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      Win the trials, earn a crown—or fail and lose everything.

      The heir of Embermere has unexpectedly died, and now a new prince and princess must be crowned.

      I’ve been hiding out with the dragons, but then mysterious fae show up at the dragons’ stronghold and abduct me at the King’s command.

      The royals of Embermere are hosting the Fae Heir Trials to find their successors. The winners will marry and become the next to rule the fae lands. Turns out I’m the King’s illegitimate daughter and the wicked queen intends to kill me off during the challenges.

      I find myself thrust into a barbaric tournament where death is all but guaranteed. I’m competing against the most gorgeous, deadly fae warriors of the realm. Determined, agile men who’ve been training to claim this chance all their lives—including clan leader Rush Vega.

      Rush Vega is the Crown’s favorite, devastatingly charming and dangerously tempting. His combat skills and dark secrets will be my undoing. With my survival on the line, my heart must resist his pull and those intriguing moonlight eyes. He’s the queen’s spy, and that makes him my number one enemy.

      My life might have become a game of savage brutality, but the Queen of Embermere underestimated me.

      I was born a fighter. And I intend to win.

    

  


  
    
      For my magical daughters and beloved,

      always
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        Never reveal a weakness to your enemy, or you’ll give them a weapon to use against you.

        ZAKO SHADE
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1 A NAUGHTY DRAGON AND BAD MEN


        

      

    

    
      The sun’s dwindling rays glinted off swords and daggers as they clinked against each other, their clatter muted by the glass that separated me from them. I clutched my cutting knife and forced myself to dice more potatoes. Already, a large bowl overflowed with them. Before the hour was up, I’d fill a few more. Dragon shifters, whose shadows plummeted our town into sudden darkness whenever they swooped overhead, had appetites as sizable as the dragons themselves.

      A dragonling, whom I’d nicknamed Saffron for the rich golden yellow of his scales, planted himself at my feet and gazed up at me, his rough tongue lolling out of his mouth. He whined.

      I scowled down at him. “I already fed you, and begging doesn’t suit you.”

      That last bit was a lie, of course. With his big, dark eyes, wagging tail, and mouth curled into an endearing smile, exposing some of his needle-sharp teeth, he was cuter than was reasonable. It was an unfair advantage he pressed at every opportunity.

      Again, he whined deep in his throat, making my heart clench despite my determination not to spoil him. I’d be the one to pay the price for that softness later. “I mean it. No more for you, not tonight.”

      The knife clacked against the cutting board with a dull, repetitive sound that had been known to infiltrate my dreams. Or did that make them nightmares?

      Saffron inched closer as my attention drifted to the courtyard beyond the kitchen, where Xeno had promised we would spar once I’d finished my chores for the day. Though that had been motivation enough to rush through my many duties, I still wouldn’t be free before nightfall, when the already cold air of the high mountains practically turned arctic.

      As he always did, Xeno drew my eye. If I had a true friend in this frigid place where the sun only shone above the steep peaks for a few hours a day, he was it. Though recently he wanted to be more than friends, a fact that surely hadn’t escaped the notice of Malessa. The woman was big enough to block a doorway and in charge whenever the bigger fish were away. I saw him less and less as she found new mind-numbing tasks to assign me far from him. Given that the town, coined Nightguard for the mountains that loomed above it, could be traversed on foot from one end to the other in fifteen minutes, this was no small feat.

      But I was the only non-shifter here now that my father Zako was gone. If not for his insistence that he wouldn’t always be here to protect me, no one would have taught me how to defend myself at all. There was only one purpose to Nightguard: to protect the dragons’ stronghold. Despite the fact that I could fight as well as any of them, I was delegated to the role of cook and caretaker of the baby dragons. I’d never be able to shift, and so I’d never be enough to become a dragon protector like the rest of them.

      Zako and I’d together been the exceptions.

      My breath caught as if I were finding his mangled body all over again⁠—

      The blade sliced my finger as I stumbled forward with a startled gasp. Growling, I threw the damn kitchen knife at the cutting board. Droplets of blood dripped across a pile of potato cubes while Saffron’s tail thwacked the back of my legs again.

      This time, I jolted but didn’t stagger. I wouldn’t have the first time if I’d been paying attention. The dragonling was fond of the same tricks.

      As annoyed with myself as I was with him, I glared down at the creature, whose head only came up to my hip. “Knock it off,” I barked, weeks of frustration bubbling over.

      With his smile that appeared far less innocent than it had moments before, he continued swinging his tail, already as thick as my arm. It thumped against my legs. Before it could complete its arc, I slammed down the worn sole of my boot, pressing his tail against the floor—not hard enough to hurt him, just enough to teach a lesson I wasn’t certain he’d ever learn.

      “Don’t hit me. Not to get your way, not ever.”

      Saffron yipped and attempted to free his tail. He dragged that sandpaper tongue over his lips and up to his snout, imploring with those eyes that seemed capable of the words he wasn’t.

      I groaned and released him. He pointed the appendage away from me as it sped back up, already celebrating his victory.

      “You can’t treat me like that. I’m not your slave, you know.”

      My sharp tone slowed the festive pace of his wag, but it had been necessary. Not for him. No, he’d return tomorrow with the same winning antics. Same time, same sad place.

      For me.

      Maybe I wasn’t a slave, but I wasn’t entirely certain I hadn’t become a servant somewhere along the way.  I only got to leave this isolated town for a short time once a year. Every day of my life, I did what I was told. What did that make me? The dragons and shifters possessed magic to the core of their very beings. It defined them. What chance did I have to ever become their equals?

      Scooping up a handful of the bloodied potato chunks, I tossed them at the dragonling, who snagged them from the air, teeth chomping loudly, reminding me that I was surrounded by predators.

      Saffron seemed to think we could be friends.

      He was too young to know better.

      He’d learn soon enough that he and I weren’t the same. They always did.

      I rinsed my finger in the bucket of water where I’d cleaned the vegetables, tore a strip off a dishrag, and tied it around the cut. Immediately, crimson seeped into the fabric. I tsked. That would rub against the handles of my throwing knives, though it wouldn’t stop me from continuing my pre-dawn practice before obligations interfered. Besides sleep, that was one of the few blocks of time that was entirely mine to do with as I pleased.

      Saffron licked his lips and grinned up at me. He wielded his cuteness like a weapon. Shaking my head, I rubbed the soft crest of his head, where the scales were still fine, almost like feathers, and tossed him a whole tuber.

      Making sure to keep some awareness on the naughty dragon at my side, I flicked my attention beyond the window once more, immediately spotting Xeno. He was the youngest of the shifters, and though he wasn’t yet a protector, eventually he’d join the others in dedicating their lives to defending what remained of the dragons.

      Similar in age, he and I’d grown up together, and though the protectors often kept us apart, not all did, and Zako hadn’t. With Zako no longer around to discourage his amorous intentions, Xeno had renewed his efforts to make me his. We could never truly be together, not in any real sense. He was destined for a great purpose. I … wasn’t. But Xeno was too starry-eyed to face that truth. I, however, didn’t have the privilege of painting my circumstances with rosy optimism.

      There was no escaping them. Oh, no shackles bound me, and I’d never actually been told I couldn’t leave by anyone—not even the fearsome Dragon Mother, who was larger than any beast I’d ever seen—just one menacing look from her had the best of us quaking in our boots. But I still knew too little of the world beyond this place, and the nearest settlement of humans was several days of grueling travel away: the entire reason why the dragons had relocated to the Nightguard Mountains in the first place.

      People were a threat. Ruled by their prejudices, greed, and ignorance, many corrupted by darkness, they were a danger even to magical creatures as ferocious as dragons.

      Everyone and everything had a vulnerability. Zako had taught me that. I might not be as physically strong as the shifters, but I was fast and light, and I didn’t hesitate to press any advantage.

      Despite Xeno’s insistence that he and I could be together, he must know I was only biding my time. One day I’d leave Nightguard and forge my own path.

      Noticing my hands had stilled while I cycled through familiar thoughts, I blew stray strands of hair from my face, and set down the knife again to toss another log onto the waning fire. An enchantment elevated the outdoor temperatures within the valley from so cold they’ll freeze your nipples off in mere minutes to so cold you’ll be miserable but you’ll keep your nips. But unlike the shifters, I didn’t contain a beast inside me that operated as a portable heating unit. Sparks flew up around the logs as I rearranged them then returned to my station. My feet had worn gentle grooves into the wooden floor over the years. Even Zako had been allowed to practice with the protectors while I watched on.

      At the end, I’d been faster. As lethal as he was.

      I worked my way through another full bowl of potatoes before I discovered myself staring at Xeno yet again. No doubt, I could do worse than him. He was strong and quick, broad-backed, muscular, and handsome, with a nice straight nose and full lips that turned up into an easy smile. And though not all of the shifters were as harsh and exacting as Malessa, Xeno was the nicest among them.

      He met blades with his sparring partner. Each sword deflected the other before Xeno’s opponent parried. Xeno slid out of the way, feinted in anticipation of the shifter’s next move, and pressed the tip of his sword against the man’s sweater. Both took a step back, acknowledging the point.

      As he so often did, Xeno glanced in my direction, his gaze meeting mine despite the fading light and the distance between us. His smile was brilliant enough to illuminate his eyes.

      Aye, I could do much worse than Xeno. The shifters were as passionate and fiery as their creatures. Xeno would undoubtedly spice up my life. I imagined it would be easy to love him as more than a friend.

      As if he’d inferred the nature of my thoughts, his mouth spread into a wolfish grin. His cheeks were pink from exertion and cold, his hair tamped down by a cap, though a few wisps curled out from beneath it. He flashed bright teeth at me and I chuckled, feeling a flush spread across my own face.

      He winked at me before turning back to his partner, who launched a spirited attack. In a landscape of similar pairings, I tracked their movements as they danced around the stone courtyard, somehow aware of the many shifters around them engaged in the same exercise, though neither of them appeared to look away from the other.

      When Saffron whined for more food, I didn’t even look down before tossing him another potato and letting loose a wistful exhale. “At least I get to stay inside where it’s warm, right?”

      Saffron snorted as he chomped down on his prize.

      “Yeah, I don’t believe me either,” I grumbled, and dragged over a stool to the counter.

      Before I could wish the potatoes would explode and save me the trouble of cutting them, as I did most nights nearing the end of my kitchen shift, a startling roar split the descent of twilight.

      Instantly, everyone who’d been sparring spun in the direction of the watch guard’s alarm and waited, several already sheathing their blades and unclasping their weapons belts, dropping them to the ground. Many were yanking their sweaters over their heads and their pants down as they shucked off their boots, preparing to call on their creatures and defend the dragons shielded by the unyielding stone that towered overhead.

      My heartbeat thumped in my ears as I flung open the door of the large dining room, nearly tripping over Saffron, who rushed to catch up. My fingers sped to the holster that rested against my lower back, housing the two blades I was as familiar with as my own body, while my ears strained in anticipation of the next call.

      It arrived moments later, and now it was sedate. The protectors gathered their scattered clothing and began to dress.

      Saffron bounded out the door before I shut it behind me, and I immediately crossed my arms over my chest for warmth. If I stretched a little, I could draw my knives like this too.

      Minutes passed during which no one fully relaxed. Then a couple of sentries finally escorted a handful of men, bundled in bulky coats, gloves, and hats that covered their ears, to Malessa. Several protectors flanked her as she and the men spoke, too softly for me to hear since I lacked heightened shifter senses.

      Hoping to appear inconspicuous, I circled the gathering, gradually moving closer. Before I managed to reach earshot, Malessa turned, locating me as if I were glowing in the falling night. Her eyes, a smidge too close together, were alive with curiosity. “Elowyn, come.”

      I didn’t move a muscle as stares pinned me.

      “I said come,” Malessa repeated as if I were a new dragonling in need of training.

      My jaw hardened and my nostrils flared.

      “Elowyn, now.”

      Uncertain what to do, I searched out Xeno. His mouth was a tight line that told me he was as uncomfortable with the summons as I was.

      Zako would have known what to do, and for the umpteenth time I wished he were still here.

      Who the hell were these men? No one ever came to Nightguard. No one.

      Shifters traveled to the nearest towns once a moon cycle to trade for goods, but they transformed into their dragons and flew to shorten the distance. Zako had gone twice a year, and when I’d begged enough, he’d taken me with him every other time. Nightguard wasn’t on the way to anywhere. In fact, its exact location was meant to be a secret.

      When Malessa’s eyes narrowed and her lips pressed into a disapproving frown, my feet moved of their own accord. The woman wouldn’t strike me, but she would make sure what little free time I had evaporated into nothing. And if I couldn’t keep up my training, a part of me would wither and die. It was all I had that was mine and mine alone.

      Everyone’s attention warmed my cold skin as I stopped beside Malessa, my focus raking over the strangers. Nothing about them seemed particularly remarkable. Swords and daggers peeked from beneath their long coats, but they didn’t seem concerned about drawing them. Were they … were they human? And if they were, what on Earth were they doing here, where the dragons might eat them before they could explain themselves?

      The man in front had eyes that were a gray as stormy as any sky I’d ever seen. They were also as dense as stone. He was no friend.

      “This is her?” he asked of Malessa as if I weren’t standing right there.

      “It is.” Malessa studied me and the man with a disaffected interest that made my stomach clench.

      Looking down his nose at me though we were of comparable height, the man removed a glove and extended a pale hand toward me. A giant gemstone the color of blood capped a ring on his finger.

      He stared at me as if I should know what that meant. When I didn’t do anything, he scoffed, then tapped the crest engraved on the stone. Chiseled into the crystal with exquisite precision, two dragons stood an exact mirror of one another.

      “His Majesty the King Consort Oren Amadeo of Embermere demands your presence,” he announced, his tone brimming with self-importance.

      I did my own scoffing, causing him and the men behind him to stiffen. Demands my presence. Really? Like that was going to make me hop to it.

      “Who?” I asked, allowing my lips to curl with my derision. I also batted my lashes in mocking innocence in case they’d missed how unimpressed I was.

      The man’s brows arched in affront, shock, or both. “His Majesty the King of Embermere.” His tone had turned hard as the rock that dwarfed us.

      “Where?” I hadn’t heard enough about the place, but Zako had told me some about it. Even so, there was no reason to make any of this easy for the guy.

      The man glared at me before turning that same look to Malessa, who shrugged her wide shoulders. “Hey, our agreement was to give her a place to hide, not educate her.”

      “What agreement?” I asked, my question as rough as my disbelief.

      “And where is Zako Shade?” The man with the ring, still directed at my face, like a piece of jewelry could compel me to obey, made it sound like an accusation.

      “Zako’s dead,” I growled. “I don’t know who the dragonfire you are or who your king is, but I’m not going anywhere with you, that’s for damn sure.”

      He harrumphed and drew his glove back on. “As you wish.”

      I began to inch away, careful not to turn my back on the foreigners, but before I could make it a few feet, one of the others hurled something at me.

      I identified what it was only as the glass shattered at my feet—some kind of potion bottle. “What…?”

      The man with the ring bellowed, “Everyone else, stay away.”

      Thin tendrils of a saturated, bespelled blue wafted up like smoke. When I jerked away, shuffling backward, then running, they sped toward me fast as the flick of a dragon tail, latching on to me as if they had thorns.

      A cry gargled in my throat as the fog-like substance held me with the strength of our strongest rope. I thrashed against it as it wound around my torso, binding me.

      I could still reach my blades. Fingers already grasping their grips, my vision swirled and darkened, the deep density of midnight descending upon me without mercy.

      The last thing I registered was a blur of golden yellow as Saffron bounded toward me, and Xeno, sword drawn, charging in my direction. An arrow thwacked loudly, nailing him directly in the heart. Crimson bloomed around the wound, staining his sweater.

      His eyes were wide with a terror I no longer felt as whatever had been in that bottle throttled the awareness out of me.

      My fingers slipped away from my blades before I could draw them, and I dropped where I stood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 ASSHOLES FROM THE COURT OF SCREW YOU


        

      

    

    
      I woke with a start, flinging open my eyes. I was lying on something cushioned, and I bolted to sitting, gaze vibrating as I attempted to take in my surroundings at once. Despite the trail of dried drool on my cheek, proving the depth of my slumber, no grogginess hampered my thoughts. Panic and alertness washed through me in equal measure, leaving a sour taste in my mouth.

      Three of the king demands your presence strangers shared what appeared to be an enclosed compartment with me, one of them the man with the ring and the winsome personality. When he sneered in my general direction, I imagined myself punching the smirk right off his pinched face, but first…

      The space was wide enough for a handful of people to spread out comfortably along the two benches that lined either wall. I alone occupied the one side, where I’d lain and apparently slept long enough for the encroaching night to turn to day.

      Bright light, of the sort that only colored Nightguard for the scant hours when the sun was directly overhead, filtered in through drawn curtains on windows. A steady, monotonous clip-clop suggested we were in a horse-drawn carriage.

      Where were the bastards taking me? To Embermere? Zako told me it could only be reached via portal.

      The men had shed their heavier layers, remaining in prim waistcoats, form fitting pants, and boots too shiny to have been worn on their trek to Nightguard. Their faces were clean, their hair combed, and their attention locked on me. Affixed to the crest of one cheek, Ring Man wore a trio of shiny crystals that reminded me of droplets of water.

      Stretching my legs out into the space between us, I felt for my blades. But the undershirt, long-sleeved shirt, and two wool sweaters I wore as my go-to in Nightguard prevented me from being certain anything remained in the holster that wrapped around my waist like a belt.

      Leaning forward, I pretended to scratch and itch along my calf.

      “We’ve removed your weapons,” Ring said, while the curl of his lips suggested I’d offended him by daring to be armed, which obviously I had excellent reason to be.

      My jaw hardened as I openly dipped my hand into my boot, confirming this. “And what gave you the right to do that?” I snarled, next checking if they’d also found the knife in my other boot, then slipping under my clothing to confirm my two favorite blades were also absent.

      I slammed back against the seat as I crossed my arms over my chest, a useless defensive measure if they could do things like throw magic at me that I couldn’t escape even by running.

      That’s what it had to have been. Nothing else would explain it.

      How in dragonfire did I fight magic of all things? Without a single weapon?

      I had to force my jaw to unclench to ask my next question, my first still unanswered: “What makes you think you can take me against my will? And you hurt my friend! Is he all right?”

      Disinterested, Ring shrugged. “He’s a shifter. I suppose there’s a decent chance he’ll live.”

      Yes, Xeno was a shifter, and a strong one at that. But that arrow had punctured his heart.

      “If he doesn’t, I’ll kill you.” By dragonfire, I’d probably kill the man anyway, the first chance I got.

      Ring chuckled his disbelief, as if I were a mouse threatening a pack of rabid wolves.

      Sneering, I narrowed my eyes at him until they were slits. He didn’t take me seriously? That was fine by me. It would make it easier to murder him. Underestimating me would be the last thing he did.

      When he parted a curtain and turned his relaxed stare out the window, I harrumphed and said, “You can’t just show up at my home and do shit like that.”

      Was Nightguard really my home though? Would a bunch of supposed protectors stand around while these pricks stole me from my home? I understood the shifters were defenders of the dragons, not me, but still … had Malessa really just stood there, probably ordering everyone else, including Xeno, to stand down while she allowed these assholes to kidnap me?

      Was that what I got for doing everything they asked of me for twenty-two years?

      Apparently.

      Heat pricked at my skin as I yanked off my top sweater, dropping it in a heap at my side. I hadn’t been this warm in … well, never, not even under the pile of blankets on my bed. Despite my apparent abduction, I took an extra few moments to relish being overheated before stripping off my second sweater and then my long-sleeved shirt, remaining only in a sleeveless underlayer.

      “Are you finished yet?” Ring asked in a droll, nasal pitch that had me flexing my fingers, subtly checking to make sure everything was in proper working order despite my lack of weaponry.

      “Nope. I’m not even close. You haven’t answered my questions. What the fuck gives you the right to take me without my consent?”

      He tapped the ring with the giant red stone once again. “I already told you. I’m under the king’s authority.” He trailed his gaze up and down my body, frowning when he was finished. “As are you.”

      “No, I’m not. I don’t even know who this king guy is.”

      The man who sat at Ring’s side bristled at that, drawing my eye. He wore his hair in a long, neat braid that draped in front of one shoulder. His brows were an elegant arch, now drawn low in evident disapproval.

      Ring crossed his legs, placing the hand with the blood stone atop his knee. “Whether you’re aware of the king’s authority over you doesn’t change that it exists. You’re his subject, which means you’re to do as he commands, preferably without question.”

      “No, that’s not how it works. You can’t just randomly show up, wave a ring in my face, say you have power over me, and knock me out and take me.”

      “Obviously we can.” Ring offered me his first smile, as cold as Nightguard.

      I studied them. They studied me.

      I grunted. “You’re taking me to Embermere?”

      “As ordered,” Ring said.

      “How long till we get there?”

      “We’ll see signs of the royal city shortly.”

      “What of the portal, then?”

      “What of it?”

      “When do we pass through it?”

      Ring cocked a how stupid are you? look at me. Ah, so we’d passed through it while I’d slept. How very reassuring…

      Ring waved a hand in a circle indicating my general appearance. “You should do something to clean yourself up before we arrive.”

      “And how do you expect me to do that, exactly? Lick myself clean?”

      The man with the braid huffed. “This is going to be more work than we thought.”

      My forehead stretched in disbelief. “You thought I was going to be happy about being kidnapped?” I snorted. “Surely not.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Ring said. “Her Majesty the Queen will know what to do with you.”

      That made Braid smile like a dragon with a full stomach, and the man whom I suspected had been the one to throw the potion at me quickly peer out the window. With his side profile facing me, and his hair tucked behind an ear, their peculiarity jumped out and smacked me. They had ears like Zako’s! Pointed sharply at the top.

      “You’re fae,” I whispered, forcing myself not to touch my own ears. They weren’t as obviously pointed, though they also weren’t exactly rounded, not like the shifters’.

      Ring scowled. “Of course we are. We’re subjects of the royal crown of Embermere, just as you are. What else would we be?”

      “Assholes from the court of Screw You?”

      The potion-throwing fae staring out the window whipped his head around to glare at me. Ring and Braid appeared to be doing their best to sear a hole through my skull.

      Ring shook his head. “Unworthy. Unworthy of His and Her Majesty’s attention. Nevertheless, you shall have it.”

      “I don’t think she’s going to like it,” Braid commented.

      “Even better,” Ring said.

      I’d heard and seen enough. Without a final glance in that direction, or a flinch to broadcast my plan, I lunged toward the door closest to me, pulled on the handle, and pushed open the door almost in the same movement.

      Before any of them could grab me or hurl another enchantment at me, I leapt from the fast-moving carriage, rolling as I hit the dirt road we were traveling on. I slammed into the trunk of a tree, hitting my shoulder hard enough to elicit a gasp.

      Shouts clamored up ahead and beasts complained at the sudden change of pace imposed on them, their footfalls slowing rapidly. The wheels of the carriage squeaked.

      With a twinge of sharp pain pinging down my arm, I staggered to my feet, filled my empty lungs, and sprinted into the forest that lined the road. If I could get far enough away, the dense foliage would shield me from view. I hope. It was my best plan, anyhow.

      Without a look back, I leaned into my speed, thankful for every morning when I’d dragged myself out of bed before the sun just to keep myself in peak condition. When Zako had been alive, he’d led me through sprints up and down the base of the Nightguard Mountains. After he died, I did them myself, the exertion demanding enough to mute my grief.

      The trees’ canopies reached for each other, as if the forest were composed of friends continually stretching into the embrace of a long-anticipated reunion. Their boughs hung low, their roots protruding from the ground as if the trees were one step away from uprooting for a visit.

      The sunlight dappled through the dense leafage overhead, illuminating the ground no more than a candle attempting to dispel the night. I whipped past tree after tree, dodged bush after bush, nearly tripped on roots a few times, but focused only on carving out distance between me and my captors. My breathing came heavier but steady. Focusing only on my escape, my heartbeat evened out. My panic faded to the background.

      I had to get free. Then I could pause to think. Figure out my next step.

      Mushrooms large as sitting stools dotted the ground on either side of the path I was cutting, blurring as they grew denser, while the trees thinned. So gradual was the change that I ran for dozens of heartbeats before I noticed the landscape was steadily opening up into an expansive clearing.

      Not good, I thought, a breath before a man’s voice shouted far behind me: “There! There she is.”

      I was out in the open, dammit. If dragons flew here, they’d be able to pluck me right up.

      Pivoting on steady ankles, I changed direction, cutting a diagonal retreat that was the fastest route back to camouflage. I’d have to skirt the edge of the clearing through the coverage of the trees. It would take longer, but it would be worth the delay. I willed the trees to extend their branches toward me and swallow me up.

      A faint whistle trilled through the air. I recognized what it likely signaled—an arrow. I pushed my body harder, faster. Unsure which direction it was coming from—other than from somewhere behind me—I dived to roll away, and was already in the air when⁠—

      The sting of fire consumed my thigh as the arrow found its mark. I stumbled and actually had to flick a fast look downward to ensure my leg wasn’t actually burning but merely enduring the horrific pain.

      No flames. But my eyes stung and watered.

      Limping, I made myself continue in the direction of cover. Every footfall of my injured leg sent a new wave of fire jarring through bone and muscle. But I kept going. It wasn’t far now.

      I was almost there.

      With the dense cover of amiable trees so close that their rustling leaves beckoned me into their fold, a second arrow rent the air with a deceptively happy whistling.

      It thwacked into me with the force of a hundred dragons, stealing my breath before it could rip free with my surprise. Feeling broad and heavy as a spear, the arrow pierced my ribcage, seeming to split my torso in two.

      The momentum of my desperate run stumbled a few more steps from me before I sank to my knees, reigniting the arrow that protruded through my thigh so that it burned all over again.

      But nothing compared to the wood stabbing my lungs or my heart, or something else most definitely vital. Or did it tear through all of it, every piece of me that was needed to live?

      I knew only that this was probably it. I’d been torn from the only person in this entire world who still lived to care about me. Okay, maybe Saffron joined Xeno in caring whether I lived or died, but that was probably only because I fed the little guy. Maybe another of the shifters would be saddened for a few moments at news of my death here, in an unfamiliar forest so far from the only home I’d ever known. I’d never see a friendly face again.

      I attempted to suck in a steeling breath. If I was to die and only my abductors would witness my passing, I wanted at least a moment of private fortitude first. My breath, though, denied me any kind of relief, delivering only more pain.

      Feeling my back beneath the entry point, my fingers came away dripping in a blood as bright as that asshole’s ruby. If only I’d gotten to punch him in the face before I went.

      Momentarily mesmerized by the amount of blood that came away on my hands, I dragged my eyes upward, locking in on my murderer.

      So far away that his dark clothing was nothing more than an outline, one of the fae men stood atop the carriage, pointed in my direction, another arrow nocked in his bow, pulled back and taut, ready to release.

      He must have taken in my defeat, slumping into the damp, soggy ground, moistening the knees of my britches. Slipping the arrow back into the quiver at his feet, he lowered his bow.

      How could this be it? I wondered until the crunch of underbrush announced that the fae who’d stolen me from Nightguard were back to take me again.

      Only this time, I’d welcome whatever had been in that potion bottle, if only to whisk away the pain for a little bit until death arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 SLEEP WITH ONE EYE OPEN, BUDDY


        

      

    

    
      Ring, Braid, and Potion arrived before the hawk-eyed archer stepped down from his perch. The three fae crowded me as Braid and Potion lowered me all the way to the ground, stretching out my legs carefully, but not nearly gently enough. Every shift of my leg, no matter how slight, pulsed deep through its wound.

      Arms crossed, Ring tapped his fingers against his elbow, as if me dying were the worst of inconveniences. The idea of making him pay for being such an infuriating twerp spurred me on.

      Potion examined my wounds while Braid told me, “Hold on.”

      I wanted to reply that I wouldn’t have to hold on if they hadn’t shot me, for sunshine’s sake, but the pain was too great to speak. Besides, what would they have cared? Ring’s ennui suggested he wouldn’t hesitate to order me shot another time if I gave him reason.

      My blinking was heavy now and my heartbeat erratic as my body seemed to alternate between surrendering and fighting, giving way to new waves of fire with every push to make it another few minutes. With how loudly my heart was thumping, I didn’t think the bolt could have pierced it.

      I gasped and coughed while Braid held on to my shoulders. Without warning or particular gentleness, Potion snapped the arrow protruding from my back. He tossed the fletching to the side, braced a hand against a breast, squeezing hard as if it were designed to be a handhold, then lights as bright as the sun flashed behind my eyes as he pounded the ragged edge of the broken arrow. Every rack of my body felt like it tore me in half all over again.

      Potion yanked the tip that had emerged through my chest, clearing the projectile, and bile rocketed up my throat. I barely managed to swallow it back down. What was worse than being shot and kidnapped by cold-as-stone pricks? Being shot, kidnapped, and covered in vomit. Ring probably wouldn’t even spare a fancy handkerchief that matched his precise ensemble for me to clean up.

      Swallowing more bitterness, I wheezed, blinking rapidly, able only to focus on getting to the other side of this blinding pain. Once my eyeballs stopped stinging, I zeroed in on Ring’s tap, tap, tapping, but simply observed now and made myself endure.

      The rhythmic throbbing that had taken up residence in the puncture wound in my chest receded … until a new sting made me gasp.

      I jerked in the men’s grip before understanding that Potion was rubbing some sort of liquid freaking fire directly onto my flesh. It stung worse than the original injuries. With a finger, he widened the hole in my undershirt so he could spread the salve or whatever it was in a wide circle.

      Long, torturous moments passed before the burn finally began to cool.

      I breathed a lungful of relief.

      Braid slid behind me, pulling me onto his lap, my back against his chest. Potion set a petite, glittering bottle on the ground beside him and braced a hand on my hip, the other reaching for the arrow sticking out of my leg.

      Oh no. Oh holy dragon fireballs, shit no.

      I did my best to steel myself, but anticipating what was coming did no good.

      Again, Potion broke the arrow, plucked a few stray shards of wood from the ragged end, then bent my knee, bracing a hand against my shin. Before I was ready, he slammed the butt of his other hand against the arrow like a hammer.

      Despite my determination not to, I screamed.

      “Oh, please,” Ring said. “It’s your own fault.”

      Through the pain, or perhaps because of it, I tilted my head up at him and grinned.

      He flinched before pretending he hadn’t.

      If my smile revealed even a little bit of the hatred I was feeling toward him, then I could understand why.

      Sleep with one eye open, buddy. I’ll be coming for you.

      The ointment stung, then soothed, and before I’d gathered my strength, Braid and Potion were helping me to stand, one of them on either side, draping my arms over their shoulders.

      “Do you need us to carry you back to the carriage?” Potion asked. A bit like Ring, his question didn’t seem borne from compassion, rather from expediency. What was the fastest way to get me back in that carriage and resume our journey to wherever in Embermere they were taking me?

      “No,” I answered, staring down Ring, whose eyes danced with … amusement? Oh, I was so going to make him regret it. I tamped down the wild urge to kick him as hard as I could in the shin, or better yet, between the legs.

      Then to Potion, since I refused to thank my captors for anything: “I appreciate the assistance.”

      Whatever substance he’d applied hadn’t helped enough. Every step hurt, but I wouldn’t rely on them for anything—even if it seemed I was indeed their prisoner.

      For now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With my leg propped up on the bench seat and my back wedged partially against the wall of the carriage, I twisted my neck to stare out the window. It was partly to avoid engaging with any of them, Ring especially, but also because we were nearing the royal city of Embermere. The closer we drew, the more the forests on either side of the road thinned until they eventually dwindled to nearly nothing, with houses popping up between what was left of them. At first, the dwellings were small and meager, a motley collection of huts, though decently maintained, as if their owners appreciated all they had, however little it was. They reminded me of the shifters’ encampment in Nightguard, where there was scant need for frivolous comforts when the caring of magical creatures was our purpose.

      The trees that did remain also reminded me of home. Only the hardiest plants could survive the bitter temperatures, and those that did had needles for leaves and muted colors. But in this warmth, I’d assumed I’d find a land filled with vibrant hues and the fragrance of flowers delivered on gentle breezes. Of easy smiles and the laughter of playing children. I’d figured everything about the place would make me feel alive, or at least more so than Nightguard had, where death sometimes felt a single bad freeze away.

      But the landscape was largely painted in dingy browns and grays, with the occasional pop of color that stood out like a beacon of light in the dark.

      A shudder jerked free my expectations. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      The carriage rolled past a curious creature, perhaps a third my height. She had scraggly hair hanging past her waist, a hook nose, a dingy tunic down to knobby knees, and a dour turn to her mouth. She stopped sweeping her narrow porch to glare at the carriage, and I quickly looked away. A trickling brook snaked alongside us. Even the water seemed too meager for the size of the trench.

      A pair of small children jetted out in front of us, and though they chased each other in play, none of the laughter I expected trailed in their wake. They were eerily silent.

      The sun’s rays highlighted the starkness of a land I’d imagined so very differently. Whatever magic was here didn’t seem all that magical. The dragons were fierce and often cold, calculating, and vicious. But there could be no denying their power or special nature. They were bright and shiny, and regardless of any feelings I had about working always in their shadow, I never denied their magnificence.

      They were magic incarnate, and the shifters a version of them.

      Someone who looked like an adolescent fae of some sort hurled a rock at us. It bounced off the carriage, and one of the two men up front guiding the horses shouted, “Off with you, or I’ll see ya brought to court for punishment.”

      The young man bolted as if the driver had taken a whip to him.

      I frowned, recalling the bedtime stories Zako would tell me when I was young enough to still be starry-eyed and enchanted with life and my lot in it. With broad strokes he’d described a bustling land that brimmed with magic in its every detail. A royal city at its heart, home to the royal bloodline, and the eight fae clans that surrounded Embermere, each afforded rule of an equal slice of territory, all falling under the overarching authority of the court and its king and queen.

      I hadn’t intended to interact with any of my abductors unless forced to, but knowledge was power, and I was apparently clueless. “Are we in Embermere now?” I asked none of them in particular.

      “Yes,” Ring said, for once not sounding like he was sucking on the sourest lemon of the bunch. “These are its outskirts. The royal palace will soon come into view.”

      “Why isn’t it more … bright? Cheery? Has it always been this way?”

      Potion flicked a surreptitious glance at Ring before feigning disinterest, brushing at the grass stains on his knees from helping me. Braid opened his mouth then snapped it shut.

      I waited.

      Ring was back to sucking on lemons. “It’s plenty bright and cheery,” he gnarred. “What do you expect, for them to dance and sing all day like the humans’ fairy tales?” He scoffed. “Would you rather return to your frozen block of ice in the mountains?”

      “Yes! Yes, I very much would, you know, since you kidnapped me, and I never agreed to come with you in the first place.”

      He glared at me, blinking in slow motion. “It was a rhetorical question. No one disobeys His Majesty the King. Or Her Majesty the Queen, for that matter, not if they want to live to see the next day.”

      “Good to know,” I bit out. “What does the king want with me exactly?”

      Ring uncrossed then crossed his legs in the opposite direction. “If it were information you needed to know, I would have informed you.”

      Rubbing absently at the shoulder I banged in my leap from the carriage, I mused, “Does that mean you don’t know either?”

      Ring’s next pause drew out, his tone when he finally spoke a dangerous, sustained hiss. “That means, if you want to keep your tongue, you might want to mind it.” He leaned toward me in the cramped space. “Or I’ll slice it out.”

      Though I believed him, I held his hard stare. With people like him who wielded what power they had as a weapon, any show of weakness would be exploited. They’d already figured out they could knock me out with a potion or arrows and force me to comply with their orders.

      My smile felt too frail but I revealed teeth anyway. “Has no one taught you manners? You shouldn’t threaten me for asking questions. I have a right to understand what’s happening to me and why. At the very least, you owe me that.”

      Ring slid even farther toward me. I had to resist the urge to retreat as far against the wall of the carriage as I could.

      “You’re obviously not understanding me,” he said. “Let me try simpler words.” My nostrils flared as he dragged his words out slowly. “You have no rights but the ones our king says you do. He hasn’t informed me of any particular care to take with you other than to deliver you alive. There are many shades of alive.” He didn’t blink as he let that sink in. “I owe my king everything, and you nothing. Nothing at all. Can you comprehend nothing?”

      Self-righteousness bubbled up inside me as I stared back at him until I was surprised he didn’t combust from the force of my will alone. My jaw could break ice.

      “Tell me you understand,” he added.

      “What I understand is that you and I will never be friends.”

      He sat back with a dark chuckle. “Well, thank the Mirror World for that.”

      I hesitated, then blurted, “What mirror world?”

      Another quick look at Ring from Potion before he whisked it away. There was something there, I just had no idea what.

      Ring was shaking his head in lament or possibly disgust, not a single strand of his russet hair sliding out of place, though it seemed it should. “You don’t even know what the Mirror World is?”

      “No. In case you somehow failed to notice, I’m not from around here.”

      Ring studied me for far too long before simply humming noncommittally.

      What in the dragonfire did that mean? I pressed: “The Mirror World?”

      He exhaled loudly. “Is where we are. Everything you see is part of it.”

      “What—?”

      “Embermere contains the royal city and the territories of the eight fae clans. All of that, along with the Wilds beyond Embermere, make up the Mirror World of Faerie.”

      “Oh. I didn’t realize Faerie was a mirror world, whatever that means.”

      “That’s because Faerie isn’t. Our world is a mirror of it.”

      “What? Why?”

      He flung his hands in the air, causing the ruby on that fancy ring of his to catch the light. “I’m not your history tutor. Now, silence.”

      I debated the merits of persisting, but resigned myself to hoping I would have a history tutor. Anyone, someone to give me answers! Because what in holy fireballs was I doing here? And what could a king I’d never met before, of an apparent mirror world I’d never been to, want with me?

      A host of similar questions scrolled through my mind as the landscape changed once more. The houses grew in size and became more ornate, also brighter. Though I wouldn’t say the houses were colorful, they were at least less drab, with accents and highlights the huts hadn’t had. A wreath of green and red berries hanging on a door here, a sky-blue ribbon adorning another there. More space separated the houses, and some even boasted a second story. Next, a row of quaint shops were almost cute. No signage announced what they were, but I hoped I’d have the chance to find out. Nightguard didn’t have a single shop when our community was so small. But hundreds of people—at least—must live here.

      I opened my mouth to ask about the population before deciding not to. Abruptly, the shops and dwellings ended and stone pillars bordered the road, marking its path. I craned my neck to see all the way to the columns’ capitals and the ornate carvings that undulated across them.

      My heart froze mid-beat, throbbing within my chest and leg in particular.

      “Is that…?” I swiveled to get a better look, wincing at the movement. “Is that … a dragon’s head mounted on that pillar?”

      Braid and Potion glimpsed at me but didn’t speak. Neither looked appropriately horrified at the ghastly sight.

      “Yes,” Ring answered, distaste with me somehow managing to roll off that single syllable.

      The man was talented.

      “But, why? Why do you have a severed dragon’s head on display?”

      Another tilt of lips that spelled disdain. “Dragons are foul, murderous creatures.”

      “Well, here’s some news for you: We might’ve just met, but I can already say the same about you.”

      “Any dead dragon you see’s gotten exactly what it deserved.”

      “What do you think you deserve for taking me from my home without my consent and then shooting me?”

      “A commendation for my extraordinary patience.” His lips puckered and reached for his nose before lowering. “Again, what His Majesty orders is to be done without question. A lesson you will soon learn.”

      “Doubtful,” I murmured. My jaw dropped as another column loomed into view. Another dragon head. This creature’s scales were a dull light brown, likely bleached from death and the constant sun. But I imagined they might have once been the golden yellow that was so familiar to me.

      Saffron. For all his mischievous ways, I already missed him. These people—these disgusting murderers—would probably want to chop off his head and mount it for all to see.

      “This is sick,” I said, better understanding why the dragons, as majestic as they were, rarely left hiding. Why they hunkered down in a place as isolated from the rest of the world as the Nightguard Mountains.

      Because of this. And pricks like Ring.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, my disgust heavy.

      Ring studied me for a moment. “Why?”

      “Because I want to know what to call you when I curse you in my thoughts.”

      “Then you can call me your ‘lord.’”

      “I’ll do no such thing.”

      “You’ll be made to soon enough.”

      “You obviously don’t know me very well.”

      Another few seconds lapsed while he studied me, his gaze unnerving. “You were a servant in Nightguard.” It wasn’t a question.

      “No, I wasn’t.” Of course I had been, at least a little.

      “You served the dragons and the shifters.”

      “No, I didn’t serve anyone. I did my part in a community, where we all contributed.”

      “If you say so.”

      My fingers clenched and unclenched at my sides. I itched to be free of injury so I could bolt from the cabin again. Right then, I would have made a run for it, uncaring whether or not they shot me another time. At least I’d make them work for it. At least I’d get to fight.

      “When do I get my weapons back?” I asked around a tight jaw.

      “You don’t,” answered the lord of assholery. “Not unless His Majesty dictates it.”

      “Then take me to the motherfucking king already.”

      As fast as any of the dragon shifters, Ring jerked forward and slapped me across the face, hard enough to send a new festival of lights sparkling through my vision. I tasted blood on my tongue.

      Blinking, I cleared my sight, though my ears rang dully. Sliding forward, every one of my injuries protesting, I reared back to return the gesture. I swung at Ring’s face, but my shoulder and chest pulled, and I was slower than usual.

      My hand glanced across his ear before he caught my wrist, holding it in an iron grip.

      “Touch me again and you will regret it. This is my final warning. Remember, the king ordered me to deliver you alive. Nothing else. Perhaps Finnian or Sandor would enjoy to have a turn with you…”

      He looked at the other two men, who did nothing to indicate if they would, or what exactly the principal prick meant by that.

      “Let. Me. Go,” I gritted out.

      He didn’t for long enough that I considered whether I should kick him or if I’d regret it. My body needed to heal, not receive more blows.

      My breathing was heavy when he eventually released me. I slid back on my seat, as far away from him as I could get without appearing to be retreating.

      “I’m going to tell the king you hit me.”

      “Be my guest.”

      With apathy once more ironing out his features, he faced the window, the road dotted with dragon-head-topped columns, making me wonder what kind of place this Embermere was, and what kind of king would rule it.
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