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To anyone who wanted to fall through a portal.
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Pronunciation Guide






  


Characters


        

          	
Alura: Uh-lure-uh


          	
Amond: Uh-mond


          	
Arbor: Ar-bur


          	
Ashby March: Ash-bee March


          	
Bastian: Bast-yun


          	
Bayton: Bay-ton


          	
Benton: Ben-ton


          	
Cleora: Klee-or-uh


          	
Clover: Clove-er


          	
Constantine Pallas: Con-stan-teen Puh-lass


          	
Danae Pallas: Duh-nay Puh-lass


          	
Darby: Dar-bee


          	
Dozan Rook: Doe-zen Rook


          	
Evander: Eh-van-der


          	
Felix: Fee-licks


          	
Flavia: Flah-vee-uh


          	
Fordham Ollivier: Ford-um Ah-liv-ee-aye


          	
Hadrian: Hay-dree-en


          	
Hellina “Helly”: Hell-ee-nuh


          	
Iris: Eye-ris


          	
Isa: Ee-suh


          	
Keres Andromadix: Kerr-is An-drah-mah-dicks


          	
Kerrigan Argon: Care-ih-gen Arh-gone


          	
Kivrin Argon: Kiv-rin Arh-gone


          	
Lorian: Lor-ee-uhn


          	
Lyam: Lee-um


          	
Madrina: Muh-dreen-uh


          	
Myron: My-run


          	
Nella: Nell-uh


          	
Parris: Pear-is


          	
Prescott: Press-cot


          	
Quintus Octallia: Quinn-tus Oc-tall-ee-uh


          	
Tarcus Valerii: Tar-cuss Vuh-lehr-ee


          	
Thea: Thee-uh


          	
Theo: Thee-oh


          	
Titania: Tai-tay-nee-uh


          	
Valia: Val-ee-uh


          	
Vesra Octallia: Ves-ruh Oc-tall-ee-uh


          	
Vulsan Andromadix: Vuhl-sun An-drah-mah-dicks


          	
Wynter: Win-ter


        


  


  

Dragons


        

          	
Evien: Ev-ee-en


          	
Ferrinix: Fair-ih-nix


          	
Gelryn: Gehl-rin


          	
Netta: Net-uh


          	
Tavry: Tahv-ree


          	
Tieran: Teer-en


        


  












Houses






The twelve houses of Alandria were split into four groups based on how they perceived the use of magic: Woodloch to the wooded west, Viland to the hills of the east, Tosin to the mountains of the north, and Moran to the rocky south. Though the twelve houses are autonomous, the Society rules over all.


  

  Woodloch


        

          	MAGIC SHOULD BE USED FOR MIGHT.


          	(warriors, weapons, armor)


          	Galanthea


          	Herasi


          	Venatrix


        


  


  

  Viland


        

          	MAGIC SHOULD BE USED FOR GOOD.


          	(healing, medicine, art)


          	Bryonica


          	Concha


          	Ibarra


        


  


  

  Tosin


        

          	MAGIC SHOULD BE USED FOR EFFICIENCY.


          	(everyday tasks, mining, travel)


          	Erewa


          	Sayair


          	Zavala


        


  


  

  Moran


        

          	MAGIC SHOULD BE USED FOR NOTHING.


          	(magical artifacts)


          	Aude


          	Elsiande


          	Genoa


        


  


  

Within House Bryonica, there are four Royal Houses:


        

          	House of Stoirm


          	House of Medallion


          	House of Drame


          	House of Cruse


        


  












Chapter One



The New Land





The grass under Kerrigan’s cheek was soft and springy, as if she were waking up back in her mountain home with the feather down mattress beneath her. Any second now, Benton and Bayton would sweep in and busy her out of the comfort of her Society accommodations and off to work. Her eyes would flutter open, and everything would be well.


But that wasn’t right at all.


Her head buzzed. Bees zipped in and out of her skull, and the noise was only getting louder as she drew closer to consciousness.


“Do you think she’s alive?”


Kerrigan shuddered at the sound of the voice, her whole body trying yet failing to break out of whatever web she was snagged in.


“She looks a trifle dead to me, Matron.”


“She’s still breathing.”


“Barely.”


She needed to wake up. She needed to face what was on the other side of this mossy grass. There was something out there she needed to do.


But all of it felt so distant.


It would be easier if she lay here and did nothing. She had lost. That much bypassed the buzzing in her ears. She had lost, and she had traveled here—wherever here was—and giving up felt so much easier than fighting.


Surrender.


A voice like honey soothed her, silencing the bees and letting her know that it would be all right. Everything would work out. If she lay here and slept and forgot what she was after, then she could go on. And on sounded so much nicer than the alternative.


“Should I run for a healer?”


“Can’t afford one, can we? It’d be more than she’s worth.”


No.


She pushed the honeyed tongue away from her. Memories floated past it as Kerrigan forced her way through the viscous substance coating her memories and dragging her to the deep beyond. Her mission was important. It was the only way to save her friends and family back home. A home she might never return to if she didn’t push forward.


What was she supposed to be doing?


“I don’t know. That gold glow and red hair…”


Gentle like a lullaby, the answer returned to her.


Her mother.


Her mother was alive.


For eighteen years, she’d believed that her mother had died in childbirth. Most human women didn’t survive birthing a Fae child. Even with a half-Fae, like Kerrigan, who had too much magic by most people’s standards, the mother rarely survived. It was something in the amount of magic that was incompatible with the human.


Except her mother had survived.


In fact, she’d left the land of the gods to drop Kerrigan off with her father to keep her safe. As scandalous as it was, her mother had already been married, and her husband would stop at nothing to remove an illegitimate child.


Now she was Kerrigan’s only hope.


Alandria needed her. The city of Kinkadia needed her. The Society and all the dragons and all the people it had sworn to protect needed her.


And Kerrigan had to find her.


“Her eyes are moving. I think she’s waking up!”


Kerrigan coughed, spitting up blood onto the mossy blanket. She hacked until there was nothing left in her stomach.


The sun shone like a beacon overhead. She dug her fingers into the mossy grass, and it was not half as soft as she’d imagined. The blades scratched against her fingers, her eyes felt like she had sand in them, and there was an empty pit at the bottom of her stomach.


Her magic.


Oh, right.


Her magic was gone.


She retched again. Retched until she was dry heaving and thought she might bring up her insides.


The rest of the problem came back to her in a hurry. The Red Masks, a terrorist group set on eradicating half-Fae and humans alike, had taken control of the Society at the induction of the new council. Kerrigan’s mentor, Bastian, revealed himself as the leader and slaughtered her surrogate mother, Helly. A circle of thirteen drained the magic from Kerrigan’s body. She and Fordham had escaped only to fall through a portal to Domara, the land of the gods. Her mother’s homeland.


One of those things was too much to handle.


All of them were a punch to the gut.


She couldn’t survive without magic. People collapsed in on themselves from a temporary loss. But this emptiness felt endless. If she thought about it for more than a second, her world went black at the edges.


No.


She pushed that thought away. She hadn’t died from it yet, and she wouldn’t die before she saved her people. There was no other option.


She needed Fordham.


She needed to find her mother.


And she needed to get home.


“Girl, are you well?” a female voice asked urgently.


It was one of the voices that Kerrigan had thought was lost in her mind. She finally peeled her eyes open long enough to discover there were in fact two people huddled over her. A pale, freckled older woman in a brown dress robe with her blond hair up in curls and a much younger man who was shirtless, in nothing but dark brown pants. His skin was tan in comparison to the woman’s, and he had dark hair and eyes and a muscular torso and arms.


“I don’t think she can speak,” the man said.


Their accents were slightly different from each other. And they were definitely different from hers.


Kerrigan’s gaze roamed past them. Fordham. Where was Fordham?


They’d fallen together through the portal. He should be at her side. He still had his magic, and he was…he was injured. A stab wound to his side.


Scales. She didn’t see him anywhere. She’d never entered a portal and not come out on the other side with the person she was with. Had he even made it through?


“Girl?” the woman said more strongly.


Kerrigan’s gaze snapped up to her. “Help,” she croaked.


The woman jumped backward a whole foot, her hand rushing to her chest. “My gracious, she is alive, Felix.”


“I see that,” he said with wide eyes. He hadn’t moved at all. The woman cleared her throat, and he bowed by inches. “Matron Flavia.”


She nodded her head once and then took a few steps forward. “Who are you, girl? Where did you come from? Who are your people?”


Kerrigan pushed herself up onto her elbows and then promptly flopped back down again. Her limbs barely functioned. She had never felt this weak in her life. Especially not after the last year of dragon training. Her stomach twisted at the thought. She’d left her dragon, Tieran, back in Alandria. She had no idea what was to become of him. It was enough to make her want to vomit all over again.


“Shall I help her?” Felix offered.


“Find out who she is,” Flavia said. She tilted her head. “Did you run away from your family?”


She sniffed as she assessed Kerrigan’s strange attire. She’d been in her dragon robes for the ceremony on her ascension to the Society council before all hell broke loose. She had no clue what she looked like now.


“I don’t know.” Her eyes focused, and she looked around. “Where are we?”


“Dear me,” Flavia said. “How far have you traveled that you know not where you are?”


Kerrigan couldn’t explain. Well, she could, but she’d never understand. Dropping through a portal and landing in the middle of nowhere.


“I’m looking for my mother.”


Flavia blinked, a hungry expression crossing her face for a moment. “And who is your mother? Would I know her?”


Kerrigan recoiled from that look. Maybe she shouldn’t tell this woman anything. Her father, Kivrin Argon, had told her that the name Andromadix was a powerful one. That her mother’s husband, Vulsan, had been trying to find and kill her. Giving that name sounded like a death sentence. And she didn’t know if her mother’s name, Keres, was any better.


“I don’t know,” Kerrigan repeated instead.


Flavia huffed, as if she’d lost a prize. “Well, help her up, Felix. Don’t dally. We’ll take her into the tavern and get her cleaned up. A hot meal and a bath will make a world of difference.”


Felix bent down and gently lifted Kerrigan to her feet. She wavered unsteadily, but he kept a respectful hand on her back to keep her up.


“What happened to you?” he asked low as Flavia traipsed toward the town that Kerrigan could now see in the distance.


“I…I don’t know,” she lied.


“Well, I hope you remember soon,” he said with a kind smile. “So we can return you to where you belong.”


“Thank you.”


He nodded. “Come now. It won’t do to make the matron wait.”


With Felix’s help, Kerrigan shuffled forward awkwardly until she got the hang of her legs again.


The town was only a handful of buildings, and people openly stared at her as she passed. They watched Felix with nearly as much disdain as they did with curiosity about her.


“Why…why are they looking at you like that?”


Felix pursed his lips. “They’re not used to seeing an Andine around these parts.”


Kerrigan understood the undertones of his comment, but she had no idea what an Andine was.


It must have been a touchy subject, because he said nothing further about it, gesturing for her to enter the tavern. More looks were thrown in Felix’s direction as they approached the bar, where Flavia was speaking with a busty woman with muted brown hair and keen eyes.


“This her?” the woman asked.


Flavia nodded. “We need to get her a hot bath and some sustenance as well. You can handle it, Madrina?”


“Course. Course. Same as normal,” Madrina said. A broad smile came to her face when Flavia agreed. “We’re having stew for dinner tonight. Thalassia is baking the bread as we speak. Let’s get you into a tub, and you’ll feel a might better by the time it’s ready.”


Kerrigan felt as if she were missing a piece of the puzzle. “I…I don’t have any money.”


“I’ll cover it,” Flavia assured her. “We’re going to send out runners to see where you belong. What did you say your name was again?”


“I didn’t,” Kerrigan said.


“Well, hand it over,” Madrina barked. “Matron Flavia is doing you a real service. A name will help us get you home sooner than not.”


“Felicity.” Kerrigan swallowed as she said it. Kerrigan swallowed as she said her middle name. She’d gone by Kerrigan, since her father had unceremoniously dumped her on the door of the House of Dragons and given up her right to the royal House of Cruse. She’d gained it all back herself, but using that name still felt wrong.


“Aye, what is your house name?” Madrina asked.


“Cruse,” Kerrigan offered slowly. Which was true but not the truth at all.


It didn’t matter that she was Kerrigan Felicity Argon, first of the House of Cruse, a Society council member. All that had been left behind in Alandria. They could send out as many runners as they wanted, but they wouldn’t find her home.


Not that she planned to stay. After a meal, she hoped she would be prepared to strike out on her own.


“I don’t know that house name,” Flavia acknowledged uncertainly.


“Well, Felicity,” Madrina said, “let’s get you into a bath. We’ll find your people. No one with that red of hair or golden glow has nowhere to belong.”


Kerrigan looked down at her pale, freckled skin. Gold? Was she hallucinating? Her skin did not glow. Such a strange people.


Still, Kerrigan had no other option. She was hungry and filthy. Fordham was nowhere to be found. And she was weak. She was weak from everything that had happened. She could plan better once she had some food.


Flavia waved her off, already turning back to Felix about some other matter. Kerrigan followed Madrina into a room filled with a large, heated tub. A girl at least a few years younger than Kerrigan came in to scrub her back and help with her hair, which was good, since her red curls had never been tamable alone.


“Here you go,” the girl, who gave her name as Thalassia, said, holding out a brown tunic. “It’s the best we got. If Matron Flavia wants you in something nicer, she’ll have to provide it.”


“Where did my clothes go?” Kerrigan had had fighting leathers on under her robes. They were high quality, and she wanted to keep them.


But Thalassia shook her head. “Nothing good happens to a woman walking around in men’s garb.”


Kerrigan eyed her disbelievingly. She couldn’t wear pants here? That was interesting. Most women back home wore dresses, but no one looked down on her for wearing her leathers.


She still didn’t have the energy to argue. After food, she would figure it out. She let Thalassia help her into the dress, which she clipped up at both shoulders and draped across her figure flatteringly.


“There. Now, you look almost like a lady,” she said with a grin.


“Uh, thank you.”


The dress would have to do even if it was far, far from the fashion Kerrigan had left behind.


When she returned to the tavern room, it had filled up with local patrons who eyed her appreciatively as she found Madrina again at the bar. The woman immediately shoved stew and bread toward her.


“Eat up.”


Kerrigan ate like she was starved, like she hadn’t had a meal in weeks rather than in half a day. Already, she felt her energy returning, and she began to plan. First, she needed to find her leathers and change out of this dress. Apparently, her hair and skin were a problem here. She could figure out what to do about that, but she needed to leave this place behind. She appreciated their help, but she didn’t trust anyone. Not after what had happened with Bastian’s betrayal.


Her mission was to find her mother. She’d have to add a step to find Fordham again as well. None of which she could do in this tavern.


As she formulated her plan, she finished the last dregs of her stew and pushed it away.


Thalassia gestured toward the stairs. “This way. We have a room set up for you.”


“Perfect. Thank you,” Kerrigan said, coming to her feet uneasily.


That was strange. The food should have made her feel better.


Thalassia gripped her under the arm and directed her upstairs to the empty bedroom. Kerrigan’s mind was frantic as her feet began to give way and she toppled forward into the bed.


“No,” Kerrigan moaned softly.


“Sorry,” the girl whispered. “It’s not personal.”


Her plan. Sneak out of the room, recover her clothing, Fordham, her mother. Kerrigan’s brain went fuzzy at the edges. She’d been taken in. She knew not to trust anyone, yet she’d trusted them anyway. As she had been planning to double-cross their perceived hospitality, they’d already been working to take her in.


She fought hard to stay awake, but whatever they’d done to her was too strong. Her eyes closed, and sleep beckoned.


Voices came back to her, but they felt incomprehensible through the thick syrup of her mind.


“You’re sure? No family by that name at all? No runaway daughters avoiding an arranged marriage?”


“Nothing at all.”


“She looks like a full-blooded Doma.”


“I know. I know. But no one can answer for her.”


“I’ll take her with me then.”


“You sure you don’t want to wait a few days?”


“She has no idea who she is. Felix couldn’t even get anything out of her. I came for the one girl, and I’ll leave with two.”


“Good doing business with you.”


Kerrigan lifted her head, trying to push past the delirium rising to the surface. To fight back against whatever was dragging her down. “Wha—” she managed to get out.


“A strong one,” Flavia said, laying a hand on her head. “Sleep, child. Tomorrow will be a new day.”


“But maybe not a better one,” Felix whispered.


“Not for you.”


Then Kerrigan could fight no longer. She slipped heavily into unconsciousness.












Chapter Two



The Cart





Wheels rattled noisily on a dirt road.


Kerrigan’s head bounced against a wooden slat before she jerked upright with a groan. She immediately regretted the action, crumpling back into a ball against the hard flooring. Her head felt like it had been cleaved in two. Her stomach was an empty pit. Her skin felt like a thousand pinpricks. If she took any sudden movement, the feeling came back stronger than ever.


“Oh gods,” she groaned.


“Shh,” a girl whispered somewhere nearby. “Don’t let them hear you’re awake.”


“Pain,” Kerrigan hissed out. “Whole…body.”


“Yes. It’s the magic,” the girl said, barely louder than a breath. “Give it time. It’ll wear off.”


Kerrigan forced back tears as the pinpricks continued up her arms, across her collarbone, and traced the line of her neck. She felt them from her toes, up her legs, and into her stomach. Everything was a trail of fire. What kind of magic could do this?


At least the girl was right. Already, the pain was receding. Kerrigan gasped as the last of it disappeared, and the full sensation of her limbs return to her.


“What…was that?” she gasped.


“Shh,” the girl repeated.


Kerrigan took in her surroundings. It was worse than she had anticipated. She was in a cart with hard slats along the bottom and sides. Wire had been added crudely to the top with holes large enough to stick her hand through but nothing else. A large lock held the back gate firmly closed.


It was a cage.


She was in a cage attached to the back of a two-seater carriage and hitched to horses. Felix was driving the horses down the rocky road, and a cloud of dirt kicked up behind them for ages on the otherwise desolate landscape. All she saw were yellowing grass fields as far as the eye could see. And maybe, if she squinted, some distant mountains. Very distant.


Flavia was nowhere to be seen, which probably meant she was out of the dust in the small carriage. The weather was sticky and hot. Kerrigan couldn’t imagine being closed in with all that moisture. Not that it was better to be coated in the red dust. And coated she was.


She slid her clammy hands down her arms, but all it did was make the fine dust a rusty-brown smear. So much for her bath.


She assessed the lock to see how the mechanism worked. Not that she had anything to pick it with, and she didn’t have her magic to do it for her. No one in the entire world knew where she was. She was still cursing herself for taking the stranger’s help, but she’d never expected…whatever this was.


Which meant she needed answers.


Kerrigan vaguely remembered Flavia saying that she had come for one girl and was leaving with two. This must be the other girl.


“Where are we?” Kerrigan asked, barely above a whisper.


The girl whipped her face toward Kerrigan. She had tanned skin, as if the sun had turned it copper from labor. Her hair was a rich dark brown, hanging limp nearly to her waist. Her eyes were small and a washed-out brown. The only distinct feature on her was the dimple in her chin. She wore a similar style dress to Kerrigan, except dirtier and ragged on the edges.


She put her finger to her mouth.


Kerrigan nodded and scooted across the rocking cart. “Where are we?”


“I don’ know,” the girl whispered.


“How long was I asleep?”


“All nigh’. We’ve been traveling ha’ the day.” The girl glanced up at the carriage again. “Though they say you should have been out a whole ’nother day. They won’ like it.”


Kerrigan considered that. So they’d dosed her with some sort of magic, and she’d woken up a day early. Was that because she’d previously had magic?


“What’s your name?”


“Nella.”


“I’m Felicity,” Kerrigan said. “Do you know where they’re taking us?”


Nella shook her head. “Just know what they told my mam.”


Kerrigan waited, but when Nella said no more, she prompted, “What did they tell her?”


“Jus’ that I won’t be worth the silver to take all the way. She gives her a handful o’ copper instead.” Nella shrugged. She didn’t seem to register Kerrigan’s horrified expression. “My sister went for two silver pieces. I went for one.”


“Your…mom sold you to Flavia?” Kerrigan asked, trying to suppress the horror in her voice.


“Course. She couldn’ feed us all.”


She said it so matter-of-factly that Kerrigan didn’t know where to begin.


“And what is her plan for you?”


Nella shrugged. “Suspect same as my sis. The matron said she put her in a wealthy house, cleaning, cooking, and taking care of babes.”


Kerrigan had no way to know if that was true in the least. A person who purchased humans might have lied about what exactly she did with the people once they were purchased. And where exactly did that put Kerrigan?


“And me? Do you know what she has in store for me?”


“Don’ right know,” Nella said. “But they’re all in a fuss ’bout it.”


“Why?”


“’Cause you look like a…Doma,” Nella said, lowering her voice even further on the last word. She looked frightened to even mention it.


Kerrigan had heard of Doma before. But she didn’t understand it in this context.


“What’s a Doma?”


Nella looked at her as if she had sprouted a second head. “How hard did you hit your head?”


Kerrigan bit her lip. “I don’t…remember. I don’t remember anything about my past.” Easier to act like she didn’t know to get answers than to complicate things.


“Doma are…they’ve the…” Nella squeaked slightly as she looked around in fear. “The…” She gestured to the sky. “The on high.”


Kerrigan furrowed her brow. “Gods?”


“That’s what my mam said,” Nella said quickly. “They rule Domara.”


Kerrigan’s head swam. She had known that she was landing in the world of the gods when she had fallen through that portal. Knew that Domara was the gods’ home world and that was where the dragons had first fallen from if the story was to be believed. But she had never put two and two together that Doma, which she had always taken to mean one thing, actually meant god.


“I see,” Kerrigan said finally.


“Most live in the capital in Carithian.”


“Carithian. Do you think that’s where they’re taking us?”


Nella shook her head fervently. “No, gods no. We be weeks from Carithian.”


“What’s the closest city then?”


“Three days to Eivreen. I been once when we gots salt from the mines. Went with Pa before he pass.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“He was a right bastard but kept food on the table. Mam had more trouble wit’ him gone. Though plenty a trouble wit’ him.”


“I see,” Kerrigan said.


The girl didn’t seem bothered by any of it. Only young, so young for someone who seemed to be very accepting of being sold into servitude in another city. The only fear she’d displayed was having Felix or Flavia overhear them.


Kerrigan wanted to ask so many more questions. She wasn’t sure that Nella actually had any more information for her. The way she kept glancing warily up at Felix, as if he might come back and beat her for speaking at any moment, Kerrigan was reticent to keep her talking.


Luckily, a half hour later, the horses began to slow, and Felix pulled off the road under the first copse of trees they’d encountered. He grunted as he dropped onto the rocky ground and put feed bags on the horses. He checked on Flavia first, who dismissed him after he provided her a meal.


“All right,” Felix said, swiping a hand across his sweat-soaked forehead. “I’ve got some crusty bread, cheese, and a dribble of wine for you.”


He came around the back, mechanically reaching for the lock, when he noticed Kerrigan sitting up and vigilant. He jumped in the air, released the lock, and let it tumble into the dirt.


“By gods,” he breathed. “What are you doing awake?”


“You mean after you drugged and kidnapped me?”


Felix looked flummoxed by that assessment, even though that was exactly what had happened. “You shouldn’t be awake.”


“Well, I am.”


“Flavia isn’t going to like this,” he grumbled under his breath. His eyes cast past Kerrigan to where his matron was stuffed inside the stuffy carriage. “Nothing to be done.” He pulled the door of the cart open. “You do your business quickly if you need to, and then I’ll give you provisions for the rest of the way.”


Kerrigan slipped her feet over the edge of the cart and dropped down onto the ground. Her knees buckled, and she crumpled forward into the dirt.


Felix stared down at her with a sigh. “Magic hasn’t completely worn off. You need to take it easy.”


He grasped her under the armpits and hefted her back to her feet. She clutched the edge of the cart on unsteady feet. This was worse than she’d thought.


“Go ahead. Do your business. There’s nowhere to go for miles.”


Nella dropped down and rushed behind one of the small trees to relieve herself. Kerrigan couldn’t even make it that far. After she finished, she came back around to Felix. He wasn’t wrong. She’d noticed that there was nowhere to run or hide in all this. She couldn’t escape into a forest and fend for herself. With her jelly legs, Felix could easily outpace her. She’d have to think more carefully about this.


She stepped closer to him. “Why are you working for her?”


“That’s none of your concern,” he said stiffly. “Just get inside. We’ll be to Eivreen in two days’ time.”


“What are we going to do there?”


Felix glanced down at her, then quickly away. “That’s for Matron Flavia to decide.”


“You can’t keep me here against my will,” she argued.


Felix said nothing. Clearly, he thought that they could. And they had for the last day.


Kerrigan pushed her way toward him. “What you’re doing is against the law. You are going to get caught and punished for this.”


Felix blanched slightly. “We’re following all the laws. You might look like a Doma, but if you were, you would already be gone.”


That was true enough. She wasn’t a Doma. Whatever that was. But she didn’t understand how selling people could be legal here.


“Now get back in the cart. I have to inform Flavia that you’re awake, and it’ll be better if we’re ready to go when that happens.”


Nella scurried back inside, taking the food Felix offered without complaint. Felix looked at Kerrigan as if waiting for her to make an ill-advised run for it, but where could she go? She pulled herself back into the cart, looking skeptically at the food.


“It’s safe,” Felix told her. “Just eat it. Flavia isn’t going to waste more magic on you.” Then he unceremoniously slammed the cart shut, reattached the lock, and headed back to the front.


Kerrigan took a bite of the small meal she’d been provided. She wasn’t going to squander it. Even if he was lying about the magic, they had two more days until their destination. She’d wake up again. Not that she would look forward to the magic leaving her system.


A moment after Felix went to speak to Flavia, she stormed out of the carriage, messy and sweating as she stomped toward the cage.


“You, girl, tell me who you are.”


“I already told you,” Kerrigan said.


“Magic resistance like that is done through bloodlines. If you’re not of the nobility with that hair and skin, the resistance says it all,” Flavia snarled.


Kerrigan shrugged. “Then let me go.”


Flavia huffed angrily. “No one claimed you. That makes you fair for me.”


“What if you’re wrong?” Kerrigan asked, leaning heavily against the cart and arching an eyebrow.


“I’m never wrong.” Flavia whirled back to Felix. “Keep her locked up, and haste be with us.” She slammed the door of the carriage.


Kerrigan gritted her teeth as Felix hurried back to the horses. Soon, they were bumping along at an uncomfortable pace. It was much faster than when they’d set out. She and Nella bobbed up and down on the hard wooden slats until her bottom ached with every new movement. They were handed a wineskin through the wire cage for dinner, and both girls fell asleep with grumbling stomachs.


The next day followed much the same, except Felix insisted on tying her wrists and leading her by a rope to do her business. It wasn’t the most humiliating thing she’d ever done, but it was close on the list. Flavia wasn’t seen again. She even slept in her carriage. It sounded miserable to Kerrigan since the evenings were so mild.


By their last night, she could even smell the salt in the air that meant they must be close to the water.


“Nella,” she whispered on their last night in the cage.


“Yeah?”


“Are you afraid of who she’s going to sell you to?”


Nella touched Kerrigan’s hand. “No. I’m sure they’ll be wonderful. I’m sure yours will be too.”


Kerrigan had no intention of being sold to anyone. She would have already run if she’d thought there would be an inkling of escape. But with the flatlands, there was no opportunity. In a city was a different story. Tomorrow would be a new day.












Chapter Three



The Port City





Eivreen hit the horizon like a beacon on the otherwise empty terrain. The horses crested the only hill for miles to reveal the sunlit city far below. Kerrigan couldn’t help but crane her neck around the carriage to get a better view.


The buildings were short and white, as if made of crushed seashells. They glistened against the early morning light, casting golden hues across the port city. Ships like Kerrigan had never seen dotted the harbor, long vessels with hundreds of oars and giant white sails. Dozens of them lined the mouth of the river that emptied into the sea beyond, and even more—hundreds more—smaller vessels, which must have been merchant and shipping boats, took over the remaining space.


“’Tis beautiful,” Nella whispered at her side.


Kerrigan had to agree. Even if it appeared to be only a fourth of the size of the city of Kinkadia back home, it was big enough to get lost in. Big enough to find a way out of this mess.


“Very,” she whispered.


She hadn’t been to many of the port cities in Alandria, but she was certain they had nothing like this on her coasts. Alandria was an island run by the twelve—now thirteen—Fae houses consolidated in power by the Society. She was Bryonican by birth and now by right. Rosemont was the capital of Bryonica, the home to the king and queen—a title she had been in line for until she dismissed Ashby March’s advances for Fordham once he claimed his right as king of the House of Shadows. Though the palace was beautiful, the docks were small and remote in comparison to Eivreen.


No one seemed to pay attention to the fact that two girls were being held in a cage as they trotted down the Eivreen streets and into the early morning bustle. People would be rioting in Kinkadia to see the same thing. Slavery had been outlawed back home a thousand years ago during the Great War. Humans and half-Fae didn’t have the same rights that full-blooded Fae had, but it wasn’t this.


Kerrigan felt more at home within the city bounds as they went through the streets. She’d grown up in the capital city herself. But she could see that Eivreen was bigger and scarier than a small-town girl like Nella was used to.


She squeezed her hand. “It’ll be okay.”


Nella nodded, her eyes wide and shoulders slumped. “It’s…it’s bigger than I remember.”


Felix pulled over at the back of a large inn with a sign that read His Lady’s Ruby. Nella and Kerrigan were immediately ushered out of the back of the cage by a pair of men of the same tan complexion as Felix while Felix helped Flavia out of the carriage. Both girls went straight into the same bath and were scrubbed clean by a pair of women.


“I’ve never been around so many Andines before,” Nella whispered to Kerrigan.


Kerrigan didn’t see much difference between Nella and the workers. Nella was coppery and sunbaked while the Andine appeared a natural burnt tan, though she had no way of knowing. She hadn’t seen many people in the streets with the same complexion as herself, in fact, and didn’t think she’d be able to tell the difference the way apparently people from Domara could.


“You’re done,” the first woman told Nella, wrapping her in a towel. Kerrigan stood to receive one as well, but the woman shook her head. “Not you. You get in the milk bath next.”


Kerrigan wrinkled her nose. “A milk bath?”


“The matron wants you as buttery as any Doma,” the woman said crisply. “In.”


Nella nodded at her encouragingly before disappearing from the room. Kerrigan moved from one bath to the other. It wasn’t actually milk but some kind of crisp white balm that made her skin feel as if it was baby smooth. A twenty-minute soak smoothed out the calluses on her hands and feet that she’d rightfully earned from sword work.


The two workers dunked her twice before one took some rose-scented oils to her face and neck while the other worked it through her hair. Most of her curly, long red hair was piled up into an intricate design on the top of her head while loose tendrils appeared at her temples and the nape of her neck.


“Hmm,” the second woman said, grazing a finger across her lightly pointed ears. “What do we have here?”


Kerrigan waited for the prejudice. Waited for them to make fun of her for being half-Fae, half-human. Her entire life, she had lived in a world where she was denigrated for her heritage. Where she was called a leatha in public, a word that was not used in polite conversation, as it meant something like mongrel bitch.


But the two women glanced at each other and then smiled.


“Let’s tuck your hair behind your ears. They’re lovely! Doma with a touch of Fae. Oh, you’ll be absolutely adored.”


Kerrigan faltered. A touch of Fae was a good thing here? Everything was upside down. Completely upside down. She only purposely showed off her ears when she was going for defiance. Never for attention.


The women either didn’t register her shock or didn’t care. They continued their work, dusting her in a pale powder flecked with gold, lining her eyes with dark kohl, and painting her lips a soft blush. Then a pure white gown was draped across her body, held up with gold latches at her shoulders and wrapped tightly around her waist. She slipped her feet into gold heeled shoes, dangled gold hoops from her ears, and then the women nodded, facing her toward a silver mirror.


She’d had impressive handmaids in her time, but even Kerrigan could admit that she looked beautiful and important under their skilled hands. But somehow also like a porcelain doll, prepared to break at the slightest provocation. She had always dressed for strength. This was the opposite of her in every way.


“There,” the first woman said. “Matron Flavia will see you now.”


Kerrigan stepped out of the bathhouse and into the main room of His Lady’s Ruby. A hush went over the room at her entrance. Kerrigan stilled. She’d brought audiences to a hush, but not usually for her appearance.


“This way, ma’am.”


The two women had trailed her into the room and directed her across the quiet tavern up a set of curved stairs. The conversations didn’t start again until she was gone.


“What…what was that about?” she gasped.


“Not used to seeing a Doma appearing in Eivreen.”


“You look just like them,” the second woman said. She knocked twice on the first door.


“Come in,” Flavia called out.


The door was pulled open, and Kerrigan stepped inside. Even Flavia stilled for a minute before relaxing at the sight of her.


“Well, you will do nicely, won’t you?”


Kerrigan said nothing.


“Come along,” Flavia said, jumping to her feet. “Why don’t we go enjoy the city?”


“What is your plan here, Flavia?”


“Don’t look at me like that. I’m doing you a favor.”


“A favor!” Kerrigan said with a snort. “Right. That’s exactly what this is.”


“Before you had me, you were in some black rags with nothing in your stomach. Now I have you dressed in priceless metals with a full belly. We can make this work between us.”


“You kidnapped me and had me in a cage for the last three days.”


Flavia waved her hand. “I thought you might try to escape. You’ve proven to be very intelligent. That’s good for us. What are your skills, darling? Music? Dancing? Singing?”


“No,” Kerrigan said icily.


“Ah, we’ll figure it out in time. Now I was going to say we should walk, but I think more people will get a good look at you from the carriage.” She waved at Felix, who immediately disappeared.


Kerrigan wanted to reach out and strangle Flavia right then and there. She was acting like she was Kerrigan’s savior instead of her captor. The only reason Kerrigan hadn’t yet fled was because there had been no means of escape. If Flavia wanted to show her around the city to help her with her own plan, then by all means.


“You want to show me off?” Kerrigan asked.


“Well, yes, of course. I need word to spread. And anyway, I have a place for the other girl. I’ll even let you say goodbye if you come along.”


Then Flavia pushed her way out of the room with her head held high.


Nella. She was going to sell Nella. And Kerrigan would never see her again if she didn’t go along. She ground her teeth together and hurried after Flavia. She’d give her credit; she was a master manipulator.


Nella was seated in the rear of a wagon when Kerrigan and Flavia appeared at the back entrance of the inn. The wagon was a much nicer quality compared to the cage they’d been escorted in. Felix had the horses hitched up, and there was one prominent seat for him at the front and then a two-seater behind that connected to the wagon, which usually held goods. Though apparently, Flavia’s goods were people.


Kerrigan went to get in the back, but Flavia cleared her throat.


“Up here with me, darling.”


Kerrigan looked from Flavia to Nella and back. “I’ll sit with her.”


“No. You’ll sit at my side with your chin up and do as you’re told. I don’t want to have to make you, but I can,” Flavia threatened. A flicker of light appeared at her hands.


Under normal circumstances, Kerrigan would have laughed. Flavia’s magic was so slight, not even a threat. But it wasn’t a laughing matter when she had no magic of her own anymore. That gnawing, gaping hole opened in the pit of her stomach, and she thought for a second she might be sick. No magic. There was no magic.


She closed her eyes and counted backward from ten. She wasn’t going to lose her mind. She had to get through this. Even if Flavia could control her with so little magic, Kerrigan would come out on top. Finally, she opened her eyes and nodded, climbing into the front of the wagon. Flavia took the seat next to her, and Felix set off at a sedate pace through the streets of Eivreen.


It was immediately apparent why Flavia had wanted Kerrigan to be visible. People gaped at her on the street. Now that the days of muck were off her skin and she was clothed in this much fancier garment, everyone wanted to get a look at her. Many went running, whispers following in their wake. Flavia smiled triumphantly.


But Kerrigan was using the opportunity to learn the streets they moved down. The way from Her Lady’s Ruby, past the market, and toward the docks. She was used to cities, and this one behaved as she’d expected. She could get lost very easily if she managed to slip Flavia. Not worth trying this minute, but eventually.


Finally, they stopped in front of an enormous manor home near the docks. It had large white columns on the porch, and immediately, several servants bustled out of the house to help Flavia and Kerrigan out of the cart and attend to the horses. Felix opened the back of the wagon for Nella, and they followed behind as they walked into the home.


A lady dressed in a similar fashion to Kerrigan greeted them in a sitting area. Her eyes flicked from Flavia to Kerrigan.


“I don’t believe we’re acquainted,” she said, standing to her full height. She was nearly six feet tall with a beautifully lined face and graying hair. She looked refined and dignified. She extended a hand to Kerrigan. “I am Vesra Octallia. My husband, Quintus Octallia, is at the Senate, or else, I assure you, he would be here to greet you.”


Kerrigan glanced at Flavia, who had a twinkle in her eyes.


“She’s one of mine, Vesra.”


Vesra blinked. “One of…one of yours? But surely, she’s…a Doma. At least a demi.”


“I thought as much. I’m glad to see the nobility confirming my suspicions.”


“You’re not saying that she’s…available?” Vesra looked utterly confounded by the statement.


“She is. Though perhaps out of your range.”


“I would never—” Vesra said, stopping abruptly. “Quintus might, but he’s past his prime for such things.”


“No. I didn’t consider Quintus either. But it is good to know. Thank you, Vesra. This has been most illuminating.” Flavia gestured for Nella to come forward. “This is the girl we discussed. She can cook, clean, and take care of children. She has several younger siblings. So she would do well with your daughter’s newest babe.”


Vesra was still staring at Kerrigan, her light eyes uncomprehending. “You’re not a Doma?”


“If she were, would she be standing here?” Flavia asked, irritation leaking into her voice. “She’d have the magic to blow over a mountain or the like. She’s one of mine, I assure you. Now, the exchange.”


“Yes, yes,” Vesra said.


She waved to one of her servants, who came forward with a fancy wooden box. Flavia flipped the lid and nodded at the approved amount, a lot more than the few coppers she’d paid for Nella—that was for sure—then gestured Nella forward.


“Good doing business with you,” Flavia said. “Come, Felicity.”


Kerrigan rushed forward, wrapping her arms around Nella. “I’ll come back for you,” she whispered into Nella’s ear.


Nella looked at her before Flavia grasped Kerrigan’s wrist and yanked her away from the girl. Tears came to her eyes. There was nothing she could do for Nella. Not now. Nothing at all. There was little she could do for herself at this point.


“That was satisfying,” Flavia said once they were out of the house. “Oh, wipe your tears. That girl will be well taken care of, and she’ll be useful instead of starving in her pathetic hovel.”


“You sold her,” Kerrigan growled, wiping her tears away. “It’s barbaric.”


“It’s life,” Flavia said dismissively. “That’s how the world works.”


“And that’s what you’re going to do with me?”


“Oh no.” Flavia took her seat comfortably and waited for Kerrigan to sit next to her. “We’re going to find the perfect spot for you. You won’t be some cleaning girl. Didn’t you see how Vesra looked at you? You could go as a senator’s mistress. Maybe even a wife. People would pay for your bridal price or to have you on their arm.” Her eyes took on that greedy glint again. “I’ll put out feelers for anyone who can afford that sort of thing. There aren’t as many men like that in Eivreen compared to Carithian, but if I don’t get my asking price, we can go to the capital. Even though I’d prefer not to.”


“So…you’re going to sell me as a whore?” Kerrigan snarled.


Flavia laughed. “We’re all selling something. A gilded cage is better than most people could ask for.”


“But it’s still a cage.”


“Yes, well, you’re not a real Doma, so you’re not building the cages, darling. Just think of the palace you could end up in and the beautiful music and expensive food. It will be worth it. Just wait and see.”












Chapter Four



The Gilded Cage





While Flavia went about her business, Kerrigan bided her time and tested the limits of her new authority. Many of the servants were twice as deferential anytime she put her entire attention on them. But Felix was never affected. Whether it was because he had been there when she was passed out in that field or he was that dedicated to Flavia, he never took an eye off her. As if he were waiting for her to run any second.


Which she couldn’t blame him for. That was her entire plan.


Flavia had been trying to ply and coax Kerrigan to her side since the day Vesra had declared her a Doma. As if Kerrigan would forget the prior days of abuse. She’d brought in tutors for various instruments, vocal training, and dancing, and Kerrigan had failed miserably on all accounts. She could dance. She was better than good at the ballroom styles back home, but she didn’t know any of the Domaran styles, and she wasn’t interested in performing for them.


Flavia sighed heavily when another tutor left. She rose to her feet and circled Kerrigan. “You have no musical ability. No songbird voice. No quick feet. What can you do?”


Kerrigan smiled devilishly. “You’ve got the wrong girl. I’m a fighter, a politician, a dragon rider.”


Flavia stopped before her and then burst into laughter. “A dragon rider. Now that is fanciful. Even more than a fighter and a politician. As if they’re letting women into the Senate.” She bent double at the suggestion. “Dragons are feral. Only skilled dragon trainers even survive them. I’ve never even seen one up close. A little thing like you? You’d be dead on sight.”


Kerrigan didn’t correct her. She wouldn’t believe her anyway.


Flavia waved her hand at Felix. “Get her dressed for tonight. We have suitors coming in.”


Felix tilted his head to the side, and Kerrigan followed him down into the bottom of the inn once more. The two women were prepared for another night of bathing and milk baths and festooning her in adornments. But before she stepped into the room, she touched Felix’s hand.


“Thank you,” she said softly, gently.


He looked at her warily. “For what?”


“Taking good care of me. I don’t understand the clash between Domara and Andine, but I suspect that looking at me must be difficult.”


Kerrigan hadn’t learned much since she’d landed in Domara, but the violence between the various people was obvious to her. She was used to it being on racial lines. The hatred toward anything that wasn’t Fae. She hadn’t been prepared for it to be between two countries. But she wouldn’t forget how people had looked at Felix as they walked together into that small town. How Nella had shuddered at being around Andines. Kerrigan could put the pieces together even if she couldn’t see the entire tapestry.


Felix’s hard expression melted slightly at those words. She barely suppressed the satisfied smile. The only person she hadn’t been able to get her claws into was Felix. Maybe he was susceptible after all.


“Well, you don’t act like them. I’ll give you that,” Felix said. Then he slowly withdrew his hand. “But you’ll need to learn to act like them to survive. Allow me to give you the lesson Flavia hasn’t imparted.” He loomed over her. “We are not friends. A Doma would never touch an Andine. And that’s how we like it.”


Then he walked out the door.


Maybe she didn’t have her claws in him. Scales.


      


***


The tavern below had been emptied for her debut. Or at least that was how she was looking at it. Flavia had the jitters that Kerrigan normally associated with the start of a season. This wasn’t exactly how Kerrigan had pictured hers going.


“Ready?” Flavia asked. When Kerrigan said nothing, Flavia smiled wider. “Of course you are. Let’s meet the wealthiest men of Eivreen.”


Kerrigan put one foot in front of the other. She was dressed in another all-white gown, her ears on display, her skin coated in that same powder. She was a jewel on exhibit. Maybe she wouldn’t have hated it so much if it were for any other option. Gods, what would Fordham think if he knew what she was doing this very moment? He’d probably drop in with his shadow magic and murder anyone who so much as looked at her.


That brought a smile to her face. She needed the reminder that she was the predator in this room. She might not have her magic, but she wasn’t the vulnerable doll Flavia was pitching to them either.


All Kerrigan needed to do was get through tonight. She was this close to finding a way past Felix, and then she’d be gone. It was one more night. One more performance.


Kerrigan took the step down the stairs and then another. She got her first look at the men who would purchase her. A disgusting lot of predators. Nearly all of them had pooches for stomachs and graying hair. Though she could see their wealth. Flavia would drain them dry if she could.


Flavia did most of the talking. She knew these men—at least tangentially. She could do business with them.


“And she sings?” the first man asked.


“She has a passable voice,” Flavia said tactfully.


“Hmm. I have one who sings passably. Though not as beautiful as her.”


“Think on it,” Flavia said with a wink.


And on and on. So many questions about Kerrigan’s talents. Her beauty. Her heritage.


“You’re sure she’s not a Doma?”


“No magic that I’ve discerned,” Flavia assured the older gentleman. “She’ll be easily handled.”


Kerrigan almost snorted at that.


The man pinched her arm and then her cheek. It took every ounce of strength not to lay the bastard on his ass.


“Well, she still has some youth to her cheeks. My son might enjoy her.” The man nodded at Flavia. “I’ll have to bring him by. Tomorrow would work?”


“Of course,” Flavia said with a bow.


So many of the men with self-important interests. Kerrigan’s skin crawled at every touch and inspection and question. It wasn’t as bad as she’d thought, but it wasn’t comfortable. The only thing that helped was imagining how she’d cut them down if they laid another hand on her. And how she was going to get the hell out of this place tonight with all haste. She wasn’t going to be around when the man brought his son by.


Finally, she’d made her pass of each of the men. Some had left, deciding they couldn’t or didn’t want to meet whatever Flavia’s opening price was. Kerrigan wasn’t aware of what it was, but by the way some of the men blanched, it had to be obscene.


Kerrigan was ready to retire to her room and prepare for her escape when the door to the inn opened one more time, and a young man stepped inside with all the pretension of a self-important prick. He had dark hair, long to his shoulders, and thin lips. He strutted rather than walked and wore more gold and jewels on his fingers than most of the men in the room combined.


In fact, for a moment, Kerrigan was forgotten in the mayhem of the man’s entrance. The other men rushed forward with a quick smile and handshake to welcome him.


It was Flavia’s reaction that had Kerrigan standing up straighter. She looked like she had scored a jackpot. Everyone else in her field of vision was forgotten as the man staggered through the crowd with a smile and quick word to each of the older men.


Finally, he stopped before Kerrigan and ran his eyes up and down her. He tilted his head. “Well, is she intact?”


Flavia bowed deeply to him. “Senator Tarcus, what an honor to have you here tonight.”


“I heard about the Doma enough. I had to come see for myself.” He walked a tight circle around Kerrigan, who had her back up.


Immediately, she felt like prey, trapped by a predator. Like she was going to need to claw her way out of this situation. The other men had been nothing compared to him. She hadn’t realized where she’d stood until he entered and sucked the air out of the room.


“She does have the appearance.” He grazed her ears. “Other than these.”


“Fae-touched,” Flavia explained. “You know that’s all the rage.”


“I’ve had a Fae. It wasn’t what everyone made it out to be,” he said dismissively. “However, I’ve had a Doma, and it was. Are you a Doma, sweet?”


Kerrigan said nothing, just stared into his haughty brown eyes with derision.


He laughed. “Ah, you didn’t tell me she was spirited.”


“I assure you that she is well trained and will be obedient to you.”


Tarcus forcefully snatched up her chin in his hand. A jolt of magic buckled through him, but she refused to flinch. She met him stare for stare. “Will you be obedient?” She said nothing, and he barked, “Answer me!”


“No,” she told him truthfully.


He laughed and released her, pushing her back a whole step. “I thought not. That’s okay. I break in my own horses,” he said with a licentious grin. “But I wasn’t answered. Is she intact?”


“Yes,” Flavia said at once.


Kerrigan arched an eyebrow at him. She had a feeling she knew what intact meant, and she was far, far from a virgin. That ship had sailed long ago.


And he must have seen that on her face. He looked furious at Flavia’s deception. A man not to be trifled with. Kerrigan hoped she had pissed him off. She wasn’t going anywhere with someone like this. She cut men like this to their knees back home.


“How dare you lie to me,” he snarled, turning on Flavia. “Was she not checked beforehand?”


“I…” Flavia gasped as he circled his hand around her throat.


Not a single person moved to intervene.


“I could kill you right now for your deception, and no one would care. You are nothing. You are no one. You are a worm under my shoe. I should take her as my own for your lying to a senator,” Tarcus bellowed.


But finally, he released her by throwing her down onto the ground at his feet.


“Kiss my feet for your disservice.”


He put his foot out, and Flavia actually crawled before him and pressed her lips to his dirty feet.


“My apologies, Senator. I did not know. This was my fault. Forgive me. Forgive me.”


For a second, Kerrigan almost felt bad for Flavia.


But she could never feel for the person who intended her for a man like this. For a person who sold human beings.


Finally, Tarcus nodded. “Fine. You are forgiven.” Flavia made to stand, but he held his hand out. “No. Stay down there. I prefer you where you belong.”


Flavia swallowed and looked near to tears—or perhaps she was plotting vengeance. Kerrigan hadn’t moved during the interaction. She didn’t want to draw his attention back to her. But she was the reason he was here, and finally, he met her gaze again.


“Well, I will have to think on you. I don’t sully myself with those who have been tasted before,” he said, running a thumb across her bottom lip.


Her face heated with anger as she fought back the desire to bite him. But he might like that, and he clearly had more magic than Flavia.


“You are a beauty though. I will speak with my father and my wife and make a decision tomorrow.” He glanced down at Flavia. “You will hear from me by midday.”


“Yes, Senator Tarcus,” she said, bowing until her forehead hit the ground.


He smiled at her obsequious behavior. His due, as he saw it. Then he walked from the room.


The other men followed him. No one would dare to put an offer in on her when Tarcus was interested. That was clear.


Kerrigan was more determined than ever that her plan had to work tonight. She’d never escape Tarcus. She knew that for a fact.












Chapter Five



The Escape





Tonight or nothing.


Kerrigan had things to do and people to find. Her magic might be gone, but her will to survive was as strong as ever. She refused to jeopardize her life another moment.


That night, she went through the steps like everything was normal. Flavia was in a mood. Unsurprisingly, she wasn’t pleased with Tarcus’s treatment of her. Not that it would stop her from taking his money. Kerrigan ate her dinner in silence, went through her routine baths, and was escorted up to her room early. Felix stood at the door.


“Good night,” she whispered as she slipped through the doorway.


“Felicity,” he said softly.


She faced him. “Yes?”


He opened his mouth as if he were going to impart some sage advice to her. As if he too could understand the predicament she stood in. How long had he been working for Flavia for him to have lost his compassion for other enslaved people? Or had it been beaten out of him long before that?


He closed his mouth and nodded his head once. “Good night.”


Kerrigan said nothing else. Just closed the door behind her to wait out the night. At some point, Felix had to sleep. Flavia had another man to watch her room, but he wasn’t as observant as Felix. She’d heard his faint snores from the other side of the door once or twice when he couldn’t stay awake the whole night.


She waited until those snores carried into her room again. Then she threw the covers off her legs, retrieved the knife she’d carried back with her at dinner, and headed to her second-story window. She wedged the dinner knife under the panel of the window. At first, the knife stuck into the soft wood. She yanked it back out and then jammed it back between the two panels. She used all her strength to lever downward, trying to force the window open even a finger’s width. The window screeched as it moved upward by millimeters.


Kerrigan winced, jerking to a stop and listening for her jailor to wake and investigate the noise. She held her breath, counting backward from a hundred until she was sure no one would come rushing in. When the coast was clear, she blew out a breath and returned to her work. Minute by ticking minute, she worked the knife back and forth across the bottom of the window. The frame had been painted over at some point so that it physically wouldn’t open. But with enough strength and fortitude, which were things she had in spades, she could do it. It was the patience that she had in the least supply.


Between one heavy breath and the next, the window gave way with a hiss. Kerrigan nearly gasped with relief as she felt the humid air blow into her room through the half-foot gap she’d created. She slipped her hand onto the sill and used her shoulder to raise the window the rest of the way. The paint gave way, and it slid up without resistance.


She stuck her head out the window and to the darkened street below. There were no people out in Eivreen that night. Late enough that even candles weren’t burning in sconces. Good.


If she had her magic, she could use air to buffer her fall as she dropped to the ground, but she didn’t have that any longer. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath as the drain of that encompassed her. She had too much to do, too many people relying on her. She didn’t have time for this. She waited long enough for her heart rate to return to normal and the feeling to pass before continuing.


She kicked her sandals off her feet and waited for the soft thud of them hitting the hard-packed earth below. Then, with an exhale, she climbed out the window. She dangled from her hands, scrambling with her feet until she found a place for them to rest. Because the buildings were made from some kind of crushed seashell materials, they weren’t smooth and flat as she’d expected. She’d run her hand against them once or twice as she passed, just to verify. There were definitely footholds and handholds. Not that she could see them, but that wasn’t the worst thing either. Dragon training had been harder than this.


Releasing the window was the hardest part. She scrambled for a handhold. Then, slightly lower, she found another. She bent her knees and let her arms stretch long, bracing herself with her legs. The flow of her dress got in her way, but there was nothing she could do about it now. The next handhold was easier to find. They’d clearly smoothed out near the window more than on the side of the building. She dropped lower and lower until she was fully past the second-floor landing and moving on to the first floor. Another handhold and then another until she could brace her feet on the windowsill for the inn floor below her.


She took another breath and then shimmied down to window level. The inn was dark within. Even the regulars of Her Lady’s Ruby were gone for the night. No one would be there to witness as she jumped down to the ground floor. She winced as her knees buckled, and she fell forward onto all fours. She groaned as she righted herself, ignoring the bleeding scrapes on her hands and feet from the climb down.


She located her shoes, slid them onto her raw feet, and then set off into the city. She encountered no one in the sleeping city. Flavia had given her a full tour of the city that day that she insisted Kerrigan be seen as they took Nella to be sold, and Kerrigan wasn’t in the business of leaving anyone behind. There had been nothing Kerrigan could do for the girl at the time, but now there was something she could do.


She had never been the kind of person who could leave others suffering while she got ahead. Half of what had gotten her into trouble with the Society was her determination to help all the other humans and half-Fae who weren’t being represented in the government. She could have taken her cake and eaten it too, but she hadn’t been able to. A fate that had inevitably sealed her current situation.


She scowled at the remembrance of that terrible day. It was supposed to be her triumph. She and Fordham had officially been courting. March was out of the picture, thanks to Fordham being a king and all. She’d been appointed to the Society council. And then it all fell to shit.


Bastian was the leader of the Red Masks. Her mentor and friend—it was all a lie. He’d been using her from the start for his campaign against half-Fae. Helly was dead. Kerrigan’s world was in shambles. She’d only survived by sacrificing her entire life to find help here in Domara.


Which meant that her first priority had to be finding her mother and getting home.


Yet here she was, going after Nella.


Couldn’t take the activist out of the girl.


Nella’s new home was near the docks but in a more upscale neighborhood. Much nicer than where Kerrigan had been staying with Flavia. The houses towered over the city and announced their wealth for all to behold. There were also more people on the streets here. Kerrigan stayed in the shadows, avoiding anyone who came near her. She might look like a Doma, but word had spread about her, and she didn’t want to be caught.


There was one close call when a gentleman almost ran into her hiding spot, but he was inebriated enough that he didn’t even seem to notice and went about his way.


Kerrigan reached Nella’s new home after a brisk walk. She slid around the side of the white columned mansion until she found the back gate of the estate. The gate was guarded by a snoozing man with a dark tan complexion. Kerrigan braced herself and then stepped into the meager candlelight.


Kerrigan straightened, reaching for Doma authority. “I am here for Nella.”


The guard jumped to attention. “Who goes there?”


She fixed the man with an imperious stare that said she didn’t need to explain herself. “I said, bring me Nella.”


The man blinked at her. “Nella?”


“Yes. Must I repeat myself? Bring her here to me.”


He looked her up and down. She hoped he didn’t see her dirty hemline or the scrapes from her climb. Only saw the golden skin, red hair, and expensive clothing.


“Are you…”


“I said, bring me Nella,” she cut in. “Now.”


The man grasped her tone and ran off toward the house without another word. He was used to being given orders. That worked in her favor.
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