of their former magnificence. I didn’t know if anyone, dragon shifter or not, could recover from that level of damage. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know yet.

      Scant feet from the trail, we passed a squat tree dotted with a riot of so many shockingly blue blossoms that I drew Xeno to a stop to admire them. Peril was constant; flowers this magnificent were not. The petals were a midnight blue around the edges that faded into a sunny sky-blue center. Their perfume was sweet and crisp and⁠—

      “Owwww!” I yelped and jerked backward straight into Xeno. A flower was attached to my face, digging in. I hissed as it clawed at my nose and cheeks, hooking what felt like barbed suckers into my flesh. My vision blurred as I tried to focus on what part, exactly, of the flower was attacking.

      I tugged it off my face with a hard yank that, judging by the sting, took little bits of flesh with it, just as Xeno sliced the vicious bloom from its stalk. I held it gingerly by its stem, far from my face while I caught my breath.

      “Fuck,” I accused in the tree’s general direction, taking several steps away from it for good measure. “What the sunshine! Is there nothing in this awful Mirror World that doesn’t want to kill me?”

      Xeno kept his dagger out, but sidled beside me to study the monstrous fucking thing.

      Three tentacles, which resembled those of the umbracs save for their orange hue, wriggled back and forth from the center of the flower. Their tips opened and closed to reveal tiny, viciously sharp teeth.

      “Every fucking thing around here has teeth,” I spat as blood trickled along my cheeks and nose.

      “Tell me about it,” said Xeno. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I know,” I growled, glowering at the flower. Beautiful but deadly. Wasn’t that the theme of this awful place?

      The tentacles bunched together. When I thought they were tucking themselves back away into the flower’s center—because they sure as shit hadn’t been on display when I’d leaned in to sniff its fragrance—they lurched in a sudden stretch toward my face.

      I dropped the bloom and ground it with my boot until the tentacles were pulp, growling at the flower’s remains before stomping back onto the trail. “Come on, X. Let’s head back so we can get the hell out of here.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice. Who would’ve guessed time in Nightguard would seem like a vacation after this?”

      “Does that mean you’re going back there?” I asked as I dabbed at my face with my sleeve. “I mean, once this is all over? It is still home, right?”

      He studied me while we walked. We were close to the cabin when he finally said, “I’ll be wherever you are.”

      Unsure how exactly to feel about his devotion, I contained a sigh and blurted, “Did your wings fully heal?”

      No answer.

      “Can you fly?”

      “Yeah, I can fly.” But he didn’t sound happy about it. His footfalls were harder when he added, “Finn did his best.”

      “I’m sure he did,” I offered gently. It was obvious Xeno and Finnian had become close in their time in the Sorumbra. “How did he die, then?”

      Xeno’s jaw clenched as he trained his stare straight ahead. “Dunno exactly. He died in his sleep while I was on watch.”

      “Oh no. Oh, X, that’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

      “Again, not your fault. If it’s anyone’s, it’s mine.”

      “It most certainly is not yours. What happened?”

      “We don’t know. A bite, maybe? Some kind of poison? Reed looked him over from head to toe and didn’t find a mark. But guys don’t just up and die, not ones like Finn.”

      I wove my arm through Xeno’s and squeezed. “I’m sure there was nothing any of you could’ve done.”

      Xeno’s jaw remained hard. “We had to leave ‘im. The dragon wouldn’t wait any longer, not even for a fast burial. We left his body in the Wilds for the monsters to eat.”

      The image of monsters rending Finn’s flesh and feasting on his bones assaulted me. Weakly, I asked, “Well, what else were you supposed to do?”

      Neither one of us had an answer for that or enough of anything else, so we picked up our pace, until Reed ran out the door of the hovel, spotted us, and bolted up the trail toward us. Without even asking what was the matter—because something was always the matter—we sprinted to meet him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 AN AWFUL PLAN, PRACTICALLY NOT A PLAN AT ALL


          RUSH

        

      

    

    
      What had to be the sole barrier separating Larissa and me from the queen’s guards burst open with a violent crash. Too loud—which meant too close—the demolishing of the wall that Larissa had sealed behind us told me that we weren’t yet safe from our pursuers.

      As if there’s any such thing as safety trapped inside this fucking palace… And we were only heading deeper into its putrid, belching guts. Now that Braque’s spell was broken and I remembered everything, I anticipated all too well what awaited us once we reached its bowels: a host of tortured dragons I’d vowed to free—and no way out for them or for us.

      Larissa was several steps ahead of me, her lithe form illuminated by her lumoon, which kept pace with her as she darted down the slim tunnel, its walls tightening the deeper we went. She’d knotted the second tablecloth she’d snatched around her torso as we ran so that she was now more or less fully clothed. It would take a great deal more than covering her nudity to get me to forget how the queen had stripped my precious sister naked, pierced her nipples with fucking decor, and commanded her to perform for her audience.

      “Just keep going straight?” Larissa tossed over her shoulder, not slowing down.

      As well as I had, she’d heard the queen threaten the guards on our trail with punishment if they didn’t catch us. The guards would be driven by self-preservation as if the queen herself were at their backs, flogging them for every passing minute that didn’t deliver her quarry.

      “For now,” I told Larissa, my mind racing as fast as my feet. It had only just finished returning from thoughts of Elowyn.

      For several crippling moments, back in the Great Salon of Delicacies, I’d felt my mate so suddenly, so intensely, that there’d been nothing but her—and an awareness of all the queen had attempted to rob from me. Now there was no time for anything beyond survival. I willed away any lingering wooziness and disorientation that realization of my mate had delivered like a blow to the back of the skull.

      “Down the tunnel. Follow them! Go, go, go!” commanded a voice that was singsongy despite its curtness, signaling its speaker was from Forzantos. I recognized Arno, the centumo who led the queen’s most dedicated guards, the ones who had the most to lose at her hands.

      Boots pounded at our backs, the footfalls distorting as they wove through the winding passage to reach us.

      Alarm pinching her brow, Larissa glanced back at me. Her bare toe snagged on stone and she stumbled, and I lunged to catch her, righting her quickly. “They’re going to catch us.”

      “No. They aren’t.” I had no idea how, but I wouldn’t allow it. No one was taking another sister from me. No one. My tattoos, dim now, surged in a brief flare of twisted, vining light.

      We passed doors on both sides and sprinted on. The doorways led into rooms in the palace proper, but I could think of only one way to lose the guards, one place they were likely never to have visited. Unless they’d ever stopped to ponder where the pygmy ogres the queen never allowed outside might live, the guards probably weren’t even aware of the prison that festered beyond the human dungeon, past the even bloodier fae dungeon.

      The dragons, and the fetid cells where the queen kept them, were her closely held secret, hidden behind an illusion of Braque’s crafting. Ryder had been able to break through the alchemist’s enchantment so that he, Hiro, West, and I could walk through it.

      Ryder was presently off searching for Elowyn at my behest. If he hadn’t crafted his illusion to allow me through at any time—and why would he?—I’d end up trapped in the fae dungeon. And if his magic hadn’t counteracted Braque’s in such a way as to allow Larissa through the false wall along with me—and again, why would he?—then she and I were once more ensnared.

      It was an awful plan. It practically wasn’t a plan at all. But I could think of no better one, no other place to go. No other single chance at escape, not now that I’d committed us to this path.

      As the floor began a steady downward slope, the guards’ swift footfalls were a monotone thumping that merged with my heart. I could not be leading Larissa to her doom, I could not. I didn’t even know if Elowyn still lived, or if that dark doorway of the Nuptialis Probatio had stolen her from me forever. Whatever had awaited my mate on the other side of that threshold had been of the queen’s design, and the monarch had been trying to murder Elowyn since she first laid eyes on her.

      Larissa and I zipped past a few more of the doors that lined the tunnel. The doors here were plainer, smaller, and in some cases no larger than a goblin, servant entrances into the palace’s many chambers. One was painted a dreary black that blurred as I ran on, and I wondered, Should we try one of them?

      The servants, surely, were no allies of the queen. But like with the guards, she leveraged threats over all of them. As prevalent as the stories were of how terribly the queen punished nobles who disobeyed her, there were also many stories of servants who had dared to look at her wrong.

      There was no telling whom we’d run into on the other side of any of these doors. Any delay could bring about our immediate capture. Downward, ever downward, at least there I knew what to expect.

      Yeah, a dead end, you moron, snarked a voice of doubt, perhaps even of intelligent reason.

      “Keep going,” I encouraged Larissa. “Faster.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” she muttered, her breathing heavy now. But Larissa had been as sprightly as a fawn since she was a child, playing chase with Ramana and me, who were far too old for such games save for our baby sister. The three of us had bounded across practically every inch of our family’s vast estate. With her long legs, the passing years hadn’t slowed her down.

      “Good thing…” she said on a pant, her stare fixed ahead as she whipped around a bend, dipping her head as the ceiling shortened. “…the queen got a message … when she did.”

      Had Ivar not rushed into the great salon at the precise moment he had, Larissa and I would be dead by now, and if we weren’t, we’d probably be wishing we were.

      Whatever magic the queen had been doing lately—probably blood magic, the darkest among the fae—it had made her too fast. Not even my deer-like sister would have been able to outrun her.

      “Yeah,” I grunted while ducking low. The guards’ footfalls seemed to press in on me, making my back itch as I was forced to slow my pace. At least they would have to crouch too.

      “Thank the Ethers,” I said before belatedly wondering if I had true reason to be grateful. After all, I hadn’t stuck around to find out what Ivar’s message was—and the queen had sent him after Elowyn. Did he interrupt to inform her that he’d located my mate? Had he found her alive … or dead, destroyed by the monsters Ivar himself had earlier recounted had ripped chunks from her beautiful body? Flesh and hair, a toenail, even? My heart thudded all the more frantically until I forced my thoughts away from Elowyn.

      For a mere instant, Larissa hesitated before her lumoon zoomed up ahead, illuminating deeper into the tunnel.

      “What?” I barked, quieter now that the shaft pressed in on us, though the guards would have no doubt as to where we were.

      “Stairs.”

      “Take them down.”

      When I’d discovered the queen intended to hold the Nuptialis Probatio in the Great Salon of Delicacies, I’d explored the hidden exit we’d taken. But though I’d entered the tunnel behind the wall-sized painting that concealed it, I hadn’t traveled much of its length, assuming I’d never need it.

      But down was where the dungeons were. Despite obvious faltering logic, the faith that embraced me earlier—that I suspected came from my connection to my beloved—urged me forward.

      Even though I had no greater plan, my faith did.

      Something answered your silent prayer.

      The reminder surprised me, but it was true. Or at least it felt like it was. The queen had ordered me to kill four innocents, and then suddenly a dragon, or perhaps several, was shaking the throne room as if it were their plaything. Who or what had actually answered me, or if it had been mere timely coincidence, I didn’t know.

      Please save us, I thought intently, projecting my plea outward. Of all people, I understood how private thoughts might be heard. I’d been entering the minds of others since my power first manifested when I was a boy.

      If there’s a way, any way at all, please spare my sister and me. And if you can’t save both of us, then please save Larissa. And if you can reach Elowyn, wherever she is, please, by the Ethers, please, save her too.

      Larissa was already racing down stairs that swept around in a tight spiral when I took the first. Step, step, step. Run, run, run. She’d breezed over the landing and entered another spiraling staircase when I caught up with her.

      “We’re heading for the dungeons,” I whispered, concerned my words would carry back to the guards, whose shouts to “hurry” confirmed we couldn’t tarry.

      Larissa’s shoulders twitched with surprise before they disappeared behind another turn of the stairs. “The dungeons?” she hissed. “We’ll be cornered!”

      Yes, dammit, we might be. But my body urged me forward without hesitation, as if it were tuned into some instinct that bypassed the natural outcome of this path we were on.

      “Just keep going,” I insisted.

      Without question, Larissa took halls and stairs and turns until the last one led into the dungeon dedicated to the humans. When Larissa lunged as if to enter the prison, I pulled her back into the stairwell.

      “Down to the fae dungeon,” I told her. “We’ll have to be very quiet now.”

      She grimaced but nodded, and continued down another level. The stairwell’s air grew dank and foul, the stench of unwashed, stagnant people and creatures assaulting us. I extinguished my lumoon and waited for Larissa to do the same. When she was lined up behind me, I peered around the corner that led into the fae dungeon.

      The scene was similar to the last time my brothers and I had been here: dim, miserable cells lining the walls with a corridor between them large enough to be considered a courtyard had it been above ground. This time around, however, the prison guards were at their stations.

      A pygmy ogre sat slumped atop a bench, leaning his back against a damp wall, so close to us that he might have scented us if the odors down here weren’t so pungent. Naked but for a loincloth, his body was as much fat as muscle. Rolls cascaded down his belly, which was round and large, protruding amply in a visceral reminder of how large the pygmy ogres’ appetites were—and how they best liked to satiate them: with meat, the bloodier and fresher the better. There was a good reason their teeth were blunt stubs designed for grinding bones. A club the size of my thigh rested against the bench within his easy reach.

      A second pygmy ogre lumbered along the court between the cells, his frame highlighted by the faint overhead lighting. Two of me could fit inside his body with room to spare. Larissa peeked around my shoulder and went utterly still against my back.

      The footfalls of the chasing guards were faint but undeniably in pursuit. It wouldn’t be long before even the dull-minded pygmy ogres realized something was amiss. It was now or never. How fresh, I thought miserably. The threat of the queen’s wrath had been catapulting me toward desperate ideas and certain danger since I first laid eyes on her. Even twenty years ago, she’d worn her darkness like a finely embroidered cloak.

      I pressed Larissa’s shoulder into the wall behind her in a silent, Stay here and don’t move, and then stalked into the prison.

      It took the nearby pygmy ogre several beats to process I was there, long enough for me to notice the second guard was harassing a prisoner, jeering at some poor sod in their cell. When the seated pygmy ogre turned his large, bald head my way, I was already upon him, waiting.

      He blinked heavily—and met my eyes. A grunt of surprise died on his lips before it could alert the other ogre. With as stupid as the pygmy ogres were, I took instant control of this one’s thoughts, implanting my own.

      <Soon I’m going to tell the other pygmy ogre keeping watch with me that several of the queen’s guards are running down the stairs. They aren’t supposed to be here. They’re disobeying queenie. She wants them imprisoned. We’re both to ignore whatever the guards say as they will be lies. Rush and his sister were never down here, they have nothing to do with us, and I want to keep them safe no matter the risk to myself, but I won’t tell anyone that. We will defend the stairwell and won’t let anyone down here, no matter what they tell us to try to convince us. Queenie will praise us for our good work and obedience.>

      Urgently, I attempted to anticipate all facets of the upcoming scenario. What might I have forgotten?

      There was surely more preparation I could do, but I couldn’t think of it. The other pygmy ogre was chanting into the cell, in a disturbingly infantile voice, a taunting, “Queenie’s gonna lemme eat you. Queenie’s gonna lemme eat you. Yum, yum, yummy, yum, yum. Queenie’s gonna lemme eat you.”

      The steps of the pursuing guards had grown loud—way too close, practically upon us. Holding the ogre’s stare, dim in this light, I projected, <I’m going to count to seven, and then I’ll tell my fellow pygmy ogre guard everything I’m supposed to.>

      I released the grip my power had over his mind, and the ogre blinked groggily, dully. But, then, his kind tended to do that anyway.

      Without delay, I checked that the other guard’s back was still to us, grabbed Larissa by the arm, and darted with her to crouch behind a large, load-bearing column dense with shadows. I felt the stares of inmates on us but kept my eyes on the ogres.

      “Cambo!” the ogre called out on cue, grunting as he stood and picked up his club. “We got intruders on the stairs. Queenie don’t want ‘em here.”

      At the mention of their precious queenie, Cambo lurched toward the entrance. His heavy steps shifted his giant body from side to side, rattling the stones beneath us.

      “We can’t let ‘em in, no matter what,” continued the first ogre. “Queenie won’t like it. She’ll be mad.”

      “I don’t want queenie mad,” Cambo said, already halfway across the prison.

      “No mad queenie,” said the first. “No mad.”

      “Let’s eat ‘em,” Cambo said with obvious delight. “No one hurts queenie.”

      “Yeah.” The first started up the stairs. “Let’s eat ‘em for queenie.”

      I grimaced. Though the guards hadn’t hesitated to chase me at the queen’s command, I knew all of them, if not by name, their faces—Arno and I had been friendly.

      As if Larissa were the mind reader instead of me, her hand touched my shoulder, her fingers light against my tunic. “They’ll be alright. They know how to take care of themselves.”

      I swallowed gravely. Dense as tree trunks though they were, pygmy ogres could be formidable foes. The brutish oafs made up for their lack of finesse with fearless brawn.

      “Yeah, of course. You’re right,” I said. Even if she wasn’t, there was no time to waste.

      I clasped her hand and dashed across the wide hall to the opposite row of cells. Once in their shadows, I ran.

      “Hey,” called a prisoner. “Help us!”

      I didn’t waste time informing the male with the broken voice that the only way I’d be able to help him or anyone else was if I first survived this day. My focus remained on the wall at the very end of this dungeon—the one that wasn’t a wall at all.

      Seeing their captors gone, more prisoners clamored for aid. I didn’t so much as glance at them either. They would be in a deplorable state, and I couldn’t afford a single distraction, however slight. But when we were paces from the wall that I hoped would grant us passage, I allowed myself to look despite my firm determination to the contrary.

      Through the bars of that final cell enclosed on one side by the wall, in its dank, dark, essence-quashing depths, right where I’d last seen him, I found my friend Gadiel, former visdrake of Magiarantos. Leaning against the wall, his legs were long in front of him. His feet were bare of their usual boots. His head was slumped forward, heavy against his chest. His long hair was stringy, hanging around his face in thick, clumped strands.

      He looked as if he could be sleeping to whittle away some of the misery of his sentence. But an aching loss that swept through my chest to my limbs suggested differently. The shouts of pygmy ogres and men entwined to reach us from the stairwell, yet still I drew closer to my friend.

      Little of the faint light from the corridor filtered into his cell. A patch of blood so dark it appeared black spread across his tattered tunic. No mistaking the black line that sliced across his throat, though it was made finer by the slump of his head. A knife was still clutched in his hand.

      My knife. My blade. The one I’d given him in case… In case, what, Rush?

      I knew full well why I’d done it: in case the agony grew too great to bear. In the event that the better option was a swift death and passage to the relief of the Etherlands.

      Grunts and pained cries wafted from the stairwell. Larissa was suddenly behind me.

      “Rush,” was all she said, but I already knew: even in this, the queen had robbed me. There was no time for a proper sendoff for a very good man.

      I snaked an arm through the bars of Gadiel’s cell and retrieved my blade. I was already standing as I whispered in his direction, “May your memory live forever. May your essence voyage to the Etherlands. May you enjoy well-earned peace there, my friend. Farewell.”

      Clutching the blade with too firm a grip, my anger on Gadiel’s behalf tightening my hold, I added, “We won’t forget your sacrifice.”

      He’d been one of few with the courage to take action to end the queen and her reign of terror. He’d failed, aye, but he’d shot that arrow straight at her heart. Fuck, the man had tried. Sometimes that was all we could do: try, and keep going until we succeeded—I glanced at him one final time—or we died.

      With Larissa mirroring my steps, I turned my back to Gadiel, clutched her hand, and raised the other that held my blade. I pressed it to the wall and pushed⁠—

      The wall was as solid as its damp, moss-riddled stones suggested it should be.
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      Twisted, thorny vines of glowing silver raced along the back of my hand as I pressed it against the wall at the back of the fae dungeon. It was entirely too impenetrable. Any reasonable man would have known the wall, enchanted by the queen’s alchemist to admit only those approved by her, wouldn’t open despite the inexplicable sensation—intuition, perhaps—that urged me forward as if I were somehow on the right path.

      “Dammit, Ry,” I muttered under my breath, even though it was by no means my friend’s fault he hadn’t adapted his illusion magic to allow my future passage.

      As a first-born child, and a male at that, my parents had groomed me for the leadership role of a drake for as long as I could remember. I’d learned warfare tactics along with my letters. No one would have anticipated that my grand escape scheme would lead Larissa and me farther into the palace, deeper underground, when anyone with enough sense to flee the queen would know any chance at survival lay above ground, where the doors actually opened to a possible path beyond the palace.

      “Rush?” Larissa questioned, glancing behind us.

      The commotion in the stairwell had grown loud enough that I worried it might trigger some sort of alarm. The queen was purposefully secretive about the security measures she had in place in her dungeons.

      The pygmy ogres were grunting and bellowing, their rage so potent, their devotion to their queenie so complete, that I feared none of the guards would survive—and Arno had a wife and children, the youngest of whom still sported pink, cherubic cheeks and sprightly pigtails.

      A pygmy ogre wailed, conjuring bitter memories of our devastating fight with them in the throne room, the day I’d seen no alternative but to stab my mate through the heart.

      “That sounds bad,” Larissa said. “What are we doing?”

      If Larissa hadn’t been here too, and it had been only my life I was risking, my hand wouldn’t have shaken as I hastily wiped Gadiel’s crusted blood from my blade and tucked it into my waistband, the steel cold against my thigh. My weapons belt had been confiscated by the queen until the ruse of her Nuptialis Probatio was over. The throwing knives I’d stashed against the small of my back were little reassurance when at any moment the guards might convince the pygmy ogres they were supposed to be working as part of the same team—and against Larissa and me.

      After a quick look of my own, I wiped my hands along my breeches and slapped both to the wall. Surprise: it still felt as solid as it looked.

      Larissa groaned. “Please tell me this isn’t our only way out.”

      I ignored the thumps, slices, and cries of pain reaching us from the other side of the prison, at most a hundred and fifty feet away. “I thought there was a good chance Ry’s magic would still hold and it’d let us through.” My explanation sounded pitiful even to my own ears. I’d gambled my sister’s life on a feeling? A near impossible hope?

      Larissa had both fists akimbo, staring down the wall like it was a person she might force into doing her will. My baby sister had always seemed so delicate, ethereal even, too precious for the hardness of this world. Now, with her rose hair free from its usual queen-imposed updo, cresting in savage waves around her face and shoulders, dressed in tablecloths for fuck’s sake, her eyes blazing with intent, I was realizing how little I really knew my sister. With the queen ordering me to do her occasional bidding even before she’d summoned me permanently to her court, I’d spent more of my recent years away from the family estate than there in Larissa’s company.

      I sucked in an unsteady inhale. “Can you transform the wall the way you did the door upstairs?” If not for her unexpected ability to seal the entrance to the tunnel, the queen’s guards would have been upon us long before we reached the dungeon.

      “Don’t know,” Larissa answered, keeping her glare pinned on the wall. “I’ve never done anything like this before. Nothing spelled. And Braque’s magic is strong.” With a regretful grimace, she flicked a look at me. “He’s been keeping me alive all this time, after all.”

      Aye, he had. It was another unpleasant reminder of all I was risking by choosing this path. Should I have sucked it up and remained behind to perform for the queen as she’d demanded? Then at least my sister’s treatments would have been guaranteed.

      “No, Rush,” Larissa scolded, whipping her attention back ahead. “I know what you’re thinking, and no. We shouldn’t have stayed. What the queen wanted … just, no.”

      I didn’t have the heart to confess that the queen had already taken my dignity and my sacredness and incinerated them to ashes between her legs.

      A great, thundering crash snapped my attention back to the stairwell. Something large rolled down, hitting step after step with loud thumps, before knocking against the stone wall. A few seconds later, a pygmy ogre—the one whom I’d mind-manipulated, I thought—tumbled from the opening and landed with a heavy plop. Though distance obscured the finer details, I could make out one of his massive, meaty legs hanging from exposed bone at the wrong angle. Three of his fingers were sliced off. And a pair of dents the size of my forearm distorted his skull into an even more misshapen lump than usual.

      The ogre wasn’t likely to be getting to his feet ever again.

      A keening, enraged roar made my thigh muscles twitch, like I should either be running away from the sound or toward it, sword pointed at the surviving pygmy ogre. From the screams of men, he was attacking with renewed ferocity.

      I spun back toward my sister. “We don’t have much time.” Perhaps we should hide among the prisoners until I devise something better to do…

      She didn’t look at me. “Hold on to me until we’re through. Whatever you do, don’t let go. I’m not sure this will work.”

      Nudging aside the knot of the tablecloth to make contact with her in case that might increase our connection for her magic, I lowered my hands to her shoulders⁠—

      A low, menacing snarl shuddered along my spine. Slowly—so slowly that an animal might not spook—I twisted around.

      Not an animal, but a changeling. Just as bad. Probably worse.

      The feethle’s eyes glowed red as it pinned them on my unprotected torso. With a louder, more vicious snarl, it bared blackened gums and sharp, spindly teeth, coated in pink—blood, surely, since the queen had fostered a taste for the ichor in her pets. This particular pet of hers had thick, ash-blond fur, and was being extremely mindful not to meet my waiting stare.

      “Hello, Millicent,” I said with a disgusted gnarl of my own.

      Before Larissa could turn to face this new threat, I squeezed her shoulders in silent reassurance. If she didn’t get us to the other side of the wall, Millicent’s petty vengeance and desperation to please the queen would be the least of our troubles.

      The stairwell emitted a shrieking whine, and then a handful of other feethles bounded over the pygmy ogre’s felled body, spotted Larissa and me, and charged toward us. In the low light like twilight, it was easy to see their eyes glowed red too. Whoever these changelings were in their person forms, one thing was clear: they were all under the queen’s thrall.

      If they were here and their mistress wasn’t, then I had to assume Ivar had pulled the queen away—most likely to go after my mate, dammit—or the queen would probably be down here herself.

      As feethles sprinted toward us, I ducked my head, keeping both palms touching my sister’s shoulders, and fought to catch Millicent’s eyes. The female had done her best to feed Elowyn and my brothers to the queen.

      Look into my eyes, you sniveling bitch. Look at me!

      With the first of the second wave of feethles skidding to a stop behind her, Millicent opened her jaws and lunged for me. I kicked out to halt her. My boot cracked against her jaw just as Larissa dragged me forward. Off balance, I stumbled and nearly released my hand to catch myself—nearly. My heart pounded as my fingers clenched to hold on. My last sight was of Millicent jerking her head forward and lurching after us.

      Larissa and I slipped through the wall, the sensation like walking through a waterfall, the water pounding against our bodies from all sides but not causing real harm.

      I was still staring backward when I noticed a wave of pink wash across the wall. For a few seconds, the stone was fluid, the entire wall undulating like a wave.

      Next, the pink began to fade, the stone to harden.

      And right as it was in the process of doing so, Millicent dove through, her maw open, teeth glistening with crimson⁠—

      The wall clamped down around her neck as if it had jaws of its own.
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        * * *

      

      On this side of the wall it was ominously dark. Without the pink of Larissa’s magic, my tattoos extinguished at present, I couldn’t make out much until I conjured my lumoon. Its warm yellow light cast deep shadows across Millicent’s feethle head as it gave the impression of being fused to the stones. No blood marred her neck.

      Despite the fact that Millicent was currently unable to attack, a familiar unease penetrated every area of my body, imploring me to flee—to absolutely anywhere but here.

      “That sensation,” I told Larissa without turning away from the feethle I wasn’t yet convinced wasn’t a threat, “like you can’t stand to be here for a single second longer?”

      “Yeah…? Can’t help but feel it,” she said with a shudder. “It’s awful.”

      “Yep. Guys and I felt the same last time we were here. Probably a defense.”

      “One that would work, too. If I didn’t know what’s waiting for us on the other side, I’d be running back through the wall right now.”

      “And I’d be beside you.”

      But by holy dragonfire, we’d actually gotten through the wall so that none of our would-be attackers could follow! I scarcely believed it, though it was what I’d been feeling would happen all along. Unless the queen or Braque were to arrive, the feethles, queen’s guards, and pygmy ogres would remain squarely on the opposite side.

      Shit, that wasn’t true! The pygmy ogres lived down here, for fuck’s sake. Surely they could pass through the bespelled wall without intervention. We had to hurry.

      Even so, at times the queen had kept Millicent close, a preferred, privileged pet. The sycophant might have observed something that could help inform us about the queen and all she’d done recently to transform herself. If the queen had actually gained immortality, we needed to know how if we had any chance at reversing the effect.

      The feethle’s features were frozen, eyes unblinking as they appeared to study my knees. Not even a whisker twitched.

      “Think she’s dead?” I asked Larissa as I weighed the risks of entering Millicent’s mind. If ever I were to join the mind of someone dead, mine would likely be trapped with theirs, amounting to my own death.

      Larissa drew beside me with another shiver. The dread was thick in the air—a billowing, inescapable fog. She canted her head to one side to study the feethle. “Not sure. I didn’t do anything to kill her.”

      “So she may still live. If the stones’ substance is affected by magic, it may be that it captured hers within it. The wall might let her go the next time someone goes through it.”

      “It’s possible.”

      Without warning, Millicent’s head—her very, very severed head, as it turned out—dropped to the floor with a squelching plop before beginning to roll. The neck left a thick streak of blood and gore in its wake.

      We stood on a narrow ledge that bordered a sheer drop. An even slimmer stone walkway stretched across a deep, yawning chasm of a pit to the other side. The head rolled across the stone ledge until, after a final wet squish, it bowled off the edge of the cliff, fell, fell, and still fell without a single sound. When it finally hit bottom, it was with a soft, remote thud I might not have registered had I not been listening for it.

      “Guess that answers our question,” Larissa eventually said after she’d joined me in peering carefully—extremely carefully—over the edge into the swallowing darkness. “She’s definitely dead.”

      Indeed, I’d wager that one couldn’t get much deader—not even in the queen’s palace of horrors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
5 DO AND GIVE AND TRY TILL THERE’S NOTHING LEFT


          ELOWYN

        

      

    

    
      Xeno and I slowed along the walkway to the ruined cabin only long enough for Reed to get out, “It’s Ramana,” before the three of us were bolting the rest of the way and barreling around a demolished wall instead of bothering with the front door. Most everyone else was clustered around the doorway that led to the bedchamber. Even the black dragon, who now stood more out than in the house, craned his long neck down to peer inside.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Xeno asked of no one in particular as he shouldered a path through our clustered friends and reached back for me, as if I needed an escort or protection.

      He’d never been this way with me in Nightguard, when he, along with Zako, had been the only one to see me as someone as capable as the dragon protectors. When I’d been in Nightguard, wholly unaware of the dubious fate that awaited me in the Mirror World, the queen hadn’t yet tried to murder me. Despite the perhaps reasonableness of his protectiveness, I sidestepped the hand that waited to brace my arm and lead me, and stalked to join West, Ryder, and Hiroshi on my own.

      Unlike the others, the three men stood solidly inside the room, along with Bertram and Bolt. The giant frog and horse stood between the wall and beds, making the space feel unbearably small. But it was safer for Bertram and Bolt beneath a roof than exposed when full-grown dragons had full-grown appetites. I wouldn’t have put it past the black dragon—with whom I hadn’t yet had the chance to bond—to take a chomp out of any of the rest of us either. Everyone here was appreciably wary, constantly alert, and watchful of any threat. As a whole, we were twitchy and on edge. Our unease practically vibrated in the air around us.

      Hearing Xeno, Hiroshi turned. He cradled Saffron in his arms as if the little dragon were a baby. Since the dragonling really wasn’t, he dwarfed the tall, broad warrior drake, concealing his entire torso. Hiro bobbed his head to one side of Saffron’s wing.

      “It’s Ramana. She—” Saffron pushed off Hiro’s abdomen with an ooooof from the drake, leaping straight at me in a tangle of knobby arms and legs, wings, and claws.

      I scarcely had a chance to open my arms for him before he slammed into my chest. Xeno was a firm wall that caught me. While Saffron licked the blood that had dribbled onto my neck, I peered up at Xeno and rolled my eyes.

      “Thanks.”

      Xeno met my stare as if he’d been waiting for it all his life. His eyes gleamed with intensity. “Always.”

      I forced myself to smile before looking away. He was my friend—my best friend. I’d already explained that I loved Rush. That Rush loved me. How we were mates. When I faced Hiro and the backs of West and Ryder, however, I had to resist the urge to turn back toward my friend to assure him again that I loved him, yes, but not in that way.

      “She’s awake,” Hiro finished, and I slid between the bodies of the three drakes to the bed in front of them. All I could make out were Ramana’s legs: so thin beneath a blanket they couldn’t possibly belong to an adult. They were unnervingly motionless.

      Absently, I ran a hand along Saffron’s back, caressing the length of his spine, and stretched my neck away from his tongue. He wasn’t easily dissuaded, and continued to lap up the droplets of my blood while I inched closer to the bed. Once I could see around West’s back, I froze; a gasp slipped past my lips.

      “Holy razor-sharp dragon claws,” Xeno breathed on a shocked exhale. Only then did I register his usual protective presence looming around me like a stone wall.

      Holy razor-sharp dragon claws was spot on. Ramana sat up in bed, her back ramrod straight. She appeared not to be moving at all, and I had to study her chest for several moments to make sure she was breathing. By sunshine, her face! I steeled myself with a kiss to those still-soft scales on the crest of Saffron’s head.

      Her eyes were finally open; I instantly wished they weren’t. I had no idea what hue her irises might have ordinarily been; they were now the red of fresh blood, so dark they might have been black, her pupils and the veins that snaked across her eyeballs the same. Both her eyes glowed that same eerie shade that instantly brought to mind the queen. Her skin was sallow, its pallor accentuated with how the veins along her face meandered down her neck and across her collarbones. A blanket and dingy linen nightgown concealed the rest of her body save her hands, which lay limply atop the covers. More of those dark veins traced morbid paths across the backs of her hands, conjuring unwelcome comparisons to the glowing crimson map that would sometimes surge across my skin. Her hair hung in long, greasy strands around her bony shoulders to pool on the bed. If her hair were clean, it might have been a bright sapphire blue. At present, it was the nearly black-blue of a raven’s wing.

      “This is more than the queen draining their magic,” I said in a haunted whisper, glancing at the other four fae, all females, prone in their beds. Their appearances were as unkempt and devastating as Ramana’s. At least with their eyes closed I could pretend they were sleeping.

      West turned toward me. His features were so hard, so furious … and so terrified for Ramana, if the queen were to arrive the drake might just find the way to kill the woman, no matter what claim she lay to immortality. He’d hack her to pieces until either she died or he did.

      “It’s so much worse,” West said, his voice breaking. His fists clenched at his sides. “Can you help her?”

      I startled. “Me?”

      Ryder faced me too, so that all three of Rush’s closest friends were looking at me with raw hope gleaming in their troubled eyes.

      So as not to look at them—or worse, Ramana—I spun around. Roan and Reed studied me with a similar hope loosening their faces, arching their brows. I guessed that made some sense, since they’d been with me in the Sorumbra and witnessed me saving us from certain death through a connection to the land I still didn’t comprehend.

      Pru had been there too. She’d barely left her granddoody’s side since their reunion; or perhaps it was the other way around and Edsel had scarcely left hers. The two goblins stood so close to each other as to share a shadow. Pru regarded me not with hope, exactly, but with faith—Edsel too, as if they believed I would find the way to save not just Ramana but every single creature in the Mirror World.

      Zafi sat on Edsel’s shoulder. Her legs were crossed as she slumped over them, picking at her tiny cuticles. Her wings, however, betrayed her artful nonchalance. They kept stiffening as if of their own volition before relaxing.

      I glanced next at Bolt and Bertram. The horse was Rush’s steed, a warrior’s steady companion. His large eyes were nervous, his head quick to jerk toward any movement. Bertram, at least, offered me an impartial waaawaaaa, which could have meant anything. I released a nervous chuckle that caused Saffron to pause mid-lick and tilt his head to one side to better study me with those curious eyes of his. I tutted and looked away, careful not to meet anyone’s gaze.

      Without looking at the beds or their occupants, I waved a hand in Ramana’s general direction. “You all can’t seriously think I know how to fix this? Why would you think I can do anything to help?”

      My traitorous gaze slid up, up, and still farther up. With a clear sky as his backdrop, the black dragon met my gaze as if he understood everything I said and had been waiting for me. Was that possible? I didn’t know. After my telepathic conversation with the sapphire-blue dragon and the way Saffron seemed to comprehend what I said when it was to his advantage, I had to admit my connection to the dragons was deeper than with most.
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