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Pronunciation Guide



      


      

        
Characters


        

          	
Alura: Uh-lure-uh


          	
Amond: Uh-mond


          	
Arbor: Ar-bur


          	
Ashby March: Ash-bee March


          	
Audria Ather: Aud-ree-uh Ath-er


          	
Basem Nix: Bay-sum Nix


          	
Master Bastian: Bast-yun


          	
Bayton: Bay-ton


          	
Benton: Ben-ton


          	
Cleora: Klee-or-uh


          	
Clover: Clove-er


          	
Darby: Dar-bee


          	
Dozan Rook: Doe-zen Rook


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


          	
Hadrian: Hay-dree-en


          	
Mistress Hellina “Helly”: Hell-ee-nuh


          	
Irena: Ih-reen-uh


          	
Isa: Ee-suh


          	
Keres: Kerr-is


          	
Kerrigan Argon: Care-ih-gen Arh-gone


          	
Lord Kivrin Argon: Kiv-rin Arh-gone


          	
Master Lorian: Lor-ee-uhn


          	
Lyam: Lee-um


          	
Mistress Movanna: Moh-Vahn-uh


          	
Noda: No-duh


          	
Parris: Pear-is


          	
Prescott: Press-cot


          	
Roake: Roke


          	
Lady Sonali: Suh-nahl-ee


          	
Thea: Thee-uh


          	
Titania: Tai-tay-nee-uh


          	
Valia: Val-ee-uh


          	
Wynter: Win-ter


          	
Mistress Zahina “Zina”: Zuh-heen-uh “Zeen-uh”


        


      


      

        Dragons


        

          	
Evien: Ev-ee-en


          	
Ferrinix: Fair-ih-nix


          	Gelryn: Gehl-rin


          	
Netta: Net-uh


          	
Tavry: Tahv-ree


          	
Tieran: Teer-en
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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 Wedding


      


      The mirror revealed a distorted reflection.


      “You look lovely,” Audria said from her left.


      Darby nodded eagerly. “Stunning. You will be the prettiest bride of the entire season.”


      Bride.


      That word hadn’t sunk in yet.


      Even though Kerrigan was standing in a lush white gown—the most stunning her designer, Parris, had ever created for her—it didn’t feel real. None of this felt real. And how could it after everything she had gone through to get here?


      “You don’t have to do this,” Darby whispered, glancing nervously at Audria.


      “Yes, she does,” Audria said with a sigh. “There is no way that March will let her out of this.”


      She was right.


      Audria was always right. She had been Kerrigan’s closest friend as a child before she disappeared into the House of Dragons—a feeder program for wayward youth to join a house. And while Darby might be Bryonican now, she had been Kerrigan’s roommate when they were both Dragon Blessed nobodies.


      “We can get her out of here,” Darby argued.


      “To what end?” Audria asked. She plucked at her navy-blue sleeve—the color of the Bryonican house. “If she doesn’t show, the House of Medallion will crush the House of Cruse.”


      Kerrigan winced. The House of Cruse were her people. She might have been thrown out like the trash, but the people had always hoped for her return. They were innocent in this.


      Two weeks ago, she’d been kicked out of the Society, lost her dragon, and incited a riot against the same organization. Then war broke out. She was called to the battlefield to fight the recently released House of Shadows. They’d succeeded in stopping their advance, and she had been given her much coveted spot as a dragon rider, but she had to release her affiliation to the traitorous court, only to regain the mantle she had shed at five years old—a Bryonican princess. Kerrigan Felicity Argon, first of the House of Cruse of Bryonica.


      Now, to save her people, she was set to marry her enemy. No pretty dress could make marrying Ashby March any better. If she didn’t marry him, he would destroy her house. He wanted to be king too much to not follow through on his threat. He might have changed his tune after the battle when he deigned to see her as an equal, but love wouldn’t stay his hand.


      “But…” Darby argued.


      “Stop,” Kerrigan said with a sigh. “I’ve already made my choice. I was betrothed to March at birth. The documents were signed long ago. Legally, I could snub him and walk away from this marriage before the king and queen. The consequences though…”


      Her friends looked up at her in dismay. They all knew there was no other choice.


      A knock sounded at the door. Mistress Hellina—first of the House of Stoirm, her mentor and surrogate mother—peeked her head inside. “Are you ready?”


      “Helly,” Kerrigan whispered.


      Helly took her hands. “Chin up, my dear. You can get through this.”


      Helly had her back. Kerrigan would still live in the mountain after this. She would still be a Society member. March would get his throne, but he would never have her heart. Never.


      “I’m ready.”


      Audria and Darby took up the long train of her dress as Helly led the way to the palace throne room. Belcourt Palace was at the heart of the Bryonican capital, Rosemont. The venue was a true honor bestowed upon them by the crown. It helped that March’s great-aunt was the queen. That their union would likely mean they would ascend to the coveted royal position. Fae were long-lived, but after one to two thousand years, their will to continue faded, and thus they moved on. Many believed the king would enter the abyss as soon as a replacement was clear.


      “Breathe,” Helly reminded her. Then she disappeared to her seat inside.


      Littlings scattered the golden sunflower petals that bloomed all over Rosemont during the summer. A string quartet played the opening notes to the famous wedding tune. The double doors opened to reveal Kerrigan in all her splendor, and the crowd rose to their feet, facing her with awe on their faces.


      The awe was warranted. Her dress was a delight. Layer upon layer of white fabric gave her an impressive empire waist with a full skirt to the floor and a train that cascaded behind her. The bodice fit her like a glove with careful boning to hold it up, a V in the front and back, and a bow wrapping tight around her waist. The sleeves fell off her shoulders, revealing her pronounced décolletage. But the mesmerizing thing about the entire ensemble was the magic threaded through the dress. It had no ornament. No diamonds or rubies or sapphires to make it glow. The dress shimmered from top to bottom as if pixie lights danced under the surface. Parris had imbued it with so much of his magic that it dazzled. Every person in attendance was going to want a gown from his commission. All those years of not paying for dresses and calling it advertising were finally paying off.


      A hush fell over the crowd. Her father, Kivrin, stood in the front row. It was customary for him to walk her down the aisle, and though he had offered, she had declined. She wouldn’t bring him into this sham.


      She stepped forward in the heeled slipper and tried to forget that she was entering an arranged marriage. That she hated her future husband. That there was nothing she could do to stop this.


      That there was only one person who could do anything about this.


      And he’d left.


      Her heart panged as her thoughts veered to Fordham. Today was the last day she should think of him. Not as Prince Fordham Ollivier of the House of Shadows but as her Ford. The male she had fallen in love with who had flown off into the distance to break the curse that kept them apart. He had been cursed at birth to hurt anyone he cared about. He’d suffered the loss of his mother and father and Dacia. He’d assumed it was only a matter of time before it reached Kerrigan. So, he wasn’t going to barge in…


      Still, her heart hoped. The traitorous thing.


      She stopped before the dais, and finally, she lifted her gaze to March.


      He was no longer the cherub-faced youth who had skinned squirrels alive to see what they looked like on the inside or the dangerous person he’d been who knew how to give her bruises where no one would see them. She’d hoped he would be ugly, but of course, full-blooded Fae were rarely unattractive. And he was devastatingly attractive. All sharp angles, hard jawline, dark features, and imperious blue eyes. He was tall and arrogant and charming. The bachelor of the season. And her worst nightmare.


      His smile was as deadly as his anger. He thought he had fallen for her, that he understood love. But all he knew was that she was like him. She had been successful on the battlefield, a sight to behold atop her dragon, Tieran, and he had seen himself in that and suddenly wanted her.


      “My lady,” March said, offering her his hand.


      She glanced over her shoulder, just one time with hope that Fordham would save her from this, but the doors were barred. No one would be getting through them. Though Fordham had his shadow magic and could jump inside this room anytime he wanted, he hadn’t made his appearance. She knew what that meant. She’d always known.


      Love meant despair and defeat and death to Prince Fordham.


      Love would never be enough.


      “Kerrigan,” March said, his voice a note sharper. As if he knew precisely what she was thinking.


      She gazed back to him. Let him see the fury in her emerald eyes. Fury at him for forcing this on her. For thinking that taming her unruly red curls into a delicate crown, hiding her softly pointed ears that revealed her half-Fae heritage, and draping her in frippery would change who she was or how she felt about him. She held that gaze for a beat and watched the shock appear on his face.


      He had thought she had come around. That she could ever want this or him. She had let him think that while she planned a way out. Now that there was no way out, she could let him see precisely who he was marrying.


      His face hardened, and he took her hand in a crushing grip. “Shall we?”


      She stepped up onto the dais before the entire Bryonican court.


      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today for the marriage of Lord Ashby Hallinger March, first of the House of Medallion, to Lady Kerrigan Felicity Argon, first of the House of Cruse.”


      The rest of the words disappeared in a haze. She was committed now. There was no turning back. Nothing could stop this. No cloud of black smoke to tilt her world back onto its axis. This was a nightmare that she couldn’t escape.


      “You may now kiss the bride.”


      And at the first touch of March’s hard lips against her own, she started screaming.


      


      ***


      Kerrigan rocketed upright. Her screams tapered off as her gaze shifted around the dimly lit classroom inside Draco Mountain. The other two newest Society members, Audria and Roake, stared at her in horror. The current government instructor, Master Hayes, shot her a steely look.


      “Is my instruction that horrifying, Mistress Kerrigan?”


      She opened her mouth and then promptly closed it. It had been a dream. A literal nightmare. She wasn’t marrying March…yet. She still had months before that day came. Months before she had to walk down the aisle at Belcourt Palace. She didn’t have a dress yet. They hadn’t even officially announced their intent to marry. That wouldn’t be happening until tomorrow at the final season event of the year.


      “My apologies, Master Hayes,” she croaked out.


      She had been burning the candle at both ends ever since her return from the battlefield. Most nights were spent in nightmares that woke her, crying into her pillow. Her days were filled with catching up on studies, her new apprenticeship, and the current influx of half-Fae and human refugees from the House of Shadows. Now, apparently, her mind had taken her anxiety about seeing March again and forced their literal wedding into her nightmares.


      Scales.


      “Well, with that rousing excitement,” Hayes said, barely containing his eye roll, “we’ll call it for the day. You have your assignments. I expect better work from you. Just because you’re full members doesn’t mean you don’t have to pass your exam with me.”


      They all nodded, dumping parchment into bags, and hastened out of the room.


      Audria shot her a look. “Battlefield again?”


      Kerrigan nodded. Easier than explaining about March. “It’s keeping me up at night.”


      Roake yawned. “Same.”


      The dragon tournament occurred every five years in the city of Kinkadia, and last year, they had been three of the five winners. Kerrigan hadn’t officially entered the tournament, as she was underage, without a house sponsor, and, most importantly, half-Fae. But she had shocked everyone by winning and surviving the last year of dragon training. Noda had left halfway through, and Fordham…well, Fordham was a different story entirely. Now the three of them were all that was left.


      “Maybe you should see the healing counselor,” Audria said.


      “When would I have time for that?”


      Audria sighed. “I don’t know.”


      Roake rubbed his eyes. “Maybe after we pass all our exams.”


      Audria looked dubious. “I doubt things will slow down after that. They keep piling on more. It’s not like our apprenticeships are going to get easier.”


      They’d gotten their assignments a few days after they came back from the Battle of Lethbridge. Audria was apprenticed to a Bryonican healer despite her lack of affinity for healing properties. Roake’s mentor was an Elsiande magical regulator. He was excited about the opportunity to grow even though he’d always seemed more inclined to physical endeavors.


      Kerrigan had thought that they’d snub her again. After all, they hadn’t wanted her to win the tournament or finish dragon training or join the Society. Why would they start by giving her a reasonable apprenticeship now? Except they had.


      A throat cleared at the end of the hallway. “Mistress Kerrigan.”


      They all stilled at the sound of her mentor’s strong voice, and Master Bastian, a full member of the Society council, came into view.


      “Master Bastian,” Kerrigan said with a smile. “I don’t believe I am to report to you until the afternoon.”


      “Indeed,” he said, clasping his hands behind his black Society robes, the dragon-in-flight coat of arms embroidered delicately onto the chest. “But I come for a different reason.”


      “Oh?”


      “The council wishes to have a word.”


      Fear crept through her. Not again. They couldn’t kick her out now. Not when she was a full member.


      He must have seen that fear on her face, because his own softened. “As your mentor, I am to inform you that you have been nominated for a seat on the council.”


    


  

    

      

        
Chapter Two



        The Nomination


      


      Audria’s jaw dropped. “But she’s a first-year member.”


      “I am aware of that, Mistress Audria,” Bastian said with a rueful smile on his lips.


      “Of…of course,” she said softly.


      Master Bastian had been in the Society a long time. When he was young, his house had caught on fire. House Elsiande was against using magic, and the nearest healer was hours away. By the time they reached him, he was disfigured with burn scars on his face and body. He’d refused treatment for removal of the scars and dedicated his life to helping those in need.


      “But first years are never nominated to the council,” Roake said, speaking what they were already thinking.


      “Indeed,” Bastian said. “But times are changing. Are they not?”


      Kerrigan nodded. Times were definitely changing. “I’ll go with you.”


      “Excellent,” Bastian said.


      She said her goodbyes to her friends before stepping up to her mentor’s side. She still found it hard to believe that she’d been assigned to Master Bastian. He was one of her closest allies in the mountain, not to mention a council member himself. It felt like a step in the right direction finally. The Society had never wanted a half-Fae who hadn’t yet reached her eighteenth name day in their midst. But she had succeeded at every turn, and she intended to continue to do so.


      She and Bastian navigated the winding corridors inside Draco Mountain, the seat of the Society in all of Alandria. The Society was the ruling body over the capital city of Kinkadia and the twelve—now thirteen—houses of the land. The dragon riders brought peace to the large island, and though Kerrigan bucked at their outdated ideas, she still believed they were doing more good than harm.


      “What am I walking into?” Kerrigan asked.


      Bastian smiled warmly down at her. “It’s not always an investigation. You can relax.”


      She frowned. “That’s not been my experience. For all I know, I’m going to walk in there, and someone is going to try to arrest me for the audacity of being nominated. As if I nominated myself. As if I’d even want to be on the council.”


      “Don’t you?” he asked evenly.


      “I don’t know.”


      She adjusted her own black Society robes. They were so new that she still wasn’t used to them on her figure. For twelve years in the House of Dragons, she’d admired Society members in these robes, and now that they belonged to her, she felt like a kid playing dress-up.


      She even remembered one time when Lyam had filched a set of robes and she walked around in them. Hadrian and Darby were dismayed, urging them to get rid of them. But she and Lyam had been inseparable and utterly rebellious. That had been before he fell in love with her…before he was killed, trying to protect her. She fingered Lyam’s compass reassuringly in her pocket. It was all she had left of him, and it brought her courage in the darkest times.


      “Explain,” Bastian encouraged.


      “On one hand, I think about all the good I could do if I was on the council. On the other hand, I’ve been in the Society for two weeks. How am I ever going to be able to represent the entire Society? There are only twenty spots. It seems madness that anyone would want me to have one of them.”


      “I remember that feeling,” Bastian admitted. “I was young when I was nominated. Not as young as you, of course.”


      “I’m not even eighteen yet. Under normal circumstances, I couldn’t even compete in the tournament.”


      “Your circumstances are extraordinary,” he agreed, “but the feeling is the same. I didn’t feel qualified, but someone else recognized the work that I’d been doing. They saw what I could become. And others have seen that in you, Kerrigan. Remember that when you feel like you don’t deserve your position, others have seen your greatness.”


      “No pressure.”


      He laughed softly. “Precisely.”


      Bastian’s words had the desired effect. Her nerves settled as they entered the council chamber. It was an enormous room, built to house the entire Society if need be. The ceiling went up endlessly to allow for the dragons to participate from their vantage point. In fact, she could see her own dragon, Tieran, up in the dizzying heights.


      He tugged on the bond and said gently into her mind, What did you do this time?


      She snorted, wishing she could send him a rather vulgar gesture. But her expression must have given it away because he rumbled with laughter.


      Bastian squeezed her shoulder once and then took his spot on the council with the other eighteen members and the head of council.


      The empty spot where Lorian Van Horn had sat sent a chill through her. To everyone present, Lorian was a convicted traitor to the Society. He’d sold illegal magical artifacts to the House of Shadows, and his hatred of half-Fae and humans had led him to work with the enemy during wartime. Kerrigan had personal reasons for disliking him, including him being the reason she had been kicked out of the program to begin with. It was her testimony that had gotten him killed.


      And it was she who had discovered he wasn’t at all who she’d thought he was. She helped sentence an innocent man to death. The whole thing had been a setup by the real leader of the Red Masks—a terrorist group that wanted to destroy half-Fae and humans alike. Now the leader of that group was among them, and Kerrigan was no closer to finding out who it was. Though she had something she hadn’t had last time—a spy on the inside.


      “Ah, there you are,” Presiding Officer Zoh said. “Mistress Kerrigan, please step forward.”


      Kerrigan headed into the center of the room. Three other Society members stood in a line. She only recognized one of them—Master Durban. He was from Galanthea house, one of the three warring houses to the west coast of Alandria. Despite having no war affiliation, Hadrian had chosen Galanthea house to work with his sponsor, Fallon, a distinguished scholar who was a previous tournament contender. Durban had tried for a council spot last election and lost out by a fraction. Everyone considered him a shoo-in this time. He didn’t look pleased to see her.


      The one woman wore a teal headscarf so much like the former tournament competitor, Noda, that Kerrigan’s heart squeezed at the sight. That meant she was from the island house of Concha on the east coast. The other man wore a pink cravat and top hat, revealing him to be of House Elsiande from the south, same as Bastian.


      “We are still waiting on one more nominee,” Master Zoh said, “and then we will begin.”


      Durban took a step forward in outrage. “The girl?”


      Kerrigan’s face flushed.


      Master Zoh looked down imperiously. “Back in line, Master Durban. Mistress Kerrigan is a full member of the Society and thus deserves your respect.”


      “But she’s a leatha,” Durban snarled.


      Kerrigan’s embarrassment turned to fury. Leatha was an ancient Fae term that meant half-Fae but had been stolen and transformed into a slur that meant, at best, half-breed bitch. It was not used in polite company. So it was one thing to be called a leatha on the streets of Kinkadia, in taverns, and from bigots. It was another thing entirely for someone to use that filthy name inside the council room.


      And the rest of the council must have felt the same way. Many gasped, and hands went to hearts and mouths. Zoh looked ready to combust.


      “Master Durban,” Zoh said, “we do not allow that kind of language in the council room. Get back in line.”


      Durban must have realized his error, because he hastily retreated. Kerrigan clenched her hands into fists and was glad that she was on the other side of the room from him. She was too used to her training in the Wastes as a street fighter, where that word was met with fists and fury and not polite smiles and a reprimand.


      A slow, measured tap on the floor drew everyone’s attention away from Durban. To Kerrigan’s shock, Alura Van Horn hobbled into the room.


      “Ah, Mistress Alura, excellent. Please get into position, and we’ll begin.”


      Alura had been Kerrigan’s commander for her year of dragon training. She was tall with skin the color of midnight, and her dark hair was cornrowed off her proud face. She was the best warrior of a generation, the lone winner of the previous tournament after the humans Cyrene and Dean won and took their dragons to distant shores to fight their own battle, upending the entire system with their departure.


      Then Alura had gone up against Fordham’s sister, Princess Wynter Ollivier of the House of Shadows, in the Battle of Lethbridge. Wynter blasted her with dark shadow magic, and Alura had nearly died. She had survived but now had to walk with a cane, her once-proud, battle-ready figure destroyed in her first real battle. It was shocking that she was here. She hadn’t been seen since her father’s trial.


      Alura caught Kerrigan’s eye and glared before moving to stand beside Durban instead. She would never forgive Kerrigan for being responsible for her father’s death.


      “That’s everyone. As you were made aware, you five are nominated to join our illustrious council. We keep a complement of twenty at all times,” Master Zoh said. “There are two open seats this year. Lorian’s seat as well as whichever council member ascends to my position. Yes, this is my last year as presiding officer.”


      A smattering of applause was made for that announcement.


      Zoh smiled reassuringly. “As I am leaving, we will also have a presiding officer election, and Master Bastian and Mistress Hellina have put forth their names for the job.”


      Helly and Bastian came to their feet, staring at each other with a small head nod to the other. Kerrigan’s two mentors running against each other. She couldn’t be farther in the middle of this.


      “Yes, yes, wonderful,” Zoh said. “The election will be at the end of June. Society members will convene here from all corners of Alandria for one week. A ball will take place to introduce you to the Society. Between now and then, you are allowed to campaign how you see fit for your position, but only two of you will come out of this victorious. Are there any questions?”


      Durban stepped forward, and they began a lively discussion of the types of appropriate campaigning. Kerrigan’s heart sank at the thought. The people loved her in the city, but they weren’t the ones who were going to get to vote. Another thing she found ridiculous. The Society council ruled over everyone everywhere, yet only members could even vote in the election.


      Regardless, she didn’t have the funds or the time to travel to all the houses to petition them to vote for her. She couldn’t do much of anything except speak her truth and hope that was enough.


      When the conversations finally died out, they were dismissed. She took a step toward Alura, but her glare was so terrifying that Kerrigan stopped in her tracks. She’d never been on friendly terms with Alura, who had been her commander, not her friend. But Kerrigan hadn’t seen her actively angry.


      “I’m being nominated for this because of you,” she hissed at Kerrigan.


      “Me?” she asked.


      “My father is dead, and there are those who believe a Van Horn should take his spot.”


      “I…I am sorry, Alura.”


      “Save it,” she snarled. “You couldn’t speak for him when you knew he was innocent. There’s nothing you can do now.”


      Then she took her cane in hand and stalked from the room.


      Helly appeared at Kerrigan’s side with a sigh. “Give her time. She’s still grieving.”


      “Of course.” She looked up into Helly’s face. “Presiding officer?”


      “Ah, yes, well, it’s about time, isn’t it?”


      Kerrigan nodded. “Long past time.”


      “I won’t ask for your vote. I know that Bastian is your mentor.”


      And Helly was her mother in all but name. Almost thirteen years ago at the age of five, Kerrigan’s father had left her with Helly at the footsteps of Draco Mountain. She’d joined the House of Dragons thanks to Helly, who had looked after her ever since. The vote would not be easy.


      “Does that mean I can ask for yours?”


      Helly laughed sharp and short. “I suppose you can.”


      Helly put a hand on Kerrigan’s shoulder, and together, they headed out of the chamber.


      Kerrigan swallowed and looked up at Helly, wearing the navy-blue House of Stoirm coat of arms pin on her lapel. “Any news from the House of Shadows?”


      Helly sighed. “If you mean have I heard about Fordham? Then no.”


      “Oh,” Kerrigan whispered.


      “Wherever he has gone, he does not want to be found.”


      “So I should abandon him to his fate?”


      “I did not say that,” Helly said gently. “But you have bigger things to worry about right now.”


      “The election isn’t for months.”


      “I meant…your impending nuptials.”


      Kerrigan groaned. “Right. Any luck in finding a way out of that?”


      Helly shook her head. “I did what you’d requested and sent feelers out about the House of Medallion’s presence on your lands, and it is as dire as Lord March made it seem. I do believe he could follow through on a house takeover if he so wanted.”


      Kerrigan grimaced. “So I have to marry him?”


      “There’s still time. Play along, and we’ll figure it out.”


      That was what her father had said. They’d offered her dowry to be rid of the betrothal, and March had been insulted. She couldn’t afford to insult him. She had to play faerie bride for a little longer. Because if there was a way to break this engagement, a way to get back to Fordham, she would damn well find it.


    


  

    

      

        
Chapter Three



        The Season


      


      “I…can’t…breathe,” Kerrigan gasped out. Her arms were wrapped around a poster in her bedchamber.


      Benton and Bayton tittered behind her.


      “Just one more pull,” Bayton said softly.


      “Yeah, hold still, miss,” Benton agreed.


      Kerrigan held her breath as the twins jerked on the laces hard enough to break her ribs. “That’s enough.”


      “All done,” Benton said, patting her shoulder. “No one will be able to resist you in this new Parris piece. Though I do have to say, I am not used to all this extra…skin.”


      “I fully agree, sister,” Bayton said.


      Kerrigan laughed and then regretted it as the stays dug into her. Benton and Bayton were half-Fae twins brought in after the House of Shadows defeat. Under the thousand-year-old spell that had trapped the court inside the mountain, half-Fae and humans had no rights. The Great War was fought over their enslavement, and at the end of it, the House of Shadows was imprisoned in their own mountain. All their old ideals had remained.


      Kerrigan had discovered that the cage that had held them for a thousand years had been put there to save them from destruction. Mei had been the House of Shadows ambassador, and she, like Kerrigan, was a spiritcaster. The last one in a thousand years. She’d given up her life to save her people. The unintended consequences of that being isolation and the enslavement of half-Fae and humans into perpetuity.


      Kerrigan had unintentionally connected with Mei’s magic and brought the barrier down, resulting in the Battle of Lethbridge. As terms of surrender for the House of Shadows, all slaves were freed and brought into Kinkadia as refugees. Kerrigan offered to sponsor Benton and Bayton and to get them jobs in the city. They’d refused and insisted on working for her. She insisted on paying them for their job as soon as she received a salary from the Society, though they continually argued that their freedom was payment enough. Not that she had any intention of trading their enslavement for indentured servitude.


      “You two are insufferable,” she said, heading for the mirror. When she got a glance at the gown Parris had delivered, her breath caught. “Wow.”


      Benton and Bayton smirked behind her.


      “We told you,” Benton said.


      “It’s gorgeous.”


      The dress was a soft baby blue and draped across her like a cloud. The corseted top had a square neckline to reveal her cleavage with puffy cloudlike sleeves to her wrists, which were light enough for the Kinkadian spring humidity. She wished she could breathe easier, but Parris was a genius.


      He’d also been a member of the House of Dragons as a child. He had been taken in by a fashion mogul who helped him open his own shop. It was now thriving. Kerrigan wanted to say it was partially because he saved all his best designs for her, but he was too talented for it to be anything but his own incredible art.


      Unfortunately, she had to wear it for March.


      Her face fell at that realization. The twins glanced at each other. They’d been with her for two weeks, and they knew better than most exactly how she felt about this forced marriage.


      “It will be all right, miss,” Bayton said, taking her hand. “You’ll figure it out.”


      “Prince Fordham will come back,” Benton said with enough conviction to bolster her. “He won’t let you go through with this.”


      Kerrigan swallowed back her unease. It wouldn’t help anything. She needed to have utter certainty to survive the rest of the night. She couldn’t rely on Fordham to save her. She was going to have to save herself.


      So she plastered on a smile, thanked the twins, and headed out of the mountain. Clover and Hadrian waited for her before a carriage. And her fake smile turned genuine.


      “You didn’t think we’d let you do this alone, did you?” Clover asked.


      “Thank you.”


      Kerrigan flung herself into Clover’s arms. Clover chuckled and tugged her tighter. Her cinnamon skin was almost completely obscured in a black dress that might actually have been a flowy set of pants. Her black bob was even more severely cut than normal, and she’d opted for the darkest of red lipsticks that almost looked black. It was still strange to see her out of the Wastes red vest and black button-up uniform. To see her out of Dozan Rook’s colors.


      In the year that Kerrigan had been a street fighter for Dozan in the Wastes, Clover had quickly become one of her closest friends. Primarily half-Fae and humans ventured out into the Wastes—a heathen’s den for gambling, drugs, and prostitution. Clover was a card dealer at the establishment. They’d gotten along swimmingly and not parted since.


      “And me?” Hadrian asked. He stepped forward, tucking his top hat under his arm, revealing the blue of his hair and his sharply pointed ears.


      Kerrigan hugged him next. For so long, Clover had been obsessed with Darby while she and Hadrian had done nothing but snipe at each other. Now, Darby was having her season, and Clover and Hadrian had found that all that sniping was really attraction. It was complicated by the fact that Darby had never been interested in men but was marrying for the good of her new noble family. The feelings had never gone away.


      Things had been so much simpler once.


      “Shall we?” Hadrian asked.


      He gestured for them to enter the carriage, and when they were safely tucked inside, they were off. None of them mentioned Darby’s absence or what was about to happen with Kerrigan and March. Their presence was reassurance enough.


      “Mind if I smoke?” Clover asked, pulling out a loch cigarette before Kerrigan could object.


      She sighed. “If anyone realized what was in that…”


      “I know.” Clover shot Kerrigan a razor-edged smile.


      Clover suffered from a chronic illness that resulted in debilitating pain. She was indebted to the king of the Wastes and worked his card tables because loch was the only thing that kept the pain at bay. If she went too long without a smoke, her entire world fell apart.


      Hadrian rolled his eyes and adjusted the gold cravat at his throat, indicating his allegiance to Galanthea. He’d been raised on the streets of Kinkadia before joining the House of Dragons, but he was utterly straitlaced. Sometimes, it still amazed Kerrigan that there was anything but animosity between he and Clover.


      “Don’t give me that look, sweetheart,” Clover teased, puffing smoke in his direction. “You’ve done loch before.”


      Kerrigan gasped. “What?”


      Color rushed to his cheeks. “We thought we were dying. That doesn’t count.”


      Clover grinned, as if she enjoyed riling him. “Whatever you say.”


      “It was during the riots,” Hadrian explained. “We got away through the sewer system. We were both shaken.”


      Kerrigan’s face softened. That had been one of the worst nights of her life. Hadrian and Clover had gotten away after the Red Masks boxed them into the streets in the middle of a protest and bombed the nearby buildings. Kerrigan had been arrested for being at the protest and put on probation. The whole thing still weighed on all three of them.


      “What are you going to do about Darby?” she asked to change the subject.


      Hadrian and Clover exchanged a look. She took another long drag before dumping the rest of the rolled cigarette.


      “What is there to do?” Clover asked. “She chose, didn’t she?”


      “I suppose she did,” Kerrigan agreed softly. “But…”


      “Leave it,” Hadrian argued.


      They’d been friends long enough that they could exchange a glance and know what the other was thinking. Their situation was complicated, and putting her nose in it wasn’t going to help anything.


      So she nodded her head and sat back in the seat anxiously. The night hadn’t even begun, and already, she was ready for it to end.


      The carriage rolled to a stop before the enormous Row mansion that was hosting the final season event of the year. The Row was a line of thirty-plus-room manors on the eastern side of the Kinkadian valley, meant for landed money, dating back over a thousand years.


      A footman opened the door to their carriage. Kerrigan took a shallow breath to accommodate her tight bodice and then put her hand into the gloved hand of the attendant. But when she took her first step outside, she realized that it was no attendant but Ashby March.


      She lost her footing and stumbled forward. “Oh,” she gasped.


      March wrapped an arm around her torso, sending tendrils of ice across every inch of her skin. Her chest pressed tight to his, and she tried not to shiver in his embrace. His eyes were the darkest blue as they met hers with tender affection and none of the deadly predator she knew was inside him.


      “My lady,” he said, releasing her slowly.


      Kerrigan stepped away and tried to pretend it was for propriety and not disgust. “My lord.” She dipped into a shallow curtsy to avoid his gaze.


      He bowed slightly at the waist. “You look stunning tonight.”


      “Thank you, my lord.”


      He held his elbow out to her, and she put her hand on the sleeve of his jacket. His cravat was the navy of the Bryonican house, and the House of Medallion coat of arms was emblazoned on the breast of his jacket. But the pocket square and undershirt were the exact same color of baby blue as her dress.


      “I have missed you these past weeks,” he said with earnest.


      She swallowed the words she wanted to say. March could be charming, and he was definitely attractive. But she’d seen the mask fall when he threatened innocents if she did not marry him and give him his crown. Just because he had come around to her at the battle did not mean that his mood couldn’t shift with the wind.


      “My duties to the Society keep me occupied.”


      “We will have to get to know each other more in the months leading up to the wedding,” he said with a smile. “I want to hear all about your duties.”


      “Ah, well, I was nominated for the Society council.”


      His eyes gleamed with delight. “Truly? So young?”


      “Yes. Though I doubt I will win. I don’t have the means of others.”


      March grinned, and it was terrifying. “Whatever do you mean? You are an heiress to the House of Cruse and betrothed to the heir of the House of Medallion.”


      A fact that still made her cringe. There were four royal houses in Bryonica—House of Stoirm, House of Drame, House of Medallion, and House of Cruse. Every member of the first family was considered first in line. So March and her were both firsts of their house. And since succession was determined by the current king and queen, it was possible that as heirs to their houses, they could be chosen to become the future king and queen.


      If things didn’t go her way and she had to marry this insufferable male.


      March gestured to the room at large. “You can have whatever you want. If you want to win the council seat, then allow me to put the entire weight of Bryonica behind it.”


      His offer was tempting. So tempting that she nearly stopped breathing entirely. She had only ever thought of Bryonica as the place that had abandoned her. As the people who hadn’t seen that she wasn’t a missing princess. Rather, she had been thrown away, right under their noses.


      She had never considered the advantage of being in the wealthiest of the houses. What it would mean to have two of the four royal houses backing her financially and using their influence to persuade the other members. How March, a war hero, could get her what she wanted. If that was what she wanted.


      “Is that what you want, Kerrigan?” he asked as they stepped up to be announced.


      A weight settled in her stomach at the eagerness in his voice. If she let him do this, then he would own her seat. He would see it as another one of his victories. She could do so much with that seat. Help half-Fae and humans alike, enact changes from on high, be the voice that was so needed in the government. Was that worth it to be in debt to Ashby March?


      “Lord Ashby March, first of the House of Medallion of Bryonica,” a man called out before she could get her thoughts together enough to answer. “And Lady Felicity Argon, first of the House of Cruse of Bryonica.”


      Kerrigan cringed at the use of her first name. She wasn’t Felicity any longer. Felicity was the female she would have grown into if she were fully Fae, if her ears were sharply pointed, and if she’d been the good little girl that everyone wanted her to be. Felicity had died thirteen years ago, and Kerrigan had been reborn out of the ashes.


      The last time someone had called her Felicity, Fordham had threatened them within an inch of their life for the insult. March just looked smug.


      He tugged her forward into the mass of people at the party. She disappeared inside herself as he walked her around the room like a pet on display. No one sneered at her with him at her elbow the way they did when she was alone. But pretending to consider him an actual option rubbed her. She felt like something had slithered under her skin and was threatening to break free.


      “There you are!” a voice said behind her.


      She found Darby in a rose-petal dress that highlighted her onyx skin and lush, long black coils. Kerrigan released a harsh breath and drew her friend in for a hug. “Save me,” she whispered into her ear.


      “Lord March, it’s a pleasure,” Darby said with a deep curtsy.


      “Ah, you’re the House of Stoirm girl.”


      “That’s right.”


      “And you’re betrothed to Lord Trask.”


      Kerrigan blinked at the pair of them. “What?”


      Darby forced a smile. “I am.”


      “Where is Trask?” March asked, surveying the room.


      “He went for a cigar in the sitting room, my lord. Perhaps you should join him.”


      “Perhaps I shall.” March took Kerrigan’s hand in his and pressed a hard kiss on it. “Don’t go too far, my dear.”


      Kerrigan fluttered her eyelashes and gave him a doting smile. “Never.”


      He seemed satisfied with that before striding across the room.


      “What was that?” Darby asked. She linked their arms and dragged her out of the crush of people. “Are you and March actually in love?”


      Kerrigan snorted. “March thinks he is in love with me.”


      “But you are marrying him?”


      “I have no choice,” she hissed and then explained the current situation. “If there is a way out, I would be open to hearing it.”


      Darby frowned. “Kerrigan, I am so sorry. I had no idea.”


      “And you? Lord Trask?”


      “Ah, yes.” She fiddled with the sleeve of her pink gown. “It was Sonali’s top choice. He’s third to the House of Drame, not too old, attractive I’m told.”


      “You’re told.”


      Darby sighed. “It’s the best I could do since you took the only prince off the market.”


      “Not my intention, I assure you. But why did I not hear about this?”


      “It happened…rather suddenly.”


      Kerrigan tugged her deeper out of earshot. “Was this after you found out about Hadrian and Clover?”


      Darby deflated. Her eyes scoured the room, finding Hadrian and Clover against the opposite wall, drinking punch and laughing. “If they’re going to be happy, then I might as well let them. This is what I wanted after all.”


      “This is your duty. Not what you wanted,” Kerrigan reminded her.


      “Same as you then.”


      “No one is threatening you, Darbs. You could take another season…”


      “I’m the belle of the ball, Kerrigan. This is my season. If I wait, then I might not have another opportunity like this.”


      “And what about Clover?”


      Darby’s gaze dropped. “After I have my first child, I will have more freedom.”


      Kerrigan sighed and drew her friend in for a hug. She had as much power as Kerrigan did in this situation. The binds of society were as strong as ever. Clover and Darby couldn’t be together without giving up everything Darby had ever worked for. Nothing about this was easy.


      “I’m here, you know. You can come to me about anything.”


      “Thank you, Ker. I really miss you.”


      “Always.”


      An announcement went up to the entire court that betrothals were to be introduced. Kerrigan and Darby swapped a look. It was now or never.


    


  

    

      

        
Chapter Four



        The Introduction


      


      The king and queen of Bryonica smiled when they saw March and Kerrigan stand before them.


      “This pleases me,” Queen Littany said.


      Kerrigan’s legs were shaking from holding a curtsy, and her breathing was restricted so severely that she was lightheaded.


      “Rise,” King Mydran commanded. “It brings me joy to see these two reunited.”


      They both straightened, her with visible relief.


      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” March said. “This day has long been coming.”


      “Indeed it has,” the queen said. “For the future of Bryonica, I would like to extend the invitation to have the wedding at Belcourt at the end of the summer.”


      Kerrigan swooned at the words. Belcourt. It wasn’t unusual for an heir to have their wedding at the palace before the king and queen, but Kerrigan had seen that in her dream. And her dreams were just supposed to be dreams. Anything that made it feel more real unsettled her.


      “We would be greatly appreciative,” March said.


      “What say you, Lady Felicity?”


      Kerrigan ground her teeth at the name. “As my lord said, it would be an honor.”


      “Excellent. That is settled then.”


      The king nodded. “We bless this union.”


      March bowed, Kerrigan curtsied, and then they retreated from the spotlight. Kerrigan felt sick. She needed to untie this dress. There wasn’t enough air in her lungs to deal with the oncoming panic attack.


      “Well, that went even better than expected,” March said cheerfully.


      “Yes. Your aunt seemed happy.”


      “She always has favored me.”


      Kerrigan had no idea why, but March could fool anyone. He’d even fooled her for a time.


      “The end of the summer will be perfection,” March said, dragging her into a private alcove. He pushed her back gently against a pillar, his hands sliding to her waist.


      “March,” she warned.


      “Do you remember the sunflowers that would bloom across Corsican fields when we were littlings?”


      Kerrigan froze. “Yes.”


      “I remember them being your favorite. We should have them for the wedding.”


      Sunflower petals had lined the aisle as she walked to March in her dream earlier that day. Was it coincidence…or prophecy?


      Her spirit magic had first manifested as prophetic visions. They warned her of terrible atrocities throughout the years and guided her to Fordham during the tournament. She hadn’t had one in months, but that didn’t mean that what she’d taken as a dream wasn’t one. She still had so much to learn about her spirit magic, which she would start training officially on the full moon. But the very idea that the dream was a prophecy terrified her.


      His lips landed on her shoulder. “What do you think of that?”


      “March, stop,” she gasped, trying to step backward. But there was nowhere to go.


      His kisses moved up her neck. “We will be wed in a few months, Kerrigan. It is not as if this would be your first time.”


      No, she had been with Fordham while they were at Waisley, her ancestral home. March had had spies reporting on her movements and threatened to sue her for her infidelity.


      Kerrigan pushed him backward. “That hardly matters.”


      “No one will know.”


      She felt weak in his presence, his height and arms caging her into the alcove. Not that he could overpower her. She had stronger magic than him. She was hardly powerless in this situation, but the last thing she wanted was to draw out his wrath.


      “I will know,” she said venomously.


      He smiled at the edge in her voice and then crushed their lips together. Kerrigan gasped. She hadn’t thought that he would have the audacity. Up until that moment, he had played the perfect gentleman. Perhaps more into her than he had been during the season, but still…he should have never initiated this.


      “March, stop,” she cried, pushing against him.


      He pulled back enough to trace a finger across her bottom lip. She jerked away.


      “Why? If I could, I would have taken you right there on the battlefield. You were still covered in blood from your victory, a cloud of red curls framing your face, and you had never been more beautiful.”


      Kerrigan swallowed. “This isn’t proper.”


      “Fuck proper.”


      Then his lips landed on hers again, crushing and commanding. She could use her air magic to slam him back against the adjacent wall. She could hook her leg behind his and send him tumbling. She could do any number of things that would completely humiliate him. But there was no proper way to extract herself from his grasp, and unfortunately, she couldn’t anger him.


      A hand clamped onto March’s shoulder and wrenched him away.


      “Excuse me,” March snarled. He whirled around, prepared to argue.


      And he was met with her father—Kivrin Argon, first of the House of Cruse.


      “Lord Argon.” March’s throat bobbed.


      “Unhand my daughter, if you will,” Kivrin said, deathly quiet.


      March’s hands were clenched into fists. All she wanted to do was land one in his face.


      “I’ll remind you that you are not yet married to my daughter,” Kivrin said. “And you would remember that such pleasures should be reserved for the wedding night.”


      March stammered out something like an apology, but Kivrin turned his back and ushered Kerrigan away.


      “Thank the gods,” she whispered.


      “Next time he puts a hand on you, remind him that you are my daughter,” he said with a wry smile. His gaze met hers. “And knee him in the balls.”


      Kerrigan snorted. “I’ll remember that.”


      A year earlier, Kivrin would have been the last person she wanted to see. He’d secreted her to the House of Dragons, and she’d lost her family, friends, and title in one fell swoop. She’d assumed he was embarrassed of her half-Fae heritage, only to discover that he had done it to protect her. Her mother had been married to Vulsan, a savage man, who would rather kill Kerrigan than allow a bastard to run wild. When he’d come looking for her, Kivrin had hidden her away.


      Their new relationship was rocky but promising. She’d never had real family before, only her found family.


      “I’m glad that I located you when I did,” he said.


      “As am I.”


      He shot her a shrewd look. “I’m certain that is true.”


      “Why did you seek me out?”


      “Your eighteenth name day is approaching. You have returned to Bryonica and taken the name of House of Cruse. I never expected that to happen.”


      “My name day isn’t for almost two months.”


      “I’m aware of the day that you celebrate, but your actual name day is sooner. Only three weeks or so from now.”


      She wrenched him to a stop. “What?”


      “It was your mother’s request to hide your official name day to protect you.”


      “My…mother’s request,” she whispered. “What else don’t I know about my mother? I thought she died in childbirth.”


      His handsome face was like stone, but his eyes were sad. “I won’t discuss Keres with you. I…I can’t.”


      Kerrigan softened at the words. “She’s my mother.”


      “I know, Kerrigan. I know.”


      She had so many questions, but asking them now seemed wrong. “What does my name day have to do with this?”


      Kivrin pushed open the door and gestured for her to enter. She sighed but did as he’d requested and entered the study. He waved a hand, applying a magical repulsion spell to the room to prevent eavesdropping.


      “Kivrin?” she asked.


      “I never thought that I would have this moment with you. I didn’t prepare,” he admitted. “I only realized it when the post arrived proclaiming that you had taken up the Bryonican mantle.”


      “So?”


      He went to the desk and leaned against it. None of the playboy prince was in his features. The weight of the world was on his shoulders. “The House of Cruse has been in decline for many years. Mistress Enara was a formidable woman, revered by all, a Society member. As all the heads of the House of Cruse have been for over a thousand years.”


      He never spoke about the grandmother she had never met, but Kerrigan knew enough to be wary of this line of conversation.


      “Ever since my mother perished, the other houses have turned against us. Our army has disappeared, which is why you are in this position with March. The fields aren’t producing as they once were. Waisley is practically abandoned. The other houses have jokingly called us the House of Curses.”


      Kerrigan had never heard that term before. “We can bring the house back to repute.”


      “Not we,” he said solemnly. “You.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “That they’re not wrong. Our house is cursed. My mother lay a magical geas on the line to prevent me from taking over after her. She claimed the House of Cruse would crumble unless someone from the Society ruled it.”


      Kerrigan sank into the nearest chair at those words. “How could she do that to you?”


      “We…didn’t exactly see eye to eye. Everything she claimed has come to pass. I am the ruin of my house,” he said stiffly. His gaze dropped to his hands, and for the first time, she realized they were shaking. He clenched them into fists and then met her eyes. “I have accepted my fate. I accepted that the House of Cruse would forever be fallow. I refused to marry. I promised to never love. To never have children. Then I met Keres, and nine months later…you.” He choked on the word. “I was going to give you everything my mother never gave me, and I was never able to do that.”


      “Dad?” she whispered.


      “But now, you’re a Society member. You’re Bryonican. You’re the heiress for our house. On your eighteenth name day, I will bestow the house on you.”


      Kerrigan’s jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”


      This didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be reality. The head of the house was an esteemed position and bestowed upon an heir of the line who was chosen by the previous head. It was more than just running the estate and managing servants; it was a duty, an honor. How could she be the head of her entire house at eighteen?


      “You being the head of the House of Cruse will fulfill my mother’s requirements. The house will flourish again. The people will be safe. They’ll be…better without me.”


      “What if I don’t want the weight of the entire house?”


      “I will still be there to take care of day-to-day things, but it will be yours to run as you see fit. It might even be enough to get you out of your wedding.”


      Kerrigan jumped back to her feet. “I have been Bryonican again for two weeks. I can’t…I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this. I didn’t even want to return to the house to begin with.”


      Kivrin looked pained. “I know, Kerrigan. I do apologize. I wish there were another way.”


      “I know we’ve recently reconciled,” she said with a shake of her head, “but I’m getting fed up with having to clean up your messes.”


      She headed for the door. Her head was full of everything that her father had just said. A curse…another curse. And she couldn’t break this one. She could only step into the mantle that had been reserved for her father if he had only won his place in the Society. She didn’t want the responsibility. She had too much else to deal with right now.


      “Kerrigan, please, let me explain,” he called behind her.


      “Don’t bother.”


      Then she was out of the study and dashing away from the Row mansion, the responsibilities that kept piling up, and the weight of everything she had to survive this summer.


      She ripped at the ribbons at her back, giving her ribs room to expand and fill her lungs. Stepping out on the empty garden pathways cleared her head.


      “There you are,” a shadowy figure said behind her.


      Kerrigan drew her magic close to her and whirled, prepared to take on whoever had followed her out of the party.


      “I was looking all over for you.”


      She sighed with relief when she saw Valia, a steward of the Society and her mole inside the Red Masks. “What are you doing here?”


      “Last-minute news.” She tossed a heavy black cloak and a red mask at her. “Still want to stop the Red Masks?”


      “Hell yes.”


    


  

    

      

        
Chapter Five



        The Artifact


      


      Kerrigan tugged the black cloak over her frame, hiding her recognizable red curls under the hood. She traced the lines of the red mask in her hand. She had only seen one of these when someone was trying to destroy her life. Holding one in her hand felt wrong.


      “Ready to go?” Valia asked.


      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


      Valia nodded in understanding. “Let’s go.”


      Kerrigan fell into step beside the spy and assassin. During the tournament, she had thought that she was going to be just like Valia, a steward of the Society—someone tapped to work for the Society but never quite one of them. It’d turned out that that was Valia’s cover to get inside the mountain. She had been sent to kill Kerrigan and made another call. They were working together to take down the organization.


      “Where exactly are we going?” Kerrigan asked as they stalked through the shadows of the Row and toward Central.


      “There’s a Red Masks meeting tonight. I only got wind of it about an hour ago. We’re notorious for short notice. The less time anyone is told about them, the less likely there’s a leak.”


      We. Kerrigan sometimes forgot that Valia was a Red Mask. She had been her friend first. If innocent little Valia could be one of them, then anyone could.


      “You don’t think it will be suspicious that you’re bringing me?”


      “We won’t go in together. I’ll report to the Father.”


      Kerrigan shivered. Valia was a daughter to the Father of the Red Masks, just like Isa, another one of his assassins that he’d sent to kill her. Isa hadn’t decided to pardon her. She had never gotten lucky enough to finish the job.


      “Okay. How big is this meeting? Because I am rather recognizable. If anyone makes me take my hood down…”


      “The last one I went to had a few hundred Fae,” Valia said, casually upturning Kerrigan’s life.


      “A few hundred?”


      Valia frowned. “Minimum.”


      “So many.”


      “Not everyone is doing as well as those Fae on the Row. They might not be in the Dregs like humans and half-Fae, but they feel as if they deserve more than they are getting. They idolize those on top and punch down to those on the bottom because that is what they are most afraid of.” Valia sighed heavily. “They might look like a group of hardened killers, but they’re not. They’ve been told that they are exceptional and if they work hard enough, they can have the dream of the rich. When they don’t achieve what is nearly impossible to achieve, they look for someone to blame.”


      “And it’s easier to blame us than to look at themselves,” Kerrigan said.


      Valia nodded. “Or the system that created these divides between us. It might look like an accident that half-Fae and humans are put at the bottom of the system and treated this way, but the system is working the way it was designed.”


      “That’s depressing.”


      “I’ve been doing research in the library about the foundations of the Society. Humans were in Alandria first. They were in this valley before the Fae ever arrived, before Irena ever made her bargain to partner with the dragons, before all of it. They slaughtered most of the humans and enslaved the rest. When Fae and humans began to interbreed, the half-Fae were seen as chattel. Any drop of human in them was a mark against them. And the Society Guard,” she said with distaste, “began as human and half-Fae slave traffickers. They were never there to protect all the people. Just the Fae.”


      “And the records say this? If it’s all readily available, then why doesn’t anyone believe me when I speak out?”


      “No one wants to look at themselves, Kerrigan. No one wants to do any work or see how they’re part of the problem. They’re too busy claiming not to be prejudiced against anyone to see that they already are.”


      It was a sobering thought. An upward battle that made Kerrigan feel like the tiniest cog in the machine. Clearing out one problem was going to create a whole new cascade of them. This would be her life’s work—to correct even an ounce of the pain done upon those the Fae deemed lesser.


      “One step at a time,” Valia said, touching her shoulder. “It took a deep dive into the mountain for me to realize that I was a product of what the Father had made me. But I can be so much more and do so much better. You taught me that. And it all starts with one person.”


      It would be so easy to get bogged down in the immensity of what Kerrigan was trying to accomplish. But Valia was right. One person at a time. If Valia could turn, then anyone could.


      “This way,” Valia said as they headed north out of the main body of Central and toward the Dregs.


      Kinkadia was divided into six main districts with Draco Mountain and the Row along the eastern bowl of the valley. Central made up the majority of the center of the bowl, including the square and much of the commerce. Directly south of Central was Artisan Village with its little Painter’s Row, the opera house, local bookstores, and Parris’s dress shop. Along the South River was Riverfront, a wealthy district full of people who couldn’t afford property on the Row. And the rest of Kinkadia, nearly everything to the west and north, was the Dregs, where humans and half-Fae lived like ants.


      Kerrigan couldn’t imagine the Red Masks having a presence in the Dregs. That was the wrong clientele for their propaganda. But they stopped right before they reached the unofficial dividing line. A large huddle of people stood before the entrance to a ballroom in a mismatch of workers’ attire and cloaks. Kerrigan didn’t see a single person in nice clothing. She understood why Valia had given her a plain cloak.
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