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        To my readers.

        Thank you for following Wyn’s journey and giving a new author a chance.

        You rock!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Before we get started

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is also available as audiobook, hardcover and paperback.

      
        
        As always, this book has been written in British English. There are some turns of phrases and spellings that you may not be familiar with, but that doesn’t mean it’s wrong ;)

      

        

      
        Subscribe to Skye's newsletter for all the latest releases, offers and looks behind the scenes:

        skyemackinnon.com/newsletter.
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      After the loss of her mother and Chesca, Wyn is grieving and is trying to drown her sorrow by taking sparklies. Of course, drugs are no solution and she eventually needs to face her grief. In the process, she kind of manages to kill herself and ends up in the Library of Lives again, where she discovers that her father is still alive.

      To save Wyn (and prevent the Palace from collapsing), Beira expends all her magical energy and ends up bedridden and sickly. This means Wyn now has to step into her mother’s shoes and rule the Realm. In between her Royal duties, she takes fighting lessons with Thor and has some fun sex with her Guardians (chapter 5, if you want some steaminess).

      It turns out that Ada and her men have disappeared together with the dragon shifter who poisoned Wyn. In another unexpected development, the Spring Goddess Flora turns up and becomes Wyn’s ally in return for protection from Angus.

      A fake Crispin (a clone created by the Morrigan) invades the Palace and almost manages to kill Wyn, but gets stopped in time and ends up in the dungeons, where Arc interrogates him. The prisoner tells them about Castle Tioram, a place in Scotland where the Morrigan has created a Gate that leads to the Demon Realm. Assuming that Wyn’s Father is being held there, Frost, Storm and Arc head to Tioram.

      When they’re in danger, Wyn suddenly finds herself merge with her magic and becomes what she was always meant to be: a Goddess. She manages to help her Guardians and free her father, but now new challenges are up ahead...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The People of the Realm

          

        

      

    

    
      Family

      
        
        Wyn, demi-goddess and heroine of this series

        Her Guardians: Storm, Frost, Arc and Crispin

        Beira, the Queen of Winter and Wyn’s mother

        James, Wyn’s adoptive father

        Rose, Wyn’s adoptive mother (deceased)

      

      

      The Council

      
        
        Gwain, Master of Arms

        Ada, Gwain’s second-in-command

        Tamara, Mistress of the Household (and spy mistress)

        Algonquin, Librarian

        Zephyr, Master of the Wings

        Theodore, Healer

        Magnus, former Treasurer

        Anthony, the new Treasurer

      

      

      Friends

      
        
        Blaze, unicorn extraordinaire

        Chesca, demoness (deceased)

        Aodh, Chesca’s lover (deceased)

        Flora, Goddess of Spring

        Thor, God of Thunder

        Lucifer, who’s not actually the devil, just a very cheeky God

      

      

      Enemies

      
        
        Angus, Summer King

        Bridget, his wife

        Morrigan, Goddess of Death

        Demons… well, they’re evil
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      Being a Goddess isn’t all it’s made out to be. The worst thing isn’t the urge to randomly teleport to faraway places, or stopping people from prostrating before me in the street. No, it’s the fact that I can no longer see my men as I used to.

      My vision has changed; my eyes are no longer human. I see magic, everywhere, in everyone, but it hides their features, makes it impossible to see their bodies. All I see is their magic, their emotions, their souls. I call it their aura, although I’m sure there’s a more technical term for it.

      It’s not the same though. I’d much rather get a glimpse of their faces again. Crispin’s cheeky smile, Frost’s grin, Arc’s mocking eyebrows, even Storm’s broody frown. They’re hidden from me, despite all my magic. It tears me apart to not be able to watch their expressions as they talk.

      They shine and sparkle, their silhouettes bright, so it’s not as if I’m blind, but the detail is washed away by the colour of magic. I don’t want to see all their innermost secrets. It’s not good for our relationship. I wonder if they’re scared of me, the new Wyn. Goddess Wynter, they call me, the new Winter Goddess.

      I’d give up all my new powers gladly if I could only see their smiles again.
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      I study the book from the Library of Lives. It appeared on my desk the day I became a deity. No wonder it didn’t turn up before then; it probably mentions that I’m not an ordinary demigoddess. No, I’m a Goddess now. Yay me.

      I know that I only need to open it for the knowledge inside to seep into my mind. I discovered that new skill yesterday when I randomly opened one of the books lying on my mother’s desk. I now know everything about the herbs in her Realm despite never having read a single page in the book. It’s scary to know that if I wanted, I could walk through the Royal Library and learn everything in its books within a day. I don’t think that would be wise, though. Already, hand-drawn images of herbs keep popping up in my mind at random moments, and that was only a single book. I think my head would explode if I did this with more than a few books.

      But the tome in front of me is different. It’s about demigods and I know that I’m mentioned in there. Back during my first visit to the Library of Lives, the clerk looked me up in it. It feels like a very long time ago. My first death experience. The guide to Immortality. The fight against a being pretending to be my mother.

      It's strange, back then I was so desperate to find out more about demigods, and now I no longer need to. Unless all demigods turn into Gods at some point. No, I doubt that, someone would have warned me. Everyone was just as surprised when I turned into my new me just like I was. I never thought this much power could run through my body without killing me. My magic has grown from a cat into a lion and its cave is barely large enough to keep it contained. Wherever I go, magic happens. Lights start flickering, tiny ice flowers grow on windows, something explodes. Yes, there's been a lot of exploding. Luckily, nobody's got hurt... yet. I have no idea what to do with all the power I now have access to. It's more than double the magic I had before, and then some. I could level the entire Palace if I wanted to. Maybe even the surrounding villages as well. I'm powerful now, and that scares me. Not that I'm going to tell others that. Especially not my Guardians. I want to be the normal, old Wyn when I'm around them, not the Goddess whose head is full of knowledge and new desires.

      Someone knocks on the door and I open it with a single thought. I don't even have to think about how I use my magic, I just focus on the intended result and it happens. It makes it easier, but also more uncontrollable. What if I put too much energy into the motion and the door was ripped out of its hinges? I could injure someone. That's my greatest fear right now. Hurting others with my new powers.

      Before she even says something, I know that it's Tamara. Yet another one of those useful Goddess gifts.

      "My Princess, I would like to talk about the coronation again."

      I turn around and glare at her.

      "No."

      Tamara is old, her white hair framing a wrinkled face, but there's a strength in her that rivals that of the generals. She's more important than all of those, too, being the spy mistress that she secretly is.

      "It's your mother's wish. Do you really want to go against that?"

      "Yes. It's not right."

      Mara sighs. We've had this discussion before, and I don't think we'll reach an agreement today either.

      "Wyn, she needs you to step up and take her place. There will be war soon and she can't lead our people in her current condition."

      "I can lead them as Princess," I say with as much authority as I can muster to prove my point. "I don't need to be Queen for that."

      "I've told you, there are powers that come with being crowned Queen. Powers to lead, to heal, to give the people confidence. You need to inspire them, and while at the moment they're all fascinated by your ascension to Godhood, that won't last forever. Certainly not in battle when they're facing an enemy's sword."

      I shake my head. "My mother will heal. Once she's back to how she was before, what happens then? Will there be two Queens?"

      Tamara's fierce eyes soften a little. "You know she won't recover. Not until the Summer King has been pushed back, but by then it might be too late. We need you now, Wyn. We need you as our Queen."

      "No. I can't."

      I sink back into my large leather chair. It's an impossible situation. My mother won't get better until the war is over, but to win the war, we need a Queen. I can't do it, though, I just can't. It feels like betrayal and treason against my mother, even though she's the one who made the suggestion.

      Demand, actually. My mother didn't ask me to take her role. She told me to do it.

      "How's my father?" I ask, hoping to change the topic. I don't doubt for a second that Tamara will try again, but hopefully, I'm getting a short reprieve.

      "He's asked to see you." She turns to leave. "Maybe you'll listen to him."

      As soon as she's out of the door, I make my magic close the door. I may intentionally have put too much force into it, so it slams shut with a bang. Oops. Well, nobody will dare tell me off. Even if I'm not the Queen, people have started treating me as such, even the Council members. It's annoying.

      I sign two more papers that someone, probably Mara, put in my in-tray, then leave my office to head to the Royal Quarters. Two days ago, my father was released from the hospital wing to recover in a more comfortable environment. Physically, he's mostly healed, but not so much mentally. Both my mum's death and his imprisonment have left their traces on him. He's not the man I remember. He was always an emotional person, but now he's on the verge of tears pretty much whenever I see him. I envy him that he's allowed to show his emotions so openly. I have to keep up the facade so that my subjects don't see how I'm feeling inside. How broken I am.

      Two guards are standing in front of the doors leading to my father's new rooms. They bow deeply when they see me approach and open the double doors for me. At least they're not calling me 'Queen' like some of the other guards recently. I had to threaten them with demotion  if they ever do that again. It's treason.

      My father is still in bed, his form only a small bulge under the sheets. He's lost a lot of weight during his imprisonment, and despite the cooks making all his favourite dishes, he's not eating much. I think he's lost the will to continue going on like before. He doesn't look after himself either; his beard is a shaggy mess, so different from the clean-shaven father I was used to. I'll tell one of the barbers to visit him. Maybe it's just because he's been too weak to shave himself.

      "Dad, how are you?"

      He's awake, staring at the ceiling. My heart begins to ache at the pitiful sight of him. This isn't supposed to be like that. He was always a role model for me, even despite his ditziness.

      "Dad?" I ask again, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      He doesn't react, just keeps staring up. I take a quick look myself to see if there's anything special up there, but no, it's just a normal, boring ceiling. There are not even any of the floating lights there.

      "Is there anything I can do for you?" I ask softly, taking his hands in mine. Finally, he seems to realise that I'm here.

      "Wyn?"

      "Yup, as I live and breathe."

      He doesn't smile, at least his aura doesn't show any trace of humour.

      "Was it a nightmare?" he asks slowly.

      My heart hurts even more at the false hope in his voice. "No, dad, it wasn't. She's gone."

      "She was so brave," he mutters. "So very brave. Just like you."

      I cringe. "I'm not brave. If I was, I'd already be in the Morrigan's castle, making her pay for what she did. But no, I ran like a coward."

      He sits up a little and I help him by pushing a pillow under his back.

      "You had people to protect. Sometimes, not staying to fight is braver than taking up arms."

      I stare at him. "When did you become a philosopher?"

      He grimaces. "Always been one. I've just never had a chance to talk about battles and courage before. I wish I didn't have to now."

      "Me too," I sigh. "The world has become very strange. Some days, I just want to go back to Earth and live my human life again."

      "No," he says, his voice a little stronger now. "You belong here. This is your world, Wyn. Our life has never been enough for you. You're destined to be something bigger than us, and I think you know that. Look at yourself, look at how they treat you. You're special, darling."

      I shake my head. "I wish I wasn't."

      "We all want to be someone we're not," he says, his voice sounding as if he's smiling. I wish I could see his face properly. "I don't want to be a widower. I don't want to be a victim of the Morrigan. But you know what? I'm proud to be the father of a Goddess."

      His aura is sparkling with pride. I want to tell him that I'm not a proper Goddess, that I'm nothing to be proud of, but I don't want to extinguish that spark.

      "If you're feeling up to it, I can introduce you to the Court," I say instead, taking advantage of him being more energetic than he usually is. "They're all very curious about the human who raised me."

      "Oh no, I don't think that's something for me. Your mother would have loved it, I'm sure, but I'd rather stay here, if you don't mind. I'm not made for crowds."

      I smile. "Yes, I'd rather stay here too, if I'm honest. Part of the job though." I sigh. "I should get back. There's a Council meeting later on that I need to prepare for. I think it's going to be a long one."

      "I'm not envying you. Although that Tamara woman seems very capable."

      "Mara has been here?"

      "Oh yes, she wanted to know about the prison I was kept in. She was very gentle about it."

      Somehow, I can't imagine Tamara being very gentle, but if he thinks so, that's good. Glad I have one thing less on my list. I'd waited until now to ask him questions about what happened to him. Storm gave me a full report after we returned to the Palace, and he got a good enough overview of the Morrigan's hideout.

      I can't believe it's only been a week since we returned from there. So much has happened, and yet, not as much as there could have been. My personal life has changed, my whole being has, but the political situation hasn't. We've not heard anything from the Morrigan since we broke my father out of her dungeons. She's no longer in that place, and just in case she returns, we have spies monitoring the Gate.

      Angus has stopped moving his troops, but they're close to the borders. It's as if everyone is holding their breath, waiting for the inevitable moment when the big battle begins. For now, I hope we can prolong this time of peace. Well, maybe not peace. The absence of outright war.

      I say goodbye to my father and tell one of the guards at the door to call for the barber. Let's see if my dad will get the hint.

      I return to my office, feeling a little better. As traumatised as my dad seemed when I got in to visit him, he did become more like his old self towards the end. That's progress and it gives me hope.

      I close my office door behind me and lean against it, taking a deep breath. Back to being the Heiress.

      "Tough day?"

      I jump and ready my magic, before I notice that Frost is sitting on my chair, his legs propped up on the desk.

      "What are you doing here?" I push my magic back, despite her struggling.

      "Coming to see how you are." There's humour in his voice and I'm sure he's smiling. I wish I could see it.

      "You look sad," he says softly and gets up from his chair.

      "Not used to all the changes," I mutter and sink into his hug. "The eye thing is getting to me."

      He hugs me tight. "We'll find a solution. Your mother can see normally, so I'm sure there's a way. Besides, why ever would you want to look at us? Crispin's the only pretty one."

      I laugh. "Are you trying to make me say that you're all rather handsome looking?"

      "Got me. Now, say it."

      Instead, I kiss him. Luckily, my body is well acquainted with Frost’s and knows exactly where his lips are waiting for me. I don't need my vision for that.

      He opens his lips and lets me in. I kiss him hard, possessively, showing him that he's mine and that I won't let him go. I almost lost him last week, and I'm not intending for this to ever happen again. Death isn't allowed to come between us. Not between me and Frost, and not between any of the other guys either. Dying isn't allowed.

      Our tongues dance and he shifts his hands on my back, sliding them lower until they reach the waistband of my trousers. I'm refusing to wear dresses at the moment. It doesn't feel right to be wearing pretty clothes while half the country is readying for war. At least that's my excuse.

      He slips a hand under the fabric and runs it over my naked skin.

      "I want you," he mutters, breathing hard.

      I don't bother replying. I'm sure he knows how much I want him from my hard nipples pressing against his chest, and my fumbling fingers on his belt. Why does he always need to wear a belt? It's making things difficult.

      Then I remember that I'm a Goddess now and grin.

      "Look what I can do," I whisper and tell my magic to intervene.

      "I'm naked," Frost observes a second later. "You too."

      "That was the point of it," I chuckle. "Look at the desk."

      He turns around and laughs. "You're very efficient."

      "Perks of the job." I've lifted all the things that were lying on the desk and deposited them in a corner of the room. I've never had sex on a table before, but it sounds like something that could be quite a lot of fun.

      Without warning, Frost picks me up and carries me towards the desk. I wrap my legs around him, already feeling his erection hard against my arse. I don't think we have any need for foreplay today.

      He sits me down on the table and bends down to kiss me again. His breath is hot against mine; his fresh seaweed scent caressing my senses. My Frost.

      I cling to him, encourage him to push forward and enter me. He doesn't need much encouragement. His cock is hard and I'm ready for him. He glides into me without much resistance and I moan against his kiss. I think my fingernails are leaving red streaks on his back, but he doesn't complain. He starts to increase his rhythm, driving into me faster and faster. My breasts are rubbing against his chest, sending tiny lightning bolts all the way down to my core.

      The table groans beneath us, but I send some magic into it to make sure it won't collapse. That would be such a turn-off.

      The closer I get to the point of no return, the louder my moans get. Frost is breathing hard, his lips meeting mine whenever he pushes into me, then leave again a second later. It's a cat and mouse game that's driving me crazy. I could use magic to keep him close, but I don't think he'd appreciate that.

      I know he's probably looking at me, but I can't tell it from the bright silhouette I see him as. Golden light is shimmering all around him, and suddenly turns into thousands of tiny sparks when he comes in me. I need a second longer, one more push of his cock into my core, then I come apart, wrapping my arms around his neck to steady myself. Shivers rack through me - and something explodes.

      "Wyn, get your magic under control," Frost warns, but it's too late. Sparks are flying, rainbow clouds are erupting all over the room, and the smell of burning wood reaches my nose.

      "What did I do?" It's hard to focus, my mind is still shattered into very happy pieces.

      "Ehm... bookshelf... let me."

      He steps back and I can see him gather his water magic, the azure blue of it contrasting on his usual gold. It's strange seeing someone else do magic. He sends out his magical energy towards the bookshelf, like a net of blue fibres, and then once they reach the shelf, he sends a spark there that makes them erupt into water. That's probably not how it actually works, but it's what my new senses tell me.

      "Did I burn any books?"

      I'm refusing to turn around and look at the damage. Can't I have normal sex just once? There always seem to be explosions, burns, or someone interrupting us. At least this time we both got to climax before the inevitable happened.

      "Just one."

      "Tell me... oh. I think I know which one."

      I make the remains of the book fly towards me and take them into my hands. Fragments of knowledge jump into my mind, jumbled and broken. The book isn't salvageable, that's for sure.

      "Frost?" I ask carefully. "You know how the Library of Lives states that non-return of a book results in decapitation? What do you think the punishment is for burning one of their books?"

      His groan is answer enough. There's going to be one very angry librarian somewhere.
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      Storm is the only Council member absent. He's at the Southern border today, inspecting our troops. I teleported him there this morning and will collect him again tonight. It's a handy trick, saving him a long flight. Right now, speed counts. We don't know when and where our enemies will attack - but it's safe to say that it won't be long.

      I'm about to start the session when the door bursts open.

      "Your Majesty, there's a visitor."

      I frown at the servant. "We're having a Council meeting now. I'm sure this visitor can wait."

      The servant cringes at my words but remains where he is.

      "My lady... it's not a normal visitor. He's not even... I'm sorry, Your Majesty, but he's a unicorn!"

      I begin to laugh. "Is his name Blaze?"

      He nods. "Yes, he introduced himself as Lord Blaze. I'm not sure if he's really a lord, or if that's how unicorns usually speak..."

      "You may leave now," Gwain interrupts the servant.

      "I'm going to see to Blaze," I announce, already halfway out of the room. "If the unicorn comes here to the Palace, it has to be important."

      "We'll discuss the not so important things while you're gone," Tamara promises. That gives me a reason to take my time. The more of the Council session I can miss, the better. I don't get why we have to discuss all the small matters while war is at our doorstep. Who cares about land disputes and food taxes right now. Well, some Council members do, obviously. And sadly, I have to keep them happy so that they support me in the important matters. Like the upcoming battles. Sigh. Life as royalty really isn't all it's made out to be.

      I hurry to the main antechamber, where I assume Blaze is. Wait, I don't need to assume. I extend my magic and ask it to find the unicorn - and I'm glad that I did. Blaze isn't indoors at all, instead, he's waiting in a courtyard close the Palace entrance. Maybe he doesn't want to be around too many humans.

      I change direction and take one of the slides to get down to ground level quicker. The stair slides are still my favourite thing about this Palace. I tell it "Queen" and sit on the top stair. A second later, the stairs turn into a smooth slide and I'm whisked away at breakneck speed. I love how they named the highest speed setting Queen. Now that I'm in my mother's role, I totally understand. I always need to be fast when I want to get there.

      Oh. I could have teleported. Silly me. Did I mention I'm still getting used to my new powers?

      Well, now it's not really worth the use of magic. I turn around two corners and enter the courtyard through a white wooden door, delicately carved with vines and flowers.

      Blaze is awkwardly standing in the centre of the square, nudging a weird looking flower with his horn. He must be bored.

      The unicorn is fascinating to look at. He's sparkling throughout, not just on the outside. His aura is covered in rainbow sparkles, not unlike the rainbow mist in his cave. His horn though is the most extraordinary thing about his appearance. It's where all of his magic seems to be concentrated, swirling and writhing in the confined space. His magic is bright silver, almost too bright, and a lot more powerful than I had imagined.

      "Blaze," I say loudly and he turns around. "What a pleasure to see you again." I remember how I last saw him, singed and scared of me, and add, "I apologise for what happened last time. I wasn't quite myself."

      He bows his head. "I know, don't worry about it. I didn't leave because of you. I was called away."

      "Is that so?" I take a seat on one of the benches. It's freezing cold and I funnel some magic into the metal to make it nice and cosy. Before, I would have had to do a lot of complicated thinking to achieve this, now, I just think 'get warm' and it happens. I would have never had to take lessons with my guys if magic had been this easy from the beginning. At the same time, I'm glad that I have acquired a detailed knowledge of how magic works. If I ever lose these new powers, I won't have to start back at zero.

      "I have news from a friend of yours," Blaze begins. "But first, I've heard Queen Beira is unwell?"

      I nod and sigh. "Yes, she's been ill for some time. I've taken over her duties until she recovers."

      "Will she recover?" Blaze asks, his voice a little sharper than I'm used to. I look at him in surprise.

      "Yes. Once Angus has been defeated."

      "Are you sure?" The unicorn sounds as if he doesn't believe me in the slightest.

      I sigh again. "Yes. Now, what's that message? What friend?"

      "The pretty Guardian who went to the dragons. Ada."

      "Wait, you know where Ada is?" I almost jump up from the bench in surprise, but just about manage to control myself. Behaving like that wouldn't be very Queen-like. Princess-like, I mean. I'm not the Queen.

      "Yes, I do. She called me to her, even though she didn't know that she was doing it. She and her Guardians have travelled far and have had quite a few adventures. I'm not sure I believe all she's told me, but who knows, maybe it's true. Anyway, she's followed that dragon to his Realm."

      "The Dragon Realm?" I interrupt. "We thought that they support the Morrigan. They've not replied to any of our messages, and their ambassador has disappeared."

      "They didn't support her, not willingly at least. She had a hold on them, but not any longer. Ada says the dragons will support you, but they want to meet you in person first. They want to decide whether you're strong enough to lead them into battle." He chuckles. "They're almost as proud as unicorns."

      I let his words run through my mind again. Dragons. Ada. The prisoner. I'd almost forgotten about her and the man she'd freed from our dungeons. There had been a lot more important things to deal with, and we didn't have the resources to invest in searching for them. Now, I'm quite glad we didn't. It seems she's managed to achieve quite a feat by herself.

      "Where do they want to meet?" I ask Blaze. "Are they coming here?"

      He shakes his large head. "No, they aren't trusting enough for that. When you find out what happened to them, you'll understand. They want you to come to the Dragon Realm, and soon. I'd recommend tomorrow."

      I gape at him. "Tomorrow? Do you know how full my schedule is? I can't just disappear on a merry trip to dragon land."

      He whinnies. "You're a Goddess now, Wyn. You can do whatever you want."

      "How do you know I'm a Goddess?"

      "You smell different. I bet the sparklies wouldn't have as big of an effect on you now as they used to. Want to try?"

      I shudder at the memory of the first time I took his sparklies. I'd turned into a hormonal, lovesick weirdo. Then, I got addicted. No, I don't ever want to get near that stuff again.

      "Are you trying to provoke me?" I ask the unicorn and he snickers.

      "Maybe. It's fun. Now, do you think I could get some food? It's been a long ride here."

      I smile. "What would you like? I don't think I know what unicorns eat, to be honest."

      "Magic. We eat magic. You should know that by now."

      "How does that work?" I ask. I didn't have a clue. When we had our very first picnic in his cave, he didn't eat with us, and on my visits after, I never saw him eat either. But magic? Is he eating my magic?

      "It's like grazing. There's magic all around, it just needs to be lapped up. And in a Palace like this, the magic is almost overflowing. I can taste it. You just need to show me to a place where there's lots of magic being used, and I'll be happy."

      I think for a moment. "One of the training courtyards is probably the best. There should be lots of magic there."

      I lead Blaze through the Palace, probably earning a lot of curious glances. For once, I'm glad I can't see people's faces. I'm not sure many of them have ever seen a unicorn before. My Guardians said that Blaze was the only one they ever met, and they've travelled a lot more than most Palace inhabitants.

      When we enter the closest training courtyard, there are a few Guardians running around, shooting magic at each other. Most of the fighting lessons has been postponed to make way for war preparations, but a few are still taking place for the least experienced Guardians. My mother stopped creating new ones long ago, but some of the other strong Gods and Goddesses still create Guardians occasionally, many of which end up here at the Palace to serve, entertain and probably spy on us.

      When the first one sees us, he shrieks and takes his eyes off his opponent. I swipe away the ball of fire that would have hit him and shoo them away. They bow and run. Am I really this scary?

      "You could have let them stay," Blaze complains. "Their magic tasted good."

      I shrug. "Too late. Is there enough food for you here?"

      He lowers his head to the ground and his horn begins to sparkle even more. With my new senses, I can see how magic is being pulled from the environment into his horn. Fascinating.

      "Will this take long?" I ask him, watching as more and more magic is slowly dragged towards Blaze.

      "Yummy," the unicorn says, sounding as if he's chewing something. "Maybe an hour, maybe two. There's a lot of magic here. Such a waste. I should come more often."

      An hour? Seriously? Then again, our big feasts take a lot longer than that, so I guess I should cut him some slack.

      "I'll leave you alone to enjoy your meal. Just tell a guard when you're ready and I'll come back."

      Blaze doesn't answer, too occupied with munching magic.

      I smile and leave him to it, heading back to the Council chambers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I can hear the noise from far away. It must be a lively session. The Council has been less divided since I disposed of Magnus, the treasurer, and replaced him with Anthony, but there's always a lot of debate. All the members of the Council are used to being experts in their particular field and don't usually get a lot of criticism.

      I sigh and enter the room without warning. They all fall silent. Good.

      I head to my almost-throne at the top of the table and sit, staring them down.

      "What's the problem?" I ask after letting them wait for a few seconds, turning to Tamara.

      "While you were gone, we got news. The clone is dead."

      "The fake Crispin?"

      After Arc interrogated him and we found out where the Morrigan was hiding, I'd not given any thought to him. He was to stay in the dungeons forever. I couldn't kill him, not when he looked so much like Crispin. Arc told me that he was nothing like Crispin inside, but no, executing him wasn't an option. So I'd told the guards that he was to remain in prison indefinitely.

      "Yes," Tamara responds. "He was found dead an hour ago. They've not been able to establish how he died yet, but there are no obvious wounds."

      "He was stripped and searched when he was put in his cell, so it can't have been poison," healer Theodore says confidently.

      I shake my head. "It could have been if someone gave it to him. Or maybe the Morrigan can kill her creations from a distance?"

      Theodore nods grudgingly. "I will examine him after this meeting."

      "I will come with you," I announce. His aura turns darker; I bet his expression sours as well. He doesn't like me, but I don't know why. Not that I'm a big fan of him either.

      "Now, what else is there that we need to discuss?"

      Tamara looks at the papers in front of her. "We now have letters from several Gods where they confirm in writing that they're going to support us. Most of them have promised a relatively small number of warriors, probably wanting to see how you'll respond. I recommend asking for at least double of what they propose."

      I nod. "Do it."

      "The Spring Realm is fortified and our officers are helping train their soldiers. No reports of enemies have been made, but I'm sure Angus is monitoring the situation."

      "What do we know of Angus's movements?" I ask, anxious to skip the small bits and move on to the bigger, important news.

      "Not much. He's kept his armies in the same position for weeks now. We still regularly intercept spies and scouts within our Realm, but no more than usual. It's like he's waiting for something."

      "No doubt the Morrigan," I mutter. "She's still not been seen?"

      Tamara shakes her head. "No, and neither have any demons. None at all, which is extremely suspicious."

      "Not a single demon?" I ask, knowing how strange that is. There are always demons causing mayhem, whether it's on Earth or in other Realms. Rarely in this one as our Gates are well guarded, but there have been some who've come through, probably by accident. They usually get killed on sight.

      "Not a single one," Gwain confirms. "It's making my men anxious. The absence of demons is worse than having them where we can see them."

      Yes, I get where he's coming from. Most demons aren't very clever, but now that the Morrigan has taken over their Realm, we have to assume that she's in complete control, which makes everything to do with demons very suspicious.

      "Is there any chance we can get some scouts into the Demon Realm?" I ask them, but Gwain immediately shakes his head.

      "The Castle Tioram Gate has closed as if it had never been there in the first place. I've never seen anything like it. The Gate looks dead, like it'll never work again. Of course, we still have a few people stationed there to monitor the situation. The problem is, sending my scouts via our Gates into the demon Realms would be a suicide mission. I'm not willing to risk that."

      I sigh. "I wish we still had Aodh and Chesca. They rehabilitated several demons that might be willing to help us, but without them, we have no chance of finding them."

      "And remember what happened last time you trusted a rehabilitated demon," Tamara mutters, reminding me of the day my parents got kidnapped. True, I don't think I could ever trust a demon again.

      "So basically, we have no idea what's happening with the demons, or the Morrigan, and in some ways, Angus?" I summarise, a sinking feeling spreading in my stomach.

      Gwain sighs deeply. "That's correct, Your Majesty. For now, it seems all we can do is wait. Alternatively, we could be the ones to start the battle, but I don't recommend it without having more intel on the Morrigan's plans."

      "I agree. I have news myself, though," I announce and I feel all their gazes on me, despite not being able to see their eyes. Maybe I'm just imagining it, or maybe it's my strange new magic sense. "The dragons have been in touch."

      I smile at their reactions.

      "The dragons, Your Highness?" Algonquin asks, his aura swirling with excitement.

      "Yes, the dragons." I turn to Gwain. "It seems your deputy hasn't abandoned us."

      "Ada?" His voice is full of wonder and surprise. "She's contacted you?"

      My smile widens. "Via a unicorn, yes. I don't know the details, but it seems that she's travelled to the Dragon Realm and somehow convinced them to help us. Having the dragons on board will be invaluable." I don't say that I've never seen a shifted dragon, so I have no idea how good they are in a fight. For all I know, they could be tiny, but I'm not letting that dampen my enthusiasm. "Blaze - that's the unicorn - says they want to meet me first to decide whether we're worthy of their support.”

      "That could be a trap," Gwain says immediately. "How much do you trust that unicorn?"

      A grey swirl floats through his aura. Is that doubt? It's going to take me a long time to figure out what all the colours mean. This might be more accurate than reading facial expressions, but a lot more confusing.
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