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      Raith drained his glass of sparkling wine in one mouthful and handed it to the golden-haired whore seated next to him. Maybe his father had been right about alcohol all along. Maybe if he drank enough, his cravings for blood and magic would go away with his senses. He hadn’t had a fix since tasting Aurora’s blood almost a week ago in the eye of the mermaid Guardian. And even then, it hadn’t been enough. Inside the Ryferian border, he hadn’t been able to suck away a shred of her magic.

      Full, pink lips spread in a sultry smile, the whore asked, “Another, my lord?” Light flickered from a dozen candles suspended from the copper chandelier above, catching on the glass jewel in her belly button and her cheap, chunky brass bracelets, a brand every whore in the city wore. They, and the rose tattoos on the back of her hands, identified her to the world as a Ryferian pleasure worker.

      The saloon was deserted except for him, the unnamed girl, and another three pleasure workers, who tittered about pouring sparkling spiced pear wine for him, or lighting sticks of incense. All were beautiful, dressed in transparent gowns in sultry shades of magenta, periwinkle, and dusty scarlet that left little to the imagination. Plunging necklines dipped past their pierced belly buttons. Their pert nipples showed through the thin, cobweb fabric.

      Raith tugged the blond closer. She had a beautiful, slender neck that made his incubus fangs burn in his jaw. Her dress slid up her leg, exposing the side of her smooth thigh. Another place he wanted to bite…to suck…

      He absentmindedly twirled a lock of her hair. It had fallen from her elaborate curling upsweep, held together by pins made of pearl and colored glass. How easy it would be to pull one out and stab it through her neck—

      How could he be thinking like this? Stabbing people was what Carian did, not him.

      “How unsurprising. I thought I might find you here.” Carian leaned nonchalantly against the stone archway leading into the saloon and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “It’s so in character it’s almost comical.”

      Raith groaned, sinking into the plush purple cushions. “Maleficent’s ass, Carian, do you ever knock?” That drink couldn’t get here fast enough. He pinched the bridge of his nose. The second whore—not as attractive as the first, with her mousy brown hair—got up to pour Carian a glass of wine.

      Carian chuckled and rubbed a calloused hand over his face. After days of not shaving, his stubble had turned into a disheveled beard. “We are supposed to be working, brother. But of course, I find you here instead. Whenever you have a problem, you run away and hide in a whorehouse.”

      Raith’s gut twisted at what Carian implied. Coward.

      “Carian, do you have nothing better to do with your time? Leave me alone.” Raith’s tongue flicked over his dry lips. No matter how much water or awful whorehouse wine he drank, nothing could quench his dying thirst. Hunger slid beneath his skin like an asp, burning through his senses with that ever-fervent need. A craving he could never shake. A craving he had Carian to blame for.

      Giggling girlishly, the golden-haired whore sat up straight to survey his younger, stocky brother.

      Carian cocked his head and sighed through his nose, his gaze running up and down her body. “Hello, pretty little thing.”

      The girl—Raith couldn’t remember her name and wasn’t sure if he’d even asked—smiled sweetly up at Carian.

      Carian grinned and snorted. “I’m surprised, brother. I would have thought you’d go for a redhead with no tits. I think I saw one skulking around here somewhere. But she may have been too pretty for your refined tastes. Not enough freckles. Not as ugly as your little bitch princess.”

      Raith tightened his fist around the blond’s periwinkle dress. “What do you want, Carian? We’re a little busy here.”

      His brother ignored him, poured a second glass of wine, and handed it to the whore. “Your name, sweet girl?”

      Her curling hair fell across her breasts. “I’m Lavina, sir.”

      “Carian, get out,” Raith snarled, his fist tightening on the fabric. Lavina’s dress rode higher on her leg, exposing her thighs.

      Carian ignored him. “Tell me, Lavina.” He sat on the edge of the bench. “What are people saying about the horse-faced princess my brother nearly married?”

      Lavina stiffened, doubt flickering in her kohl-lined blue eyes. Talk had been flying around the capital, evolving as it slipped from mouth to mouth. She’d likely not know which version of the story would please Carian and Raith more. She swallowed, her throat bobbing. Some of the porcelain makeup on her neck had smudged, revealing dark splotches beneath. Bruises from one of her previous clients. Raith so desperately wanted to bite down…

      Carian smiled reassuringly. “You’re not in trouble. It’ll be our little secret.” His hand tickled up her bare leg, pushing the fabric aside, and stopping possessively, too high on her thigh.

      Straight white teeth showed as she breathed a nervous smile. “They say the princess is a traitor, sir. And they say she killed her brother, the king, so that she could be queen of Ryferia. And that the marriage trials she held were only to distract the people from her plans. They say her tutor and her bodyguard helped her, but they escaped King Artemis’s justice.”

      Carian’s nails scraped against her pale skin. “That is what King Artemis and the Intelligentsia are saying.”

      Raith growled under his breath. Artemis, Aurora’s Untalented uncle, had been crowned King of Ryferia only a few hours after Aurora had fled. Fearing retribution for all the insults he’d had thrown at Artemis, and for participating in Aurora’s trials, he and Carian had fled the palazzo. In their haste to escape, all of their possessions had been left behind, including their potion-making equipment. Given the posters nailed up all over the city with an artist’s impression of Raith’s face, the new king wasn’t too happy that they had escaped. Likely, Artemis wanted to execute Raith for his insults. To secure his and Carian’s safety, Raith had paid an extra silver coin for the whorehouse’s discretion.

      Leaving Ryferia wasn’t even an option. He could have slipped away, through the broken giant Guardian, but Carian would never let him walk away without fulfilling his part of the deal: to make Carian Magical. Also, Raith craved blood and magic too much to stop now. Any chance of turning away from the course had been nixed the day he’d killed his father, reaped his magic, and smoked magic from his tongue.

      There was no turning back.

      The trouble was, Artemis had ordered the tunnel Aurora used for her escape to be filled with stone and coal and agrimony. Musketeers now patrolled the streets searching for anyone out after the strict curfew Artemis had set for his citizens.

      Carian squeezed Lavina’s leg harder, nails digging sharply into the skin on the inside of her thigh. “That is what the king and his cronies are saying. Everyone knows that already. I’m asking you what the people are saying about her.”

      Lavina shifted her thigh, wincing, but Carian’s grip held. Her voice shook. “They say she has m-magic.” Her gaze shot to her mousy-haired friend, who had backed into a corner with her jug of pale wine.

      If a musketeer were to hear this—

      The girl whispered, “Some say they saw her use magic to sink one of the king’s ships the day she escaped the city. Fishermen in the bay and on the docks swear by it. And they say that her magic is what made her Infirm. And that—” She swallowed, fists grasping the folds of her dress. “They say that all the Infirm might be Magical, too. And that the king cast a spell on them to make them weak.”

      Raith snorted. At least that last part wasn’t true. King Artemis was anything but Magical, so spellcasting wasn’t in his repertoire. But the Untalented king was canny enough to spin that story to make people believe that Aurora had cast some wicked spell on the Ryferian people with her magic. It could be Artemis’s opening ploy to get rid of the Infirm entirely. If Artemis succeeded, he and Carian would be left with nothing. No magic to reap and no resources to make the potion they needed to give Raith access to his magic within the confines of the Guardians.

      But the potion wasn’t all Raith craved now. The taste of Aurora’s blood still lingered in his mouth. Its sweetness still thrummed through his veins, thrilling and shocking—and completely useless. Having sucked from her while still under the Guardian’s influence, he hadn’t absorbed any magic.

      Aurora would be in Warrendyte by now with Jorah and the rest of the Magical. She’d be building an army to come and take back Ryferia. Her throne would be united in power with Warrendyte. And then Jorah and Aurora would kill him and Carian.

      Raith’s lips tightened. Without the potion, they’d be utterly defenseless against a Magical army. If he couldn’t access his magic in time to reap what he needed to defeat Jorah and suck Aurora’s magic from her, all would be lost.

      Carian clawed at Lavina’s leg. “Do you believe what they say, Lavina?”

      Lavina tried for a sultry smile, but it looked more like a grimace. “There is no magic any more, sir. The king and the Guardians protect us—”

      “That is not what I asked you, Lavina,” Carian growled, cunning eyes dancing with pleasure. “Do you believe what the people are saying?”

      Lavina’s red-painted mouth gaped open and closed like a fish. “Sir, I…”

      The door banged open, and ten of the king’s musketeers marched in.

      “What the—” Raith bolted upright. They’d come for him. That bitch madam must have given him up. He quickly pulled the hood of his cloak tighter around his face.

      Steel sang as a musketeer drew a sword and angled it at Carian. “Step aside,” he ordered.

      Carian tittered but obeyed. The whores at the bar yelped, pressing into the dark corners. Another musketeer grabbed Lavina by the hair and dragged her from the plush bench. Her glass of wine smashed to the floor.

      Raith’s eyebrows shot up. Was it possible they weren’t here for him?

      Kicking and slapping at air, Lavina screamed as the man threw her to her knees and yanked her head up. Tears burst from her eyes.

      “That’s her.”

      Raith's eyes shifted to the madam standing at the door with a musketeer captain. Bells jingled from the baubles dangling from her ears, which were poking out beneath the dark-red turban wrapped around her head. Too much jewelry and makeup still failed to hide her aging face.

      The captain rested his hand on the pommel of his sword. “She’s Infirm?” His eyebrows knitted a long frown line across his forehead.

      “Yes, Captain.” Her face a deathly pallor, the madam nodded fervently.

      From beneath his hood, Raith gaped at Lavina. She couldn’t be Infirm. She looked so…normal.

      The captain seemed to have the same idea. “Lying to a captain of the king is punishable by death, whore.”

      The woman whimpered, “I swear it, sir. She has strange convulsions every other day. She falls to the floor and shakes, and her mouth foams white. She is possessed with Infirmity, sir. I swear it by my life.”

      The captain sneered. “What is your life to swear by? It means nothing to me.”

      Tears streamed down Lavina’s cheeks, and her eyes locked on her mistress. “Madam Talina. I beg you—”

      A distressed sound escaped the madam’s trembling lips. “I swear it by the Guardians, sir.”

      “Bring it in.” The captain waved beyond the door to someone Raith couldn’t see. “We don’t have time for this.”

      Another musketeer brought in a swinging incense ball, a little bigger than a fist and made from iron and copper. Smoke spilled from tiny holes punched in the metal. The smell hit Raith like a punch to the gut. It stank of the Guardians.

      They must be using it to track the Magical. Trying to smoke them out. Raith shrank back, pulling his hood higher over his face and praying to Maleficent that they wouldn’t look at him too closely. He held his breath and covered his mouth and nose as the musketeer brought the swinging ball forward, and hung it in Lavina’s face.

      Sobs racked her as the smoke wafted into her nose. She gagged like she would vomit, and her eyes widened and then rolled back to reveal the perfect whites. Her shoulders slumped, and she began to shake. Her spine arched, and she curled in on herself like a bug as the seizure took over.

      His desire to bite her neck…that hadn’t just been his craving for blood. He’d sensed the magic in her, but under the power of the Guardians, even his sharp nose had been dulled.

      Foam sloshed from her lips. Blood joined as she bit down hard on her tongue.

      The captain, now satisfied that she indeed was Infirm, shoved the madam aside. “Bring the bitch out,” he ordered. “Bring any other Infirm you find.” He turned to Carian with a smirk twisting his lips as Raith shrank back. Silently, he prayed to Maleficent that he wouldn’t be recognized. “I suggest you two gentlemen find better company. This establishment is now held under the king’s orders.”

      Iron manacles slapped down on Lavina’s wrists as she writhed on the floor. The stink of urine soiled the air, liquid darkening her dress. Musketeers dragged the other whores from their hiding places. Smoke swirled around from the incense ball, inching closer to where Raith sat. He leaped to his feet, head spinning as he held his breath. His gaze shot to Carian, who gave him a wild smile that didn’t meet his depthless eyes.

      Carian extended a broad hand to the open door. “Come, brother.”

      Lips and nose clamped closed, Raith stepped past Lavina and the puddle spreading around her and followed Carian into the hall.

      Musketeers marched around, swinging iron and copper incense balls. Some held whores by the hair as they led the Infirm ones, weeping and wailing, down the narrow winding stairs and onto the street below.

      Raith held his breath all the way down, not willing to risk being spotted if the smoke affected him. The king already had plenty of reason to seek his arrest. He didn’t take a breath until they were halfway down the street, and his vision had begun to blur.

      “Well,” Carian finally said, as they watched the musketeers shove a woman with crippled hands into the back of a wagon. “This is an interesting new development.”

      Raith scowled and clicked his tongue. “I knew Artemis would do something like this. Although I don’t see how he can conceive of doing this without backlash from the people.”

      Carian nodded absently as his eyes swept over every detail around them. “Lucky for us, I have a plan.” One corner of his mouth turned in a half smirk.

      Scowling, Raith rolled his eyes. “Of course you do. You just had to bully a woman to get one.”

      Carian turned down a quiet, dark alley. Rats skittered along the gutters, damp from the tide sweeping into the low-lying parts of the city. A rickety canal boat leaned against the slick wall, still tethered to a rotting beam beside a high wooden door. Nailed to the wall was a wanted poster with Raith’s face. He scowled at it and muttered a curse under his breath.

      Carian slowed. “Everything Artemis is doing to the Infirm could work in our favor, if we play our cards right.”

      “Artemis hates us.” Raith jerked a thumb at the wanted poster. “He wants me arrested, and then he probably wants my head to decorate the palazzo gates.”

      “True,” Carian mused, a smile still lingering in his eyes. “But look around you, brother. What does he hate more?”

      “Get to the point, Carian.”

      “Artemis hates the Infirm. He hates magic, and he hates Aurora.”

      Raith kicked at a rat that scuttled between his legs. His patience was wearing thin. “What do you suggest?”

      “I suggest we bring him what he wants. He wants you, and he wants the Infirm gone. So tonight after curfew, we kill a couple of Infirm vagrants. We make it nice and bloody, so Artemis takes notice. And then when he has us arrested, we offer our services to him based on common goals." He waved a hand at Raith. “You are the jilted lord who seeks revenge on the woman who betrayed you by spitting in your face after you had fairly won her hand in marriage. Artemis wants her head and the destruction of the Infirm so badly that it wouldn’t take much to charm him.”

      Raith arched a brow. “You want me to suck up to Artemis? He hates my guts. I insulted him at every opportunity during the trials. And who knows if we’ll even be allowed to see him before they execute us.”

      Carian rolled his eyes at Raith. “Have you read your own wanted poster? It says ‘to be brought directly before the king.’ If they catch us killing Infirm, he’ll think we’re on his side. Once we have his ear and his trust, we’ll know what his plans are, and we’ll have access to the burrow, where I can get to work on our potions.”

      Carian wasn’t just interested in the potion that would give Raith back his magic while under the influence of the Guardians. His Untalented brother wanted the potion that would allow Raith to make him Magical. That was all that drove Carian.

      Raith barked a laugh. “This is never going to work! He’ll more likely have us hanged for our association with Aurora.” His stomach rolled with hunger at the very mention of her name.

      “So what’s your plan, then?” Carian crossed his arms. “Hang around in whorehouses until Aurora and Jorah return to slaughter us both, or until Artemis catches you anyway?”

      Raith had no response. He’d sworn the day Aurora had escaped that he would find her and take everything she had. That included her precious Jorah and his dragon magic. But within the past week, his hope had faded as Artemis’s patrols heightened. He could never hunt her in Warrendyte. There was no way in hell he’d survive it. All he could do was wait for her to return. And when she did—with an army of Magical at her back—unless he had the potion, he’d have no magic to fight them. To get the potion he needed, he had no choice but to do what Carian now suggested.

      Carian seemed to notice the flicker of consideration on his face. He smiled broadly. “It’s a good plan, brother. Risky, yes. But it’s our only plan. And we need to put it into practice tonight.”

      Raith nodded. “You win. As always. I’ll do what you want me to do.”

    

  


  
    
      Fists bunched tight into the folds of her filthy dress to hide their trembles, Aurora picked her way down the gangplank of The Nautilus Spray. Narandara, capital and home of the decision-making council of the Magical in Warrendyte, loomed before her. By morning, after meeting with them, she would know if they would join forces with her to bring down the Guardians, retake Ryferia from Artemis, and destroy Raith. She would also discover if Sabrisia, Jorah’s water fae enemy on the council, would enforce the death bond she held over him. If the capricious, spiteful Sabrisia harmed Jorah, she didn’t doubt that she and her friends’ lives could be in danger, too. Whatever the risk, as rightful queen of Ryferia, she owed it to all her people—Able and Infirm—to do everything in her power to sway the Magical council to support her. She also wanted to protect Jorah, the dragon shape-shifter she hoped to make her own.

      But first she had to disembark from The Nautilus Spray onto the wharf without drowning.

      Rosy-pink, orange, green, and azure waterfalls tumbled over the ornately carved marble buildings lining the wharf, and colored water rushed into the streets. She gaped at a dozen or more ghostly pale, long-limbed creatures flitting on enormous iridescent wings across the sparkling swirl. Blue hair trailing like seaweed around their bat-like faces, they squealed their delight as the water seethed over their spindly bodies.

      “Now those are weird,” whispered Zandor, her centaur friend and bodyguard. Her shadow, he walked next to her in human form with his bow and arrow in easy reach.

      “I guess this is just the beginning of the weird,” Keahr muttered. She and Niing came up just behind Aurora and Zandor.

      Aurora agreed. A lifetime protected from magic, including her own, most definitely had not prepared her for Warrendyte.

      “Water nymphs,” Jorah called from the deck. He was helping Arwen, his silver-haired air fae captain, secure the caravel. Even after a week in Jorah’s company, Aurora wasn’t used to his exceptional dragon hearing. He added, “The fae consider water nymphs lesser faeries, being mere nymphs.” His usual contempt for the fae dripped from his voice.

      Arwen snorted. “Jorah, do you ever listen to yourself? You feel about us fae the way my kind feel about everyone else.” He bowed at Aurora. “Present company excluded.”

      Jorah laughed a low rumble, which sent shivers of delight through Aurora. “When the rest of the fae are like you, I will moderate my tone. Until then—” A shrug, followed by a nod in Aurora’s direction. “Expect the worst from the council, and you won’t be disappointed.” He turned his back and continued helping Arwen.

      Sadly, since that kiss he’d bestowed on her after leaving Ryferia, he had been distant—formal—as if he regretted betraying his lost love Lila by kissing her.

      It hurt. A lot.

      But that wasn’t the immediate problem Aurora faced. Through the thin fabric of her dress, her fingernails dug into her palms. She was a nymph—a dryad. Would the rest of the fae think her a lesser faerie too?

      She dropped her hands to her side. An Infirm in Ryferia, she was more than used to being considered less than. As had Zandor and Niing. Peckle had merely been regarded as a mean-tempered cat. Nothing unusual there. If it helped her cause, she would straighten her back and take whatever the snooty fae threw at her.

      She shouted up to Jorah, “Pity dryads don’t control water. I would at least have had a bash at parting this torrent so we can pass.”

      Not that she would’ve been likely to succeed. Since her spectacular show of controlling the seaweed when she’d destroyed the Ryferian galley pursuing their caravel, no matter how much she searched for her powers, they had vanished. It was as if she were still trapped inside the Guardians but without the strain of physical weakness. Jorah knew that, everyone did, but no one other than Keahr had mentioned a thing about it. It was as if not talking about her failure would make it disappear. Away from everyone else, she and Keahr had spent evenings in their cabin calling on the sliver of magic in their cores. While Keahr’s grasp on her powers was sporadic, at least her magic occasionally deigned to reply. Aurora’s magic refused to even tickle her senses, leaving nothing but the screams of drowning sailors ringing in her ears each time she tried to connect with it. And now she had to face the Magical council and beg for help when they had probably already dismissed her.

      Peckle skittered past her and jumped down onto the wharf. The swirling tide washed over his mottled fur. Above him, water nymphs skittered away. Hardly surprising. Even beyond the Guardians, the cat was still as gangly and sour as ever. Fur unruffled, Peckle scowled at Aurora. “It’s a glamor. Now move your butts everyone. If I’m asked to spend one more second on that boat, I’ll cough up a hairball—on your feet.”

      Frozen to the spot, Aurora's eyes widened to their fullest extent. “A glamor? How much power does it take to create all this? And just for show.”

      Niing brushed her hand. “Remember, my queen, Jorah mentioned that Water had taken over the chair in the council?” She nodded, still loath to step down into that swirl of magic that made a mockery of her missing powers. “It has always been tradition for the Magical chairing the council to deck the capital in their glamor until the solstice when the chair again rotates.” He nudged her. “It’s only right that you should be the first Ryferian to set foot in Warrendyte.” He threw a scowl at Peckle. “Or at least it should have been.”

      Peckle licked his paw disdainfully.

      The gangplank vibrated as Jorah and Arwen stepped on it. Feeling like a fool for blocking everyone’s path, Aurora hopped down onto Warrendyte turf. Crisp and misty, the colored water enveloped her but didn’t wet her skin. She turned full circle, disoriented by the translucent kaleidoscope rushing around her. The reek of salty brine, dank pondweed, ozone, and raindrops on fallen leaves made her sneeze. Those were just some of the thousand watery scents that assailed her. Head spinning, she swayed on her feet as she tried to block the overwhelming rush at her senses.

      “Steady.” Zandor grabbed her hand. Nothing ever seemed to faze Zandor. Now that she was away from the Guardians, and had more body strength and energy than she could have imagined possible, she didn’t protest his help.

      “I hate this,” Keahr gritted out. “It makes me feel disconnected. Like—”

      “You’re outside your body,” Aurora finished for her. “Disempowering.” Her tongue recoiled from the vile clash of salty flavors on her lips.

      “Exactly,” Niing said, frowning at a water nymph above him. “The show of power is designed to put—and keep—everyone in their places.” He tapped his unlit pipe against his thumb. “There can be no doubt that Water is in control. I’m sure even Jorah flaunts his magic when he takes the chair for the Shifters.”

      Aurora glanced at Jorah. “You cast a glamor for the Shifters? What does that taste like?”

      “Power.” He started walking through the water toward a narrow street between two majestic marble buildings. “It’s expected. Most shifters don’t have magic as such. They look to me to represent them.” A small smile at nothing. “It does the fae good to have three months of ethereal wolves, bears, centaurs, minotaurs, griffins, and the like snapping at their heels as they walk the streets.”

      “Dragons, too?” Aurora demanded, easily keeping pace with his long strides. “Or is that beneath you?” Life in Warrendyte sounded every bit as awful as it was in Ryferia.

      He stopped and canted his head at her. “I didn’t make this tradition, my nymph. It predates us all. Maleficent was the first to show displays of power like this when she ruled our world. And I’ve learned to fight the fights that matter. If it pleases the shifters, who look to me to protect them from the fae, to have a glamored, fire-breathing dragon roaring day and night in the sky above the capital, then what does it cost me to comply?” He started walking. “The bit of life force I spend to create the illusion is quickly replenished.”

      Since leaving Ryferia, she had learned that all magic came at a cost in life force, which had to be carefully balanced. Expend too much too quickly, and, at best, the wielder would fall into a deep sleep and would remain sleeping until their body rebuilt its reserves. At worst, he or she would die. Or so Niing had told her. Jorah had said precious little to her in the last week.

      Zandor rolled his eyes as he strode between Aurora and Jorah. “Last thing I want is seeing your ugly-ass dragon face in the sky.”

      Jorah snorted. “Watch it, pony. You’re on my turf now.” But there was no malice in his voice. Zandor now fell under the jurisdiction of shifters Jorah was charged with protecting.

      “It was one of the reasons Peckle and I stayed in Ryferia after the war with Nethric.” Niing’s breath wheezed as his little legs struggled to keep up. “We wanted a fairer system where life wasn’t all power plays.” His crinkled face grimaced. “We all know how well that worked out for us.”

      Aurora’s eyebrows nudged together when she spotted a domed building across the way from the harbor. While the strange water glamor swirled around it, the moment it touched the building, it turned to steam and evaporated. She stopped. “What is that place? Why won’t it let the glamor touch it?”

      Jorah came up beside her. “It’s the home of the Silver-Tongued Oracle I told you about when we were in Ryferia.” He curled his lip. “It does a roaring trade from people who like being spoken to in riddles.”

      Keahr scoffed. “Much like you’re doing right now. What is it?”

      Peckle darted between Aurora’s legs. “The Oracle is whatever you want it to be. Fish heads, if that’s what excites you.” His eyes glazed happily at the prospect of food. “For a price, it will speak through your chosen object and tell you the desires of your heart. A good ally should tomorrow’s meeting with the council fail.”

      Jorah snorted. “Fish heads just about sums it up.” He gave Aurora a wry smile. “It will be a sad day indeed if we are relying on the Oracle to help us win back your throne.”

      Aurora agreed. She harrumphed in Peckle’s direction. “The desires of my heart? Your favorite Oracle will merely tell me what I want to know and not the truth.”

      Jorah started walking through the buffeting mist down a narrow street. “It’s not called ‘Silver-Tongued’ for nothing.”

      Peckle glared up at them as he followed. “In the likelihood that Sabrisia refuses you, Jorah, do you have an army stashed somewhere up your sleeve?”

      Jorah threw up his hands. “You know the answer to that. I can call on the shifters and probably Earth, and they will come, but that would not be enough. Not if we end up standing against both Sabrisia and Artemis.”

      “It will also merely broaden the rift between the Magical in Warrendyte.” Aurora dodged a pair of tiny, cobalt-colored, pixie-like creatures dressed in livid purple tunics and yellow breeches. “Even if it’s already gaping.”

      Three fae, carrying green bottles, stumbled from a tavern just as the pixies tittered by. One of the fae glowered and shouted, “Filthy elves!” His companion spat, kicking out at the pair. He missed and stumbled into a wall.

      Faces as pale as the sky at noonday, the elves clasped hands and hurried down the street on tiny legs that could never outrun the rowdy fae.

      “Get out of here! We don’t want your kind here!” one of the fae yelled, chucking his bottle after them.

      The elves yelped as it smashed beside them, spraying glass on their clothes.

      The three fae buckled over in fits of laughter.

      Anger rolling through her, Aurora hiked up her dress, ready to challenge the drunks.

      A firm hand on her arm stopped her. “No, my nymph.” Jorah pulled her away from the tavern. “You don’t want to do that.”

      Aurora couldn't believe her ears. “Didn’t you see what they did?”

      Once out of earshot of the fae, he stopped and loomed over her. “You cannot get off to a bad start with the fae. You’ll fail before we even step foot in the council tomorrow.”

      Aurora glared up at him, but couldn’t deny that he was right. She had lived her whole life in a divided kingdom and didn’t want to be responsible for exacerbating existing problems here.

      But that didn’t mean she wasn’t right, too. She knew firsthand what it was like to be treated as an inferior. She inched closer so only Jorah could hear. “Did the war with Nethric teach your people nothing about what injustice leads to?”

      Jorah flinched. His gaze softened, and she hoped he understood. “We’ll talk more when we get to my Keep. We risk Sabrisia learning our plans if we remain out in the open.”

      It brought Aurora’s quest into focus.

      “We still have a few hours of daylight. Can we go straight to the council? I want to get this done as quickly as possible.”

      Niing joined their private huddle. He tsked. “Dressed in those rags? Hardly, my queen.”

      He had a point. She still wore the dress she’d had on when escaping Ryferia. Once soft lavender silk, it now hung on her in filthy shreds.

      Jorah smiled at her, a sight so rare over the past week it made her blood swirl, despite her anger. “The dwarf is right. To take on the fae successfully, you have to look the part. Let’s spend the night in my home.” He started walking again. She followed, careful of how she placed her unseen feet on the cobbles. Jorah continued, “My estate manager, Feloran, will get his elves sewing for you. By morning, you will have a dress that even Sabrisia will kill for.” His smile turned grim. “Perhaps a bad turn of phrase, given everything.”

      According to the death bond Jorah had agreed to with Sabrisia, he should have destroyed the Guardians, killed Raith, and married her. None of that had yet been achieved.

      Aurora risked touching his arm. Usually, he pulled away, but his time he didn’t. “I will not see you harmed for things that were beyond your control. I will fight for you.”

      He patted her small hand with his big one. “I appreciate that, my nymph, but I can fight my battles—and yours. I brought you here to get help for your quest. I will not fail you.” His hand touched his heart. “Not like I did in Ryferia. On that, I give you my word.”

      Zandor had sidled up to join them. “But the death bond—”

      “Sabrisia is not as smart as she thinks she is. A death bond without a timeframe is just wishful thinking. I would never have agreed to it if it hadn’t been set up like that.” The grin Jorah shot was reptilian in the extreme. Even after a week with him, it surprised her how animalistic he was outside of the Guardians oppressive boundaries. She wondered if there was an obvious change in her, too.

      “So she won’t conveniently die if you win?” Zandor pressed.

      Jorah’s smile faded. “She would never have insisted on a bond that risked her life; she’s far too cowardly for that. It was all on me, which made me even less willing at the time to point out her error.”

      “That’s rather disappointing,” Zandor said.

      “But was the bond sealed?” Niing probed.

      Jorah patted his chest. “It was. I felt it all the way to my heart. But you know how capricious the Silver-Tongue can be. It would have no problem accepting a meaningless bond.” He stopped walking again. “The solstice week is just about done, so most of Water will have returned to their homes and their work, but as you’ve seen, there are still diehards partying. We aren’t mere elves, but still, not all of them will be friendly. My home is in the country, and we will need to hire a couple of rickshaws to get everyone there. Until we’re safely out of town, let’s all stick together.”

      Aurora and the others huddled closer as Jorah and Arwen led them out onto a wide avenue between gracefully carved marble buildings. Her breath hitched as a black-and-green snake, propelled by great veined wings tipped with sharp spikes, swept through the glamored water toward her. Almost the length of the long avenue, its girth was as broad as an oak tree. Keahr clutched Aurora’s hand as the monster’s maw gaped, showing fangs the size of a sea unicorn’s horn. She and Keahr stumbled back. Zandor nocked an arrow as the monster’s forked tongue probed them.

      Peckle scoffed, the sound loud in the oppressive silence. To Jorah, he said, “This lot is going to drive me crazy before we even get to your lair.”

      It had to be another glamor.

      Aurora allowed herself to relax when Jorah confirmed it by saying, “Give them a break, Peckle. I remember making glamor balls for you to chase when you were a kitten. Drove you crazy with them, too, as I recall.”

      That won Jorah a scowl and a hiss from the cat. “Almost two hundred years ago.”

      “If someone as sour as Peckle can find amusement in glamor balls, then there’s hope for the rest of us,” Aurora snapped to hide her embarrassment. She brushed her hand against the snake. It tingled as it slipped through the magic. “What’s this thing supposed to be, anyway?”

      “A sea serpent,” a voice behind Aurora hissed. An icy hand stroked her hair. “And what are you, my lovely?”

      She spun—and gulped. A scaled, fish-like creature stood upright on finned feet right behind her. A gray, webbed hand coiled in her hair. The half-fish, half-man leered at her, showing off a set of razor-sharp teeth. She pulled back at its putrid breath. Gray teeth chattering, it snapped at her cheek. She clawed for her magic to defend herself but came up short.

      “Be gone!” A blast of Jorah’s fire scorched past her and hit the creature in its flank.

      It let go of her hair and fell back, writhing. “Nay, Lord Thalyn,” it wailed. “All I wanted was a tasty morsel. I wouldn't have hurt her—much.”

      “Mind I don’t incinerate you.” Another blast of fire and the creature’s scales shriveled.

      Aurora’s eyes smarted at the reek of burnt scales and flesh. She grabbed Jorah’s arm—he had shot fire at the creature while still in human form. “Enough. Any more and you will kill it.”

      Jorah laughed sharply. “Scarli are almost impossible to kill. That’s what makes them so bold.” He gestured to Zandor and his bow. “Not even an arrow through the heart will kill it.”

      The scarli shrieked with laughter as its shriveled, blackened scales healed. It wailed, “Not too bold to report you to the council, Lord Jorah Thalyn. Our lady, Sabrisia the Sublime, has already announced that you failed in Ryferia. Instead of killing me, it is you who will die.”

      Maybe Water had the right idea with their power play to enforce their dominion. Since Lazard’s death, Aurora had learned the value of exuding confidence when dealing with bullies. She strode right up to the vile creature until her face was just an inch from its gill-like nostrils. “Over my dead body. And before you say that can be arranged, let me remind you whom you are dealing with.” She took a deep breath and tossed down her challenge. “A dryad will always top a scarli in power. So unless you want a tree growing out of your right eyeball, be gone.”

      It was a bluff, a wild one, but Jorah had once told her that there were no living dryads left apart from her. The scarli wouldn’t know how powerful a dryad was, or that she couldn’t access her power. For all this creature knew, she was every bit as powerful as it was.

      It helped that Jorah folded his arms across his chest and smirked. “I wouldn’t try her, scum. She destroyed a galley of Ryferian musketeers with seaweed. Burying you in wood would be child’s play for Princess Aurora.”

      The scarli laughed its disdain but backed away.

      Only when it had vanished into the swirling magic did Aurora let go of the breath she’d been holding.

      Zandor glowered at her. “That was stupid.”

      She glowered right back.

      Jorah surprised her by saying, “No, it wasn’t. Life in Warrendyte favors the bold.” He shot her an appreciative smile. “And it’s good practice for the council tomorrow.”

      She couldn’t help preening.

      It was lost on Jorah, who called to a pair of ogre, resting their bulbous elbows on the shafts of a couple of rickshaws on the other side of the avenue. “Take us to the Keep.” He turned to Aurora and offered her his hand to help her into the contraption. Next, he helped Keahr up, and then climbed in with them. Zandor, Niing, Peckle, and Arwen boarded the other rickshaw. Bells twirled around the back and sides of the rickshaws jangled as the ogres trotted down the avenue at a sharp clip.

      Aurora leaned back in her seat. “How would Sabrisia know what happened in Ryferia?”

      “She has allies in Spirit.”

      She shook her head, trying to make sense of what he wasn’t saying. “I don’t understand. How would someone with spirit magic know what happened a week ago by boat? She could not have had anyone in Ryferia. They couldn’t know about the broken giant, and there is no other way they could have slipped through the Guardians.”

      “The merfolk would have told her the moment we left Ryferia. And a powerful telepath would have had no problem invading one of your thoughts. They could even listen in to your dreams.”

      Worry creased Aurora’s brow. “Were you aware of anything?” She hadn’t even suspected that they could have been followed, let alone that her or one of her friends’ minds had been read.

      Jorah nodded. “I knew the merfolk were trailing us. A telepath is harder to detect, especially since Arwen and I know how to defend ourselves from mental attacks. I did throw a shield over the caravel…” He shrugged, looking unconcerned. “Obviously, it wasn’t impenetrable because I didn’t intend it to be.”

      “You wanted us to be followed? Reported on?” Aurora almost squeaked.

      “I wanted Sabrisia to know that once the Magical in Ryferia leave the Guardians, they are no different to us in Warrendyte. I needed her to know that it is just as easy to assemble a Magical army in Ryferia as it is in Warrendyte. If she chooses not to help you, she needs to know there could be consequences when you free your people.”

      Keahr leaned forward and snapped, “Dragon, it didn’t occur to you that Aurora and I were struggling with our powers?”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “You just need to find your equilibrium.” He must have seen both their doubt because he added, “Aurora, even with my limited Earth magic, I feel the plants calling to you. You will be formidable when you connect with them. And as for Keahr?” Something akin to pride infused his face when he looked at her. “When I first met you, I was struck by how powerful you are. Spend more time with Arwen, and he’ll help you through this current hitch.”

      Keahr swallowed; her head swung to the other rickshaw, but instead of focusing on Arwen, she raked Zandor with her eyes. “It would have been good to know so we could have tried to fend off the telepath.”

      Although Keahr spoke, Jorah’s blue eyes fixed on Aurora. “You didn’t need the added pressure. I wanted you to have space to practice your magic without fretting about that, too. I’m not worried, so you shouldn’t be either.”

      “But it has left us weak. That could cost us tomorrow.”

      Another shrug from Jorah. “My nymph, Sabrisia was one of the first to flee Ryferia. She has never seen a dryad in action the way I have.” Jorah had once told her that he had fought alongside the last dryad to live in Ryferia before the Guardians went up. “And even if she had, she was never going to openly quail before your magic. It’s not in her nature.”

      Aurora flushed. “I bet I could be as strong as her if…” Her shoulders slumped. Who was she kidding? Not only had she placed Jorah—all of them—in danger by allowing a telepath into her head, but she was also no more powerful now than she had been in Ryferia. Was that never to change? She had barely started, and her mission was already in jeopardy.

      She had to do whatever she could to rescue things.

      “If Sabrisia has spies watching Ryferia, can we do the same?” When Jorah’s eyebrow hitched, she explained, “It can only serve us to know what Raith and Artemis are up to. That way we can plan.”

      “How will spies get into Ryferia?” Keahr asked, looking doubtful.

      “The broken giant?" Aurora leaned forward eagerly. "Would that work, Jorah?”

      “Good call, my nymph. I'll send in someone to monitor things for us.”

      Aurora settled back into her seat. It didn’t just take magic to be powerful; cunning helped too. If Raith and Artemis had taught her anything, it was to use every resource she had.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Oh, it’s you. You’ve finally arrived.” Aurora’s eyes widened at the inky-haired fae with skin as pale as alabaster who held open the massive carved wooden door into Jorah’s home—or rather, his mansion. The fae turned his back. “About time, too.” Feet clad in curled-toed slippers, he slapped across the hardwood floor and vanished through a doorway leading deeper into the house.

      Jorah snorted. “Feloran. Don’t mind him.” He gently nudged Aurora into an entrance hall that was lit by late afternoon sunlight streaming through a picture window. The ceiling towered high above them—space enough for a dragon to maneuver comfortably. A rosewood table with a vase of orange, yellow, and red nasturtiums stood in the center of the vast room. He smiled at her and added, “Welcome to my home.”

      Unseen, Feloran’s disembodied voice called out, “Princess Aurora, don’t believe a word Jorah says. This is a mausoleum, not a home.”

      Aurora smiled tentatively at that strange comment. “He knows my name?”

      The rest of their party shuffled into the room.

      Jorah replied, “Sabrisia isn’t the only one with allies. I sent word with an air sprite that we were coming. Feloran and his elves have been expecting us.”

      Peckle hopped up onto the table and sneered at the flowers. “Maleficent’s butt, Jorah, nasturtiums? After all this time?”

      Jorah’s eyes narrowed to mere slits, and for a moment Aurora could really see the dragon simmering beneath his skin.

      Peckle sniffed, then curled up in the shaft of sunlight spearing the table.

      Aurora looked at both of them expectantly, but Jorah took her elbow and guided her out into a wide passageway with a towering bejeweled ceiling. Each passage and room was long and tall with very little furniture. Clearly, it had been built to allow Jorah to move unhampered through his home in dragon form. A disproportionate number of the huge paintings on the walls depicted firebirds in a variety of exotic settings.

      Keahr must also have picked up on the monotony of the artwork, because she murmured, “Someone in this house likes firebirds.”

      Jorah stiffened and his face shuttered. Aurora was about to press him on it, when he called out, “Feloran, I assume you have a meal ready?”

      Food already? They weren’t even going to wash up first? What was Jorah hiding?

      A snap of air and the manservant materialized in front of them. “Three courses. Soon as your butts hit the chairs, I’ll get it served.” Dark eyes appraising, he sniffed at Aurora. “That lovely red hair of yours calls for a green dress, but that watery bitch favors greens and blues. Best to dress you in—”

      “Green, brown, and gold,” Aurora insisted. “The colors a dryad would wear.”

      Feloran gave a shallow bow. “As you wish. By the time you’ve finished shoveling in food, I’ll have a selection of dresses ready for you in the sunflower suite.” He started to spin away but stopped. “I’m sure you will find them to your liking.”

      Jorah took a step into Feloran’s space. “What have you done with Lila’s things in the dressing room?”

      Aurora’s ears pricked.

      “Stuck them in a museum, where they belong,” Feloran replied offhandedly.

      Jorah grabbed the fae’s shoulder. Feloran’s—and Aurora’s—eyes popped at the steely-black talons jutting from Jorah’s fingers. They sliced cleanly through Feloran’s black shirt, but didn’t break the skin.

      “A joke, Jorah,” Feloran said quickly. He shot Aurora an apologetic look, and then said to Jorah, “Everything is neatly folded in a chest in your dressing room.”

      Jorah grunted and dropped his hand to his side. The talons vanished back under his skin.

      Niing cleared his throat in the ensuing silence. “That meal would be most welcome.”

      Aurora burned as Jorah led them to a stately dining hall. The fae’s reference to the house being a mausoleum now made sense. Lila must have stored some of her clothing in that dressing room. The nasturtiums and the firebird paintings were probably hers, too. Lila may have been dead for a year, but clearly Jorah’s longing for his lost love hadn’t been appeased.

      Apart from making her heart ache, that raised a real problem.

      If she was to marry Jorah, as both the death bond and Ryferian law demanded, she had to know that he loved her. To marry him under any other terms would require a sacrifice of her happiness, and his. But not to marry him would mean his death.

      She could not risk his life. Or either of their happiness.

      And as for Ryferian law? She didn’t give a toss about that. The Intelligentsia had given her throne to Artemis, the beast who had murdered her brother. In doing so, they had lost all claims on her loyalty to their decrees. If Sabrisia agreed to give her an army to retake Ryferia and to destroy Raith, she would march against Artemis and the Intelligentsia in a heartbeat.

      But to do so without Jorah at her side was untenable.

      Either way, we both stand to lose.

      The key was to win Jorah’s heart.

      No easy task, given that she had very little to tempt Jorah with. She may have regained some vitality since leaving the Guardians’ pernicious influence, but no one would ever call her a beauty. Also, she was impetuous, quick to anger, and spoke her mind too often without thinking—hardly qualities to inspire love in an icy, calculating dragon. Not to mention the fact that she couldn’t even master her own power.

      She slumped down into the seat Jorah offered her and thumped her elbows on the table. The others sat. From his chair at the head, Jorah cocked his head at her. “Something troubling you, my nymph?”

      Like she could discuss affairs of the heart with everyone listening!

      A bowl of steaming soup appeared from nothing in front of her. Despite the disconcerting magic, her mouth watered at the creamy mushroom aroma. Her stomach rumbled as she flicked a starched napkin onto her lap. “Jorah, can we speak freely here, or can Sabrisia’s spies listen in?”

      “My home is warded. No one, not even a telepath, can breach the walls.”

      “They work better than the ones on the ship, I hope.”

      “Much better, my nymph. They are tied to my own magic because this is not just my home, it’s my lair. No one can enter unless I will it.”

      Satisfied, she asked, “What happens tomorrow if Sabrisia refuses us?”

      Niing puffed on his unlit pipe. “Sabrisia still holds the chair. She might refuse us merely because we are associated with Jorah. We need to plan for that. Of course, only Jorah can enter the chamber. Outsiders aren’t welcome.”

      Aurora pushed her chair back and jumped to her feet. The chair crashed back onto the floor. Giving it no mind, she almost shouted, “Outsider or not, I’m going.” When Niing grimaced, and Jorah chuckled, she added, “I’m the rightful queen of Ryferia, a land with more Magical than any other kingdom in the world. My people deserve to be heard. They aren’t here, so I must represent them. You can’t stop me from speaking to them.”

      A smile pulled on Jorah’s lips, and he patted her hand. “And have the council miss your brand of fury by refusing you? I would never dream of depriving them.” He clicked his fingers and the chair righted itself.

      At least someone’s magic was working. She let out a long breath, trying to cool her steaming temper, and sat down as heat flushed through her cheeks.

      Peckle jumped up onto the table and picked his way through the cutlery and centerpiece of yellow flowers to an empty chair. Instead of sitting on it, he wrapped his tail around his paws and eyed Jorah through slit eyes. “What does one have to do in this house to get a bowl of cream and a fish head?”

      “Ask.” Jorah clicked his fingers and the food appeared in front of Peckle.

      The cat hissed his surprise and jumped back. He must have miscalculated his landing, because he slid right off the table onto the floor. Despite all his earlier bravado around magic, he had been under the Guardians’ influence for a long time. Aurora, Keahr, and Zandor smiled at each.

      Still grinning, Zandor said, “I don’t think I will ever get used to magic.”

      Peckle yowled and leaped back up onto the table. He glared at Jorah. “It’s the wielders one has to worry about.” He sunk his teeth into the fish head and ripped off a chunk of meat. He dropped it onto the tablecloth and said pointedly to Aurora, “There is always the Oracle.”

      “This again?” Aurora said, not bothering to hide her astonishment. Peckle wasn’t usually this dense. “The Oracle doesn’t sound like the answer. Is there an alternative?”

      Peckle sunk his claws into his chunk of fish head. “Don’t be too quick to write it off. It plays with us, sure, but it also knows everything.”

      Why was Peckle so intent that they visit this dubious source? Aurora didn’t bother asking; the cat would tell her nothing.

      “I have a plan to suggest,” Zandor said. Face intense, both his elbows leaned on the table as he drew near Aurora.

      She said, “Then let’s hear it.”

      “It’s radical, and you might not approve, but it makes sense to me, and it offers the best hope for the least bloodshed.”

      “It sounds like a terrible plan if you have to preface it with all that,” Peckle said.

      “Don’t listen to him,” Jorah replied. “We are all open to suggestions.”

      “Fine.” Zandor's voice was monotone. “Let’s send in an assassin to kill Raith.”

      Aurora recoiled as if he had slapped her. “That’s…not very honorable.” She shot a look at Jorah expecting to see her objections registered on his face. She wasn’t disappointed.

      But he surprised her by saying, “No, it's not honorable at all, and as such, I find it difficult to condone. But we must also be pragmatic because there is so much at stake here.”

      “Do you have an assassin?” Zandor asked.

      Jorah tapped his fingernails on the starched tablecloth. “I know a woman who could help us.” He glanced at Aurora. “In fact, she could be very valuable. Apart from being a trained assassin, she is also a telepath. She could be the source we need to feed us back information on the situation in Ryferia.”

      “Lazuli,” Arwen said, nodding. “It’s her telepathy which makes her so deadly. She reads her mark’s mind and knows how to strike.”

      “There won’t be any mind-reading in Ryferia,” Zandor said. “Not with the Guardians.”

      “She has the advantage of being very beautiful,” Arwen added. “Men tend let her get in close.”

      Guessing she sounded like a prude, Aurora nevertheless asked, “So why hasn’t the council arrested her if you all know she’s a killer?”

      “Favors to friends in high places,” Jorah said dryly.

      “You included,” Aurora demanded, shocked that he could stoop to something as despicable and cowardly as an assassination.

      “I am yet to find a use for Lazuli’s services,” Jorah replied. “Thus far, I have fought my own battles, and I would very much like to continue that way.”

      “I agree.” She rubbed her temples against a dull throb. “If fish heads or an assassin are our only other options, whatever happens, tomorrow, we have to win.”

      Jorah touched his heart. “If that is your will, my nymph, I will do all I can to spare us either of those options.”

      She could ask no more. She picked up her spoon and was about to finally start eating when Niing pointed his pipe at her and then at Jorah. “What did I teach you both when you were mere tots in my burrow?”

      “A great many things,” Aurora replied, rolling her eyes. As much as she loved Niing, sometimes he could be pedantic.

      “Most of which we didn’t want to learn,” Jorah added.

      She and Jorah had shared Niing as a tutor—even if Jorah had left the schoolroom long, long before she had been born.

      Niing tsked. “I taught you to never close a door until it slams shut in your face. Aurora, while I find an assassin almost impossible to stomach under any circumstance, Peckle is right about the Oracle. We are in no position to spurn help—even if it's given over fish heads. The Oracle is our very best course.”

      Aurora wasn’t in the mood for an argument, so she humored him. “As it isn’t the desires of Peckle’s heart that matter”—she waved at a hand at Peckle to hush his hiss of disapproval—“what would I have to give the Oracle to get answers?”

      “The thing you value most in the world,” Arwen said. “Anything else, and the Oracle will mock you with lies.”

      Apart from the friends seated around this table, the thing she valued most were her subjects in Ryferia, now stricken under Artemis’s rule and with Raith stalking them. None of these were ‘objects’ she could offer the Oracle. In fact, the only object she had, other than the rags on her back, was the black pearl Raith had given her during the trials. Given Raith’s terrible incubus powers and the sway he had so often held her under, she had stuck it into her pocket before the final trial to remind herself of who and what he was. It now bumped against her leg. With the Oracle already such a dodgy source of information, what would it say if she gave it a symbol of treachery?

      She didn’t intend finding out, no more than she intended to send Lazuli after Raith. She had come to Ryferia to win over the council and nothing this side of hell was going to stop her in that quest.

    

  


  
    
      Raith adjusted the soggy hood covering his head for the fifth time. His boots stomped through the deepening water from the rising tide. It soaked through his socks and numbed his toes. In the canals and alleyways, the salty water shone silver in the bright moonlight. The beleaguered boats and gondolas that had lain on the patchwork cobblestones all day now bobbed merrily in the sloshing water. The smell of salt replaced the scent of unwashed bodies, gutted fish, and overripe fruit that hung in the daytime air. One of Raith’s wanted posters had come off its peg and now floated nearby.

      Very few people moved about, and almost all of them were musketeers. Decked out in spotless uniforms, carrying an array of weapons and swinging incense balls, they marched through streets and alleys in groups of four, threatening anyone who dared walk a little too close in their rush to get home. Curfew would begin in a few minutes.

      Raith leaned back against the slick wall, hiding beside Carian in the shadows. A cold trickle of sweat ran slowly down his temple. He fidgeted with his hood again.

      “Would you stop squirming?” Carian hissed above the trickling water. “Come on. We only have a few minutes left.” Without waiting for a reply, he pushed off the wall and splashed through the water. It now came up to his calves.

      Raith sniffed and followed. He hated this plan, even though he had agreed to do as Carian wanted. It would only get them killed a little faster than waiting for Aurora and Jorah’s return would. He wished he could beguile Carian into giving up this course, but he had been a child when he’d first learned that it was impossible to charm his brother. He moaned. “There are no Infirm out. They’re all too scared to break curfew.”

      “There are bound to be a few vagrants loitering around. And if we can’t find any, then we’ll lure some out of their homes.”

      Raith ground his jaw as a rat paddled past.

      Bells dinged loudly through the cold night air.

      Curfew had begun.

      In the darkness, Raith could just make out Carian’s wide grin. His stomach lurched. Untalented Carian in hunting mode was even more deadly than Raith the incubus could ever be. Carian surged up a rotting wooden walkway and onto an uneven cobbled path above the slow-moving water. They followed it through a narrow alleyway as the pealing bells bleated their final warning.

      Musketeers hadn’t reached this part of the city yet. Clothes hung limply from lines high above their heads. Empty fruit vendor stalls, smelling of rotting juices, leaned against the walls. Most of the windowpanes were empty of glass, covered only by filthy strips of fabric. One of the poorer areas of the capital city, it was likely filled with Infirm and vagrants alike.

      They reached a dead end, blocked on all sides by high walls slick with dirt. A single vendor’s cart, covered in a tattered old sheet bleached of color by sun and sea spray, had been abandoned against a wall. Two of Raith’s wanted posters were stuck to the walls.

      Carian stopped, feet scraping against the dirty ground as he turned a full circle.

      Raith clapped his hands to his sides in frustration. “There’s nothing here, Carian. What are you looking for?”

      Carian didn’t respond. His brows narrowed. Listening.

      Raith rolled his eyes and turned to stalk away. “Carian, let’s go—”

      “Shh!” Carian snapped, hand going to his sword. Steel hissed as he drew it.

      A whimper sounded from the cart, and Raith stilled.

      A cruel smile twisted Carian’s face. He lowered the sword, moonlight glinting off the sharp edge, and hooked it under the sheet covering the abandoned fruit cart.

      The whimpering grew louder.

      Carian flicked the sheet away.

      A man crouched on a filthy bed of sheets beneath the cart. Two little girls—the biggest looked no older than eight—hid behind him. Faces pinched with fright, they held on to each other. The youngest curled into her sister’s arms, and her legs dragged out behind her. Like twirled candy, her bones twisted beneath her too-thin skin. Her hands curled, with fingers bent at impossible angles.

      Eyes wide, the man—probably their father—held out a battered cane as if it were a grand sword. One of his legs was twisted and mangled, too, but not nearly as badly as the little girl's. His unkempt beard trembled as his grimy, cracked lips pleaded silently.

      The older girl dragged her sister closer, tucking the tiny thing between her and the wall. The little girl whimpered. She couldn’t have been older than four.

      Carian raised a playful eyebrow, gaze running along the Infirm man’s frail wooden cane.

      These were Carian’s targets?

      “Carian, no!” Raith inched closer, holding his palm out at his brother. “They’re children! We should find someone else.”

      Carian didn’t even look at Raith. He cocked his head and huffed out a satisfied sigh.

      The older girl stuck her chin out in defiance.

      She reminded Raith so much of Trojean facing off against their father to spare him a beating. Such courage deserved to be rewarded with a reprieve, but with Carian in hunting mode, that wasn't likely. Somewhere not far off, Raith caught the marching boots of the musketeers. He grabbed at the sound as a possible escape. He hissed, “Carian, the musketeers are upon us. Let’s leave these people. There will be others.”

      Raith started to stride away, but Carian clicked his tongue and twisted his sword so the moonlight glinted off it.

      Little Trojean refused to turn away.

      Carian smiled down at her. “Are you going to protect them both with that stare, girl?”

      Her lips thinned, and her eyes narrowed.

      Carian chuckled, his eyes sparkling with amusement.

      Her father jerked his cane at Carian again. “We don’t want no trouble, mister.” The cane shook in his weak hands.

      Carian nodded along, still smiling widely.

      The sounds of the musketeers drew closer.

      Raith hopped from foot to foot. “For Maleficent’s sake, Carian, stop this. We have to leave. The musketeers will be here soon.”

      Carian shrugged and chuckled. “Well, I’m afraid that’s not going to work out. For any of you. Brother, you always were the weak one.”

      Just as Raith opened his mouth to defend himself, Carian smashed his sword into the man’s cane. The wood shattered, shooting splinters into the man’s face. He shrank back, arms raised too late to block the blow.

      The little Infirm girl screamed—

      And Raith was suddenly cowering on the floor in the dining hall of Lorithian Castle. His brutish father bore down on him with a belt hanging from his hand. It was slippery with Raith’s blood.

      Somewhere in the shadows—out of reach of the colored light streaming through the ugly stained-glass window—Trojean screamed for Raith.

      He peeked through little fingers to see her. A servant held her back, under Duke Krall’s orders.

      With all her strength, Trojean kicked and fought until the servant dropped her. She thudded to the stone floor and sprang to her feet. The little thing—they’d been nine years old at the time—leaped into Raith’s path just as the belt came down.

      Hot blood splashed onto Raith’s face.

      It pulled him away from Lorithian Castle and thrust him back into the alleyway.

      The Infirm man lay headless on the ground at his feet. Blood dripped from Carian’s sword, mingling with the red flood on the cobbles.

      The smell of magic sank into Raith’s pores. He groaned, trying to blink back the glaze blinding his eyes. A glaze that did nothing to hide Carian and his sword.

      The little girls screamed.

      Raith yelled, “Carian, stop!”

      The sword whistled as it swept through the air and sliced through the tiny Infirm girl’s neck.

      Her sister screamed and lunged for her, but not fast enough to catch her head as it bounced across the cobbles. Blood sprayed the walls. Wailing, she clutched her dead sister’s body.

      Raith’s fangs burned in his jaw as more magic spilled out.

      A voice called, “Who’s down there?”

      The musketeers were mere seconds away.

      Carian strode away from the surviving girl to the grimy back wall, where he wrote something in blood.

      Not caring what Carian did, Raith lunged for the ruined sheets. He waved a desperate hand at the girl. “Hide in here.” He pointed at the empty fruit stall. She cried louder and covered her face with bloody hands. Swearing, he grabbed and tossed her, kicking and screaming, into the stall. Her filthy fingernails sliced into his cheek, but he ignored the stinging pain. “Just stay here and be quiet,” he ordered, grabbing more of the soiled sheets to cover her.

      She must have realized that he wasn’t going to kill her because, even though tears streaked her bloody cheeks, she lay still as Raith threw the final sheets over her.

      Musketeer boots bore down on them.

      Carian grabbed Raith by the collar and yanked him away from the stall.

      But instead of trying to escape, Carian dropped into a low bow as four armed musketeers rounded the corner.

      This was it. Just as they had planned. Knees trembling, Raith followed suit.

      The musketeers skidded to a stop. A frown spread across their officer’s face at the two dead Infirm and Carian’s message, “Kill the Infirm before they kill us!” scrawled in blood on the wall.

      The officer’s quizzical eyes settled first on Carian, and then on Raith—and then they drifted to the wanted poster on the wall. All doubt faded from his face. He hitched his musket until it was level with Raith’s heart. “Lord Raith Krall. Wanted by King Artemis. We have orders to take you to him.”

      It was time to meet Artemis or face the gallows.

    

  


  
    
      Iron manacles chafed Raith’s wrists as the musketeers marched him and Carian across the main piazza in the heart of the palazzo. Where exactly they were taking them, he didn’t know. Even after an hour or so locked in a cell in the musketeers’ headquarters, Magical blood from the little girl and her father still stuck to his hands and clothing. So intoxicating, it was a fight to keep his head clear.

      The musketeers had left the two bodies where they had found them—perhaps to let the crows feast in the morning. Thankfully, they hadn’t bothered searching for survivors. Raith hoped the little girl, who reminded him so much of his dead sister, had found a way out.

      A few nobles partying in the piazza—clearly unaffected by the strict dusk-to-dawn curfew the king had set for the rest of his subjects—stopped to stare at them.

      Raith snorted at the injustice of it.

      They walked for several more minutes before reaching a vast, domed building he recognized as the Ryferian forum. Someone must have alerted Artemis that they had been found, because the doors were already open, awaiting their arrival.

      A musket thrust in the kidneys propelled Raith into the hall.

      Monstrous, towering Guardians, spinning slowly on their spindles, lined the stone walls and stood watch at the giant doors. Torches fought the darkness sweeping in from the domed glass ceiling. High in the sky above, distant stars sparkled. Closer at hand, colorful gemstone mosaics swirled static galaxies on the floor. But it wasn’t the grandeur or majesty of the hall that made his eyebrows hitch: the Intelligentsia crowded the rows of stone benches, decked with cushions in the Ryferian colors, blue and silver. It seemed that every single one of Artemis’s nobles was here tonight.

      Raith wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

      At the head of them all, perched on a tall marble throne embedded with a mosaic of precious stones, sat King Artemis. He lounged in his stolen throne, wearing a crown of iron and jet upon his brow. A brutal, cruel crown for a poisonous, tyrannical king, it spiked up in thin spindles, sharp enough to prick a finger on.

      The musketeers shoved Raith and Carian down onto their knees before Artemis and then also bowed low. The Intelligentsia watched silently as if no one dared breathe.

      Artemis huffed a humorless laugh. “Well. Isn’t this exciting.” From his tone, the king wasn’t looking for an answer.

      Heart hammering painfully, Raith remained on his knees. His fear didn’t stop his fangs aching in his jaw at the stench from the Guardians. He silently cursed them. “Rise,” Artemis commanded.

      They obeyed. Raith’s eyes locked on Artemis’s, allowing some of his incubus charm, which invited his victims to walk straight into his waiting fangs, to leach into his expression.

      Artemis responded by curling his lip in a half smile. The man may have been good-looking in his time, but years of sneers and gracelessness had left severe lines on his aquiline face.

      The temptation to turn all his charm—or at least as much of it as he could harness under the Guardians—on Artemis was strong, but he didn’t want to alert the watching Intelligentsia that he was playing with their king’s emotions.

      Still smiling, Artemis said, “I understand you’ve been killing my Infirm citizens. A bit odd, don’t you think?” He tore his eyes away from Raith to look at Carian for a brief moment. But drawn to the incubus allure Raith radiated, his eyes swung back to settle on him. “After all, you did win the affections of my traitorous Infirm niece. And you were oh so sweet to her. So accepting of her hideousness. Do you wish for me to believe you would have killed her on your wedding night?” Even his softer tone belied the harsh content of his comments.

      Raith only just managed to hide his surprise at how close to the truth Artemis was. But left to reply by Carian, he flicked his tongue over his parched lips to rivet Artemis’s eyes on his mouth. “Sire,” he said, clear and bright. “When I first arrived in Ryferia, I did not know the true nature of the Infirm. Or your niece.”

      Artemis’s eyes darkened. He must have known Raith was referring to magic.

      Raith risked a small step forward, gaze flitting from Artemis, to the Intelligentsia, and to Artemis again. “May I speak…freely, my king?” Let him think I’m on his side. Let him think that I don’t want to cause him any embarrassment. After all, he wants me here or else I would be dead by now.

      Obeying the subtle command, the king dipped his chin in a shallow nod.

      Even the Intelligentsia seemed to be hanging on his every word. Raith deduced that they knew Aurora and the rest of the Infirm were Magical.

      He took another step forward. The musketeer closest to him placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. Despite the prickle in his skin, he feigned calmness. “I despise the Magical as much as you do, King Artemis. I had no idea what filth your niece was until she escaped. Or else I would have done as you suggested and killed her.” His stomach knotted at the lies. “I realized that day when I watched her escape that she used her Infirmity to hide her magic. And that the other Infirm were the same.Magical,” he sneered, wondering if it would be too much to spit.

      Artemis’s leaned forward, glued to his words.

      Still too wary to believe he could walk out of here alive, Raith barreled on, hoping for the best. “In my Dukedom of Lorithian, there are no Magical, sire. We hunted them near to extinction.” That was almost true; Trojean had eradicated an entire generation of magic in her quest for power.

      No…on Carian’s quest for power.

      Carian had so desperately wanted magic that he hadn’t cared what dangers he'd inflicted on her. He hadn’t cared that the cravings for magic would have eaten her alive for the rest of her life had she lived, or that any of the Magical she’d reaped in Lorithian could have killed her. He hadn’t cared about the dangers of sending her to Warrendyte, where she had ultimately been killed by Jorah. Having to start again from scratch with Raith may have irritated Carian somewhat, but Carian didn’t mourn Trojean. Not truly. And Raith knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Carian would do the same to him to get what he wanted. He wasn’t only stuck between a choice of waiting for Artemis or Jorah and Aurora to kill him—no, it was just as likely that Carian would kill him, too.

      He sensed Carian scowling at him and realized he’d drifted away from the meeting. A quick check of Artemis’s eyes confirmed it. The king had lost the bedazzled expression that suggested he was under an incubus’s thrall. Raith cleared his throat, trying to regather his thoughts. “Sire” he ground out, trying not to stutter. “My brother and I would like to offer you our services.”

      Artemis rapped his fingers on the bejeweled armrest of his throne. Orange torchlight reflected in the stones. Raith watched him carefully, noting every twitch of Artemis’s eyes, every tensed muscle in his neck. Getting Artemis back under his sway could alert the king to the manipulation. It would raise alarm bells in Artemis’s mind that Raith wasn’t all he appeared to be. Raith couldn’t risk it, so he did nothing as Artemis said, “Interesting. No doubt you think that by inviting you here, I wish to work with you?”

      Raith hoped Carian would reply. When Carian didn’t, he said, “It seems logical, sire.”

      A long pause from Artemis.

      Raith held his breath, biting down on his inside cheek.

      Finally, Artemis drawled, “I want to lure my traitorous niece back into Ryferia before she has time to gather strength.”

      Translation: assemble an army of Magical. Exactly what they all were thinking, but what Artemis refused to say. Raith’s jaw clamped down. Coppery blood coated his tongue. If Aurora gathered an army powerful enough to destroy the Guardians, they were all doomed.

      “Aurora is a bleeding heart,” Artemis continued. “She is weak in both mind and body. If she were to learn of, say…a massacre of the Infirm in my kingdom, she’d come rushing back. Hopefully, before she can gather…allies.”

      Was Artemis suggesting that he and Carian orchestrate that ‘massacre’? Raith’s fingernails dug into his palm so hard he was surprised when the skin didn’t split. He glanced at the Intelligentsia.

      Bland faces stared back at him.

      How was such hate possible that not one of them even blinked at the mooting of such a diabolical plan? Raith may have desired to reap blood, but he was an incubus, designed by Maleficent to feed off the Magical. Until Carian had goaded him into reaping their father, he had never feasted on the higher Magical lines. He had limited himself to mere animal trinket magic. These men had no such excuse for their barbarism. Hate and prejudice, not nature, drove their cruelty. He had to shutter his face to hide his revulsion.

      Artemis canted his head to study him. “You have already made a start, so we know you have the stomach for it.” He waved his hand at his Intelligentsia, overtly implicating them in this plan—an act both strange and out of character for a man who sought power like Artemis did. Clearly, he feared Aurora and didn’t want to face her magic alone, should she return. He continued, “Kill the Infirm. Put the bodies on display. Throw them in the sea. We don’t care. Just do whatever you need to get that little bitch’s attention. Lure her back in. And then once she’s within the Guardians, we give you full permission to kill her however you see fit. But bring us her head.”

      Raith could barely believe his ears. It was as if Artemis had listened in to his and Carian’s plans and offered the solution they needed. There had to be a catch.

      “And as a reward, I will forget the insults you threw at me during my niece’s ludicrous marriage trials. I will also open my Guardians to allow you to leave Ryferia when it’s done.” So Artemis still didn’t know about the broken giant? Raith breathed out a sigh of relief at that blessing. Still, all this seemed too good to be true. “Until then, your ship will remain under my control. Should you accept these terms, we would require your full…discretion while you hunt.”

      Carian sucked in a breath beside Raith.

      Artemis and the Intelligentsia wanted a scapegoat. Someone to point at should things go poorly. A face behind the massacre that wasn’t theirs. And it had to be someone closely tied to Aurora. Did Artemis and his cronies hope that it would turn the people against her if they believed Raith, her legal consort, responsible?

      Artemis carried on, “Should you fail to lure her back into Ryferia within a space of thirty days, your lives are forfeit.”

      Raith’s blood turned to ice. The catch. The consequence. This was no free meal. How was he to attract Aurora’s attention when she was days away in Warrendyte, and he was trapped in a land with closed borders and no means of contacting her?

      He was about to say it wasn’t possible when Carian stepped forward, speaking for the first time since they’d stepped foot in the forum. “We accept.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Raith had one month—one measly month—to lure Aurora and Jorah back into Ryferia, and to make the potion he needed to take her magic, all while still under the curse of the Guardians.

      One month of washing the city with Infirm blood.

      Raith’s shoulders slumped as he stared out the window of his lavish apartment in the palazzo. The musketeers had brought him and Carian here after the meeting with Artemis. He noted all the escape routes. They were four stories up. Not an easy jump, but not impossible.

      He sighed deeply. His room was attached to Carian’s through a wooden door; he would have to remember to bolt it from his side. The thought wasn’t comforting. If Carian wanted to get in, he would.

      His room had its own bathing chamber—oh, how he longed for a bath!—but Carian waited expectantly for him to turn and face the inevitable. There was no way Carian would just let what had happened in the alleyway go unnoticed.

      Or unpunished.

      Carian sauntered to the overstuffed couch and plopped down. He propped his feet up on the end table, rattling a crystal vase filled with blue flowers Raith didn’t recognize. Despite being marched across the town, through the forum, and now into the palazzo, Carian’s boots were still flecked with blood. Raith swallowed hard and tried to focus his eyes on anything else.

      “That went well,” Carian smirked. He crossed his arms behind his head. “Either way, we get what we want. Dead Infirm for potions and reaping, and Aurora running straight back into your loving arms.” He chuckled to himself.

      Raith didn’t find it funny.

      Carian’s smile broadened. “I’ll get started on our potions tomorrow. Artemis won’t mind if we use Aurora’s burrow if he thinks it’ll somehow get her here.”

      Too angry to trust himself speaking, Raith didn’t respond. But his fingernails finally broke through his skin.

      Carian raised a single brow. “What’s wrong, brother?” He waved a vague hand at their surroundings. “The accommodations not good enough for you? Oh, how stupid of me. Of course, you much prefer whorehouses.”

      “That went well?” Raith ground out. “We have one month, Carian. One month to do the impossible. We could murder everyone in this town, but that’s no guarantee Aurora will hear about it.”

      “Leave luring the bitch back here to me. I have a plan I’ll share with Artemis in the morning.” Carian’s lips thinned into an unforgiving smile. “Meanwhile, prepare to get your hands dirty with all that killing. You’re taking the lead on this little genocide.”

      Raith blanched. “What?”

      Carian shrugged. “You didn’t think I would just forget that you wouldn’t kill that girl tonight, did you?” He clicked his tongue. “Foolish brother.” He retracted his feet from the end table, leaving a small trail of blood behind. “We have to hunt down all the Infirm needed for your potion. Lucky for you, we have a breeding ground for the taking. It shouldn’t take too long for you to gather them all together. Just bring me a few bits and pieces once you’ve finished carving them up.”

      Raith spluttered, “Why am I not hearing a ‘we’ in this?”

      “I can’t exactly be cooking up potions and hunting Infirm at the same time, can I?”

      “That’s what you were doing before!”

      “I was, and I would happily have continued chopping up the lame and the ugly, but you decided not to kill that girl tonight. You risked our entire meeting with Artemis—our lives—for that damn girl.” He shook his head. “Weak, dear brother. Weak. From here on, if you want my help, you have to help yourself. If you want to smoke body parts, you’ll have to get and burn them yourself. Paint the town red. Make it pretty for Artemis and his cronies, and I will cook up your potion before Aurora gets here.”

      Raith stumbled a step back, mouth gaping. “This is blackmail.”

      Carian shrugged. “Semantics.” He got up, stretching his muscular legs as he made for the door to his chamber. “It’s time you grew a backbone, brother. Get some blood on your hands. Be an incubus!”

      Raith’s head burned, and he couldn’t stop himself from saying, “Is that what you said to Trojean before you got her killed?”

      Carian’s hand froze on the doorknob. “What?”

      Raith tried to calm his quaking hands as anger burned through him. “Did telling her to grow a backbone convince her to go on a suicide mission to Warrendyte? Or did you blackmail her into that, too?”

      Carian pivoted slowly to face him. His eyes were menacing. “I didn’t need to convince her of anything. Trojean already had a backbone. Grow some steel in your belly and get the job done. Like she would.”

      Raith’s jaw dropped like a stone.

      Carian didn’t spare him a second glance, before disappearing into the adjoining chambers.

      The room swayed—

      Those words…his father’s exact words, now falling from Carian’s mouth, designed to cut him deep.

      He sank onto the couch, but the scent of Infirm blood smeared on the table made him groan and lurch to his feet. Carian had no doubt left it there on purpose to torment him.

      How long had he been blinded by filial loyalty not to see that Carian was his father incarnate? Only, Carian didn’t use a cane or a belt for his beatings. Carian would manipulate and destroy his mind, taking it apart piece by piece.

      And it could already be too late to stop the carnage.

      No. Raith punched his open palm. No, I can’t let that happen. I have to control him. Just like he thinks to control me.

      Despite Carian’s threats, Raith still needed him. He knew nothing about potion making, or what it would take to get a complicated potion like this right. Until that potion was finished, he still needed his psychopathic brother.

      Fangs burning in his jaw, he snatched up the vase and chucked it onto the blood smear. Flowers littered the floor, and the water turned pink.

      A few strides brought him to the large armoire on the other side of the room. Waiting inside was a belt of jet daggers so dark they swallowed up the light from the oil lamps flickering on the tabletops. Several swords, made of the same black jet and steel, were beautifully displayed beside a bow and quiver of arrows. A curved double-headed axe was suspended above them all. Perfect for slicing through bone and muscle. Everything he could possibly need for slaughtering Infirm. Artemis had meant it when he’d said he wanted Raith to hunt.

      It was time to get his hands dirty. And time was fast running out.

    

  


  
    
      Sand and seashells crunched beneath Jorah’s feet as he led Aurora and her entourage across the lobby outside the council chamber for their meeting with Sabrisia.

      In keeping with Water’s predictable, if boring theme, the glass-domed lobby resembled an underwater grotto, although to him, it stank like a swamp. Aurora and her friends seemed absorbed by it, if their racing hearts, darting eyes, and gaping mouths were any indications of their thoughts.

      Aurora pushed her way through a shoal of brightly colored fish, sending the glamor skittering across the room. Her hand brushed a fern clinging to the stone walls Water had used to make their grotto, before fingering the delicate petals of a purple orchid freckled with black spots crammed into a nook in the rock. “The plants are real. The stone wall, too. Why no glamor?”

      “This is the council building. No Magical line can conjure a glamor of another line’s magic in here. It’s considered rude,” Jorah said dryly. “Or that’s what we had in mind when we laid down the laws of Warrendyte.”

      She looked at him through grass-green eyes, made even more striking by the magnificent green dress, trimmed with gold thread, Feloran had provided for her. Her red hair, bursting from its restraints as it always did, seemed more fiery and wild today. She said, “I get that. Plants need water. And air. Earth, too. And plants create air. Fire forms the earth. We are all connected. Surely, Sabrisia and the council will act on that truth? They must know that the Magical in Ryferia are part of this great connection. We don’t just want to take from Warrendyte. We want to contribute as well.”

      His eyes softened as he drank her in—he could almost sense them melting in their sockets. Not conventionally good-looking, Aurora’s beauty came from within, fueled by her courage and loyalty to those she claimed as her own. Even now, she strived for fairness for everyone. Once, he had also held such lofty ideals. A hundred and eighty years on the Magical council had robbed him of such illusions. As tragic as it was, the council was nothing more than a forum for each Magical line to grasp as much as they could, usually at the expense of everyone else. Still, her innocence touched a chord deep in him. He walked over to join her and said softly, “They know that, my nymph. Whether they act on it is another matter. But whatever happens, I will be there for you.”

      She bit her lip. “I just…” She brushed a tendril of hair from her face. “I need to free my people. Nothing else matters.”

      “And we will. You will. And you will be a fine queen when you do.”

      “Jorah.” She swallowed loudly. Even more telling, her heartrate spiked. He braced himself for what she seemed so hesitant to say, but which meant so much to her. “I—I need you by my side. As my consort—” Her pale skin flushed. “But only if you want it.”

      What could he say? That he wanted that too?

      He cared for her too much to admit such a thing. All week on the caravel, he had been tempted to act upon his growing affection for her. He hadn’t because the memory of Lila still gutted him every time he gave in to thoughts of loving Aurora.

      Lila had even intruded the evening before when Feloran had mentioned cleaning out a dressing room Lila probably hadn’t entered for years before her death.

      Intruded.

      What a terrible word to describe the memories of the woman he had loved almost all his life. No matter that Aurora stirred his heart; he wasn’t ready to abandon Lila by committing to her.

      Perhaps he never would be.

      He must have waited too long to reply, because she looked over at Keahr, Zandor, Peckle, and Niing. Her face was unnaturally pale. “You’ll wait here for us?”

      “Of course,” Niing said. He tapped a ledge of rock with his pipe. “We’ll sit here until you return.”

      Aurora turned to Jorah. “Then let’s get this done.”

      He grabbed her hand. “You did not let me answer you.”

      She tugged away from him. “It doesn’t matter. As I said, all that counts is that we win today.” The rapid pitter-patter of her heart belied her assertion, but now wasn’t the time to challenge her.

      “Then let me do the talking.” He smiled at the memory of her tossing her chair back at dinner the previous evening. “At least until after the introductions are made.”

      “Fine. Just don’t waffle. Get to the point. And don’t take no for an answer.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He stepped away from her to give himself space to shift into dragon form. Relief spilled through him as his bones and muscles cracked and stretched into their natural shape, and black and gold armored scales replaced his skin. He flexed his leathery black wings and furled the plumes of gold and black feathers trailing down his back. Even the barbs on his tail thumped their joy on the floor. With his clothes tucked away in a pocket under his armor, and his change complete, he peered down at Aurora, so much smaller now as he towered above her. A single one of his curved talons was the length of her hand.

      Mouth hanging, she gazed up at him with wonder in those green eyes. No matter how many times he had changed before her during the last week, she never seemed to tire of seeing him in his true form.

      He blocked out the pleasure that gave him and bumped his wing gently against her. She placed a hand on his side, her soft fingers caressing his scales. He shifted away to stop an unexpected shiver of want from distracting him. After checking that his magical shield was in place and covered both of them, he led her to the golden doors of the council chamber. Spelled to recognize him, they swung open silently on their giant hinges and then swooshed closed behind them.

      The lower reaches of the vast glass-and-wood dome were swathed in mist so thick Jorah saw nothing of the grand space ahead of him. He stopped short and let his tail swish against the pearly floor—a warning of his disapproval. He pushed out his senses to probe for enemies. Along with the usual three councilors from the major Magical lines he’d expected to be at the meeting, the room pulsed with Water fae energy. Newcomers; although he couldn’t see them through the mist, he sensed them lined up against the glass walls and crowded around the golden lectern in the center of the hall, where speakers stood to address the council. They must have been invited here by Sabrisia. Old alliances had probably come into play to permit Sabrisia to do this. Air and Water had long been united against the Shifters, Fire, and Earth. It was one of the reasons Sabrisia hated him: he held the ear of two of the Magical lines. But with him absent, Spirit’s vote would have been needed for this array of force. Sabrisia must have offered Spirit a trinket they could not refuse for them to have permitted this. It did not bode well for any of them if Fire and Earth didn’t step forward to support him and Aurora. His shifters would never accept the affront. They had long sought a reason to openly war against the fae. Jorah didn’t need that kind of trouble now.

      A warning of what they were dealing with if they tried to mess with him, he allowed his magic to ping against theirs. They would sense his blend of Water magic mixed in with his dragon magic. As Maleficent’s first creation, dragons had access to, and thus limited control over, all of the Magical lines.

      The returning echo was troubling—at least a hundred Water fae were hidden in the mist. He would have his hands full if they attacked.

      And he had Aurora to defend.

      He looked up at the chair to find Sabrisia. Intended to be above the interests of each individual Magical line, the enchanted chair soared high above the mist. Constructed with power from all the magical lines, the black rock pulsed with so much raw energy, it pierced Jorah’s shield and shafted through his armored scales.

      That was as it should be—not even a dragon was powerful enough to take permanent control of the chair. When Water’s three months in the seat were spent, the chair would expel Sabrisia, now reclining on it with a secretive smile tugging on her lips.

      Dressed in nothing but green and blue waterfalls, she raised a languid hand. “Jorah. You grace us with your presence.” A sneering look at Aurora at his side. “And who is this, pray? A nymph? My, your standards have dropped.”

      Aurora stiffened. He inched closer to her to calm her down. The last thing they needed was for her to fall for Sabrisia’s goading.

      Smoke trailed from his mouth as he growled, “Always subterfuge with you, Sabrisia, isn’t it? Or perhaps you really are this dim and you don’t recognize a queen when you see one.”

      Sabrisia’s nostrils flared. But even more gratifying, her pulse spiked. After far too many years of serving with her on the council, Jorah knew the fae well, and it wasn’t pleasure or excitement that raced through Sabrisia’s blood. Despite her display of power, Sabrisia was nervous. She knew Jorah had failed and that Raith was still alive in Ryferia. That posed a threat to Warrendyte. The sensible thing would have been for Sabrisia to release him from the death bond to give him time to deal with Raith. But she had long wanted him dead for no other reason than the fact that his dragon magic, which combined elements of all the Magical lines, made him the most powerful inhabitant of Warrendyte. If she failed to have him killed, it would mean a loss of face for her. Her fae gathered here would think her weak. Which she was, but Sabrisia could never be seen as such. Allowing an incubus to survive and possibly threaten Warrendyte would be preferable to her than admitting that she had miscalculated. Or that Jorah would always be stronger and more powerful than her.

      Then again, perhaps she truly believed that Raith would be content to merely reap in Ryferia and would leave Warrendyte alone if Jorah was dead. After all, Raith had sought revenge with him over the death of Trojean, not the rest of Warrendyte. But if that was so, she was even more of a fool than he already knew her to be. In three months, when Jorah took the chair, it could be too late to stop Raith if he failed today.

      Although alone against her and her allies, he could not fail.

      Time to capitalize on her fear.

      He dipped his horned head at Aurora. “Your Majesty, allow me to present Lady Sabrisia to you.” That was perhaps pushing it—Aurora had not yet claimed her throne—but it wouldn’t harm to let this mob hear the conviction in his voice that she would indeed be queen of Ryferia.

      Aurora pulled her shoulders back. “The honor is mine. Lady Sabrisia, I have heard much about you and am glad to finally make your acquaintance.”

      Sabrisia gave a gargled snort, rather like the sound Peckle made when coughing up a hairball. When she deigned to speak, her voice dripped scorn. “I take it you are here on your honeymoon.” Her dark eyes flitted to him. “And I assume you gave her Raith Krall’s head for a wedding gift? After tearing down her Guardians, of course.”

      So this was it. The moment he had to publicly declare failure. The moment this conniving, stupid fae thought her death bond would kick in and that he would drop dead at her feet.

      Apparently so, because, like an oomph expelled from a giant, the level of Water magic in the room rose. He almost staggered back from the sheer weight of it. Steadying himself on his hind legs and his wing tips, he shifted his entire shield to Aurora and tucked it tight around her. Only once he was sure she was safely wrapped up from all harm did he reply. “Odd. I had a run-in with a scarli yesterday. He seemed to know more about my business than you do. So, my lady either feigns ignorance, or her spy network failed her. Care to admit which it is?”

      Sabrisia shot to her feet, sloughing water off her perfect, naked form and her long blue hair. “You dare challenge me! I am not the one who failed, Jorah Thalyn. It is you whom the Silver-Tongued Oracle will claim as soon as the words ‘I have failed’ are out of your mouth—if you even have the courage to speak them.”

      Jorah blew out an arc of fire that sizzled in the mist before floating gently to the floor. It glowed like lava around them. “The Oracle has better things to do with itself than fret about ill-worded death bonds. If my lady had been less anxious to see me dead, and more concerned about legality when the bond was struck, she might have paused to add a timeframe.” Eyes mere slits, he added, “So it is not I that failed, but you.” He braced himself for attack; Sabrisia would never let him get away with that.

      “Wait!” Hedrus, the ancient fae who represented Earth on the council, stepped out of the mist.

      Relief flooded through Jorah that his old ally had spoken up.

      Hedrus too must have guessed that an attack was imminent, because he peered up at Sabrisia and pleaded, “I was there when the bond was struck. That gives me the right to question Jorah.”

      Visibly shaking, Sabrisia waved at him. “Be quick. I demand justice and will have it.”

      Hedrus bowed to Jorah and nodded at Aurora. “Does that mean the incubus lives?”

      Jorah nodded. “For now.”

      Aurora took a step forward. Jorah hooked a talon after her, but she skittered away and blurted, “Sir, I wish to raise an army to take down the Guardians and to destroy Raith.”

      Jorah inwardly cursed her impetuousness. It didn’t help that Sabrisia sent her mist skirting around Aurora’s heels. Jorah tightened his shield around her.

      Hedrus rubbed his whiskered jaw—and, like the supercilious fae he was, blatantly ignored the nymph queen. “Is an army the only way, Jorah? If needed, I can call on Earth to help, but—” He glanced up at Sabrisia. “—that would lead to war.”

      “An army?” Sabrisia called from her eyrie. “How quaint. Of course Earth wants to throw in with the dragon. Still scrambling to appease your guilty conscience, Hedrus? And what about you, Edann? Is Fire throwing in with them, too?”

      Jorah sighed, not caring what Edann shouted back. Slight as Aurora’s chances had been, there was now no chance that Sabrisia would ever agree to her request. He had to get Aurora out of there. With a hundred water fae under Sabrisia’s command, he could not guarantee Aurora’s safety. He wasn’t even sure if he would make it out in one piece.

      He nudged her mind with his limited telepathy skills. His thoughts slipped into her head: Time to retreat. Back up slowly. When she glanced back at him with a puzzled expression, he knew he’d been successful. If it had been anyone else, he would not have bothered trying, but Aurora was like an open book.

      She didn’t move. Instead, she clenched her fists and shouted at Sabrisia, “Raith Krall is a threat to us all. Surely you can see that? When we left Ryferia, he was making a potion that will allow him to reap within the walls of the Guardians. If we don’t stop him now, he will soon be unstoppable. Don’t think he won’t come after Warrendyte when he’s done with Ryferia, because he will. And by then he will be too powerful for you to stand against. No one is safe while he lives.”

      “Silence, nymph! If the dragon had done as commanded, this would not be a problem.” Sabrisia’s fingers clicked and a torrent of water higher than Jorah’s mighty head rushed at them out of the mist. Balls of ice, each easily as big as a man, and powerful enough to crush Aurora if they struck her, barreled through the water. In the air above, shards of ice flew like arrows.

      Hedrus swore, then opened a hole in the tiled floor and vanished through it. It closed behind him.

      Aurora shrieked and staggered back into Jorah’s belly.

      Not expecting offers of help from his other so-called allies, Jorah looked at the door for escape, but it had frozen solid. The water and ice would be upon them before he could melt it. He had to take his chances with the ice arrows. With his shield around Aurora, she would be safe. He would have to rely on his armor. Wings pumping, he scooped Aurora up in one taloned fist and surged into the air. The water and ice balls crashed past where they had stood and then rose up to meet him. Just seconds ahead of it, he soared through a hail of arrows toward the glass-domed roof. Ice arrows zeroed in on his wings, and it took all his flying skill to dodge and duck in the confined space.

      And still the water rose.

      Fire would merely turn it to steam. He could breathe steam, but it would destroy Aurora’s lungs. Just as water would drown them both. He may have had access to Water magic, but that didn’t mean he could breathe in the stuff. He also didn’t have enough control over it to stem this tide—not against a hundred fae baying for blood.

      The only solution was to break through the dome—a dome built with the same all-powerful magic that had gone into the design and construction of the chair. Built with lofty ideals, the council building had been forged as a place where no single line could dominate.

      Pity the day-to-day politics didn’t reflect that dream.

      Surely, if magic from each of the lines had created the dome, and he had access to all that magic, with enough force, he could bring it down?

      He swung his tail around and crashed it into the glass. Usually, one swipe could crack a pine tree in half. Now, the shock juddered through him on impact but the glass held with nary a crack.

      Brute force was clearly not the answer.

      He would have to call on his magic. But at what cost in life force if he managed the impossible?

      What does it matter? We will die in here if I don’t try.

      “Jorah! Watch out,” Aurora yelled.

      Too late, he swerved to avoid an ice arrow. It hit the leading edge of his wing. It dipped, slicing into the icy water just a few feet below them. The rest of his body tumbled after it. He shot a blast of magic into his shield to widen it before he and Aurora hit the whirlpool. The magic held them, but he didn’t intend to spend the rest of the day in a bubble.

      I have to break the glass, he thought to Aurora. Just hold tight.

      Eyes wide, face pale, she nodded. “Let me help.”

      Despite everything, he smiled at her eagerness. “My shield is enough.”

      She lashed out at his belly with a puny hand. “Let me help! We are in this together.”

      “Then be my eyes. Watch for ice. And prod my belly if we are about to drown.”

      Bubbled in his shield, he flew to the dome and pressed his body—and Aurora’s—against the glass. He flapped his wings rhythmically to keep them in place, closed his eyes, and breathed the same ponderous, smoky breaths reserved for hibernation. If he could keep his heartrate slow, he could perhaps have better control over how much life force he expended on destroying this glass.

      The magic tickled his senses, calling to him. He reached out for it, coaxing it to come to him. A shaft of power, bright as light, and as palpable as Aurora wriggling against him, sheared off the dome and pierced his armor. His heartrate spiked when, like parasites, the strange energy flitted through his bloodstream. He recoiled against it and almost dropped off the dome. His shield shifted and water lapped the scales on his clawed feet.

      Aurora punched his belly. “The water!”

      Heart pounding harder than it had ever done, he reinforced his shield with another blast of magic and blew smoke to center himself.

      It didn’t help.

      As if he had unleashed a torrent as powerful and as deadly as Sabrisia’s flood, strange magic he didn’t recognize streamed into his body—a body nowhere big enough to contain it all. Sweat coursed down his scales and sizzled when it dripped into his shield. Although she would have no idea what he was going through, he cried out, “Aurora, I can’t control this.”

      “Then shoot it at the glass. Now. Before it kills us both.”

      He looked down at her and gasped. Her entire body glowed like a firefly, and her skin was scorching to the touch. Unused to magic, whatever she was radiating would kill her. Not caring about how much life force it cost him, he centered his energy and thrust every ounce of his strength at the dome.

      The glass vibrated, humming with a wild thrum that set his teeth on edge. Still he pushed more magic at it until his head swam and he struggled to breathe. In the far, far distant reaches of his mind, he was conscious of water sloshing over him, and Aurora screaming for him, but all he could see was the line of white light connecting his core to the glass dome.

      And then he was falling…falling back into the council room.

      “Jorah! Fly! Maleficent’s ass! Flap those wings and fly.”

      He recognized that voice. Arwen.

      He opened his eyes. Blurry and indistinct, Arwen and Keahr floated in the sky above the shattered dome.

      Surely he was mistaken. He blinked, focused, and then swore.

      The dome had broken. Floating on an updraft, Arwen held Keahr in his arms. Both of them were channeling wind toward him. He looked down for Aurora. She hung limp in his talons, but at least he hadn’t dropped her.

      “Fly, dragon,” she commanded in a strained voice.

      A swoosh of air fluttered his wings. Scraping his energy together, he furled them in Arwen’s and Keahr’s air and let their magic soar him and Aurora skyward.

      By the time Arwen lowered them to the ground, he had recovered enough energy to stand. He dropped Aurora onto her feet. Pale and shaky, she struggled to balance, so he wrapped an exhausted wing around her. She clung to him for a moment as she swayed, and then panted against his scaled chest, “W-what happened? I thought I was going to explode.”

      “I don’t know,” he rumbled honestly. “You’re a dryad. You should not have had that mix of magic in you.”

      “But I did. I felt it on every level.”

      Arwen thumped Jorah’s shoulder. “Happy cuddles can wait. They look like they mean war.” He gestured to the entrance of the council lobby. It was rapidly filling with water fae. Clothed in ice, Sabrisia marched at the head. “It’s not just Sabrisia you’ll be fighting. You’ve destroyed the balance of power around here forever.”

      Had he? Probably, by breaking the unbreakable dome. Committed to peace, for almost a century and a half, he had kept his power in check and borne the fae’s slights. Now they knew the dragon would no longer be taunted.

      If only I didn’t feel so drained.

      “Take Aurora and go,” Arwen commanded. “The rest of us will deal with Sabrisia for you.”

      “No. Never. I’m not running.” Jorah pushed Aurora beneath his wing and opened his mouth to expel a blast of fire.

      Nothing happened.

      He pumped his chest and tried again. Not even a puff of smoke.

      He swore. “Arwen, I—”

      “I know. It was inevitable after expending that much magic. I couldn’t believe it when Niing and Zandor called me. You’re lucky you’re even alive. Now get out of here with Aurora.”

      Arms tight around her, Jorah kicked feebly into the sky. He called down to Arwen. “Get everyone to the Keep. We will regroup and plan our next move.” Exhausted, fighting with his wings to keep them aloft, he limped to his lair.

      Would a night’s rest be enough to restore his life force? If not, how long would it take before he could defend himself and Aurora? And what hidden power did Aurora have that allowed her to survive a blast of magic so powerful it had robbed him of his strength for the first time in his life? And where had that hidden well of magic she had given him come from?

      As much as his honor rebelled against calling in an assassin or listening to half-truths, perhaps it was time to seek help from both Lazuli and the Silver-Tongued Oracle.

    

  


  
    
      The blind young woman’s scream was cut off by a gurgle as Raith’s arrow shot right through her neck. She crashed to the ground, rolled down the last few steps, and slumped on the golden cobblestones. Blood ran like wine from the hole in her neck.

      The crowds in the piazza screamed in panic, abandoning their stalls and baskets, and stampeding down the alleyways to get away from what they would assume was an unseen assassin. Some even jumped into the canal, trying desperately to swim for the other side. The fast-moving current dragged them off, flailing and shouting for help.

      Since last evening when he’d met with Artemis, he had killed five Infirm for Carian, who awaited him and his bag of body parts in Niing’s burrow. Already word had spread that a hunter stalked the streets of the capital. The people murmured that the musketeers seemed to be doing nothing to catch the killer. They were right; he had bumped into musketeers earlier in the day when retrieving his weapons from a dead body. They had looked the other way.

      Raith knew how he would appear to these people if they saw him. Decked out in black, and with blades strapped to his body beneath his cloak, he would be terrifying. Thus far, no one had connected his name with the crimes. After the marriage trials, everyone knew him and would recognize him as the winner of Aurora’s hand. Whether they’d blamed Aurora for his presence, he did not know. All he was sure of was that if he wanted to survive both Artemis and any vigilantes who may arise amongst the Infirm when the killing intensified, he had to get this tasteless job done as quickly as possible.

      The dying woman tried to gasp down a mouthful of air, but nothing but blood bubbled in her throat. She had never stood a chance. A lifetime of blindness may have taught her to survive the rough streets of the capital, but it had not been enough to keep her safe from Raith and his hunger. Even now, the smell of her blood tempted him to get on all fours and lick it up.

      No time for that. Enjoy the spoils later.

      The street now completely clear, he stalked down the steps and crouched beside the body. She could have been pretty were it not for her oversized, colorless eyes. Gray and milky, they didn’t look human. What sort of creature was she? What magic did she possess? Was she one of the higher Magical lines they needed for his potion? He had no idea, and wouldn’t know until he smoked those terrible eyes.

      Raith pulled the arrow from her neck and fresh blood squirted onto his hands. He licked his fingers, but without access to the magic tickling his senses, the blood didn’t satisfy. He wiped the arrowhead on his trousers.

      Now to extract the eyes for the smoke ritual.

      He hated this part. Killing was one thing, but dismembering the bodies …

      He would do it later. Once he’d brought the body back to Niing’s underground burrow to join the other five corpses stashed there. Artemis had apparently laughed in delight when Carian, who had met with the king that morning, had proposed storing the bodies as part of a ploy to lure Aurora in. The king had agreed that they would fill gondolas and boats with the dead, and let them sail out past the Guardians with the Ryferian flag flying high for Aurora to find.

      Would such a crazy scheme work? Raith doubted it. The likelihood of Aurora ever finding the bodies was so small it was inconceivable. But Artemis was too ignorant of the world outside the thorny walls of Ryferia to figure that out. It bought Raith and Carian time to get his potion made before the month was up. Then it didn’t matter what Artemis planned.

      He grabbed the dead woman by the leg and hauled her up onto his shoulder. Grunting beneath her weight, he marched back up the stairs to where he had left the horse Artemis had offered Carian for Raith to use to get the job done.

      The fat beast munched on a bushel of apples abandoned on a wooden cart. He tossed the body over its back, securing the woman with a rope. The horse nickered as Raith mounted. He yanked sharply on the reins, propelling the mare to the burrow.
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* * *

      The winding passage of narrow stairs down to the burrow where Carian worked stank of blood, mildew, and soil. That confounded poisoned garden was here somewhere, too. Someday, Raith would burn the place down.

      With the body thrown across his shoulder, he lumbered into a side tunnel forking off the alchemy laboratory, where he and the rest of suitors had brewed their potions during the trials. He tossed her down on top of the other corpses he had already dismembered for magical body parts.

      Now to extract the milky eyes.

      Gingerly, he levered the tip of his dagger into the woman’s socket. Face contorted into a grimace, he wriggled it about until the nerves and tissues holding it in place severed. Then it was a simple matter to scoop the eye jelly up with his blade, as if he were eating oysters. He popped the eye into his knapsack—Carian would hopefully use it for the potion—and then repeated the action with the other eye. This one, he would smoke. Knapsack clenched in his fist, he set off to join Carian, cringing at the wet squelch of the eyes bumping together.

      The door to the alchemy laboratory squealed loudly on old hinges as he entered. Carian didn’t even look up from the yellowed pages of a book on the workbench. He ran his finger along neat lines of text. Finally acknowledging Raith’s presence, he said, “About time you got back. Did you get anything good?”

      Wordlessly, Raith lifted a slippery eye from his knapsack and tossed it onto the tabletop. It left a round, liquid imprint on Carian’s splayed book.

      Carian wrinkled his nose, and poked it with his quill. “Charming.”

      Raith braced both hands on the bench, fingernails digging into the hard wood. “Can you tell if it’s from one of the creatures we need?”

      Carian plucked it up. His thick eyebrows nudged together as he studied the gray orb. There were no veins, no color, and no pupil to be seen. “Hard to say,” he murmured. “I can run some experiments, but nothing will tell us faster than smoking it. I’m guessing you still have the other eye?”

      Raith nodded once. “I’m going out to smoke it as soon as we’re done here.” He ran a skeptical eye over Carian’s workspace. It was littered with books and parchment. Bottles and vials of all shapes and colors spread across the rest of the expansive tabletop. A mixture of both delicious and nauseating aromas spilled from the open ones. Leaves, flowers, and dried herbs covered trays he’d propped up on the piles and piles of books. They looked ready to collapse at any moment. “Are you getting any actual work done here, or are you just playing with Aurora’s toys?”

      Carian smirked. “I would work a lot faster if you stopped standing around like a statue and actually brought me what I need.”

      Raith’s brow furrowed in a deep scowl. Shaking his head, he made for the door, intent on leaving Ryferia through the broken giant so he could smoke the eye.

      “Be careful out there, brother.” Carian’s voice made Raith stop. He looked at Raith through thick lashes, a smile dancing in his eyes. “Don’t take too much. You won’t have me there to help you this time.”
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* * *

      Raith pulled his hood tighter around his face. The black cloth bulged across his knapsack of body parts like a hunchback. Anyone seeing him leaving the palazzo would think him Infirm. The grim irony made him smile as he strode across the town to the pathway on the side of the hill, which led to the broken giant.

      He heaved a sigh of relief to be away from Carian, Artemis, and the pressure of his task. Not to mention the thrill of anticipation that shot through him at the prospect of his smoke fix.

      He sped up when he reached the Guardian fence. The broken giant, with its enormous hammer suspended at its midriff, was mere feet away. Twigs snapped beneath his boots as he skipped towards it. Once through its thick iron legs, magic hit him like a slap in the face. His fangs punched out of his gums. He groaned and threw his head back as pleasure flooded through him, dizzying enough to make him drunk.

      Finally!

      A chuckle rumbled deep in his throat as he ducked between the pine trees, away from the horrible fence. Roughly a quarter mile from the giant, he slowed to search for a spot to light his fire.

      In his knapsack, he had the eye, a buckled foot, a malformed head, and a length of spinal column with flesh still clinging to the twisted bone extracted from the corpses in the burrow. Carian’s warning rang heavy; taking too much smoke would kill him. But if he didn’t smoke each of these parts to absorb the magic until it was his own, how would he know if they matched the higher Magical lines they needed for the potion?

      “Just don’t get yourself killed,” he muttered under his breath as spotted a quiet clearing. He gathered bits of dead wood and then knelt to make his fire.

      Carian had known the danger of too much magic inhaled too quickly when he’d shoved Raith’s nose into the smoke from their father’s severed tongue just a few weeks before.

      Anger flushed through him, heat rolling off in waves. Carian had known the curse he’d placed on Raith, and hadn’t cared. As long as it served Carian’s purposes to have magic transferred to him, he’d do anything to his siblings, regardless of how life threatening it may be.

      Raith struck his dagger against his flint, but the sparks failed to ignite the coil of dry grass tossed into his kindling. He rocked back on his heels and wiped his face with his sleeve.

      Pity he hadn’t known that Carian cared only for himself when his brother had first approached him about murdering their father. It made him wonder if he had ever truly known Carian. For the hundredth time, he missed Trojean.

      Hands shaking, he struck the flint again, but it shot straight of his hands. “I can’t even light a fire,” he snarled at himself. All he could do was suck people dry. “Just like Father always said.” He shook his head to dislodge the hateful memory. “Maleficent’s tits, stop it.” He picked up his flint, steadied his hands, and tried again. A spark hit the grass, sending up a curl of smoke. Raith bent down to nurture it. Soon he had a blazing fire ready for his ritual. He reached eagerly for his knapsack.

      The milky eye was starting to shrivel. He grimaced, rolling it from his open palm into the fire. Sparks spat. Moments later, it popped and blackened, sending up tendril of storm-gray smoke. Swallowing hard, he planted his hands on the bed of pine needles littering the ground and leaned over to breathe in the magic.

      The first breath was putrid.

      His body writhed, and he had to fight not to gag as his eyes watered. The second breath filled his lungs and brain with a foggy sense of euphoria. Eyes rolling back in pleasure, he moaned and sucked in another deep breath.

      Moisture pricked his skin, a new sensation, and the first clue to the magic that was now his. Water pooled in the pine needles around his fingers, now spindly and pale, and washed over his new, long, stick-thin legs. The skin on his back prickled and then bulged…He gasped and looked over shoulder as enormous, iridescent wings burst through his now ghostly-white flesh. They fluttered limply in the breeze. He knew exactly what this creature was: a water nymph. He laughed with joy at the discovery and sucked in another glorious breath. Any second now, he would be swimming. He just needed more water. Desperate for that freedom, he pulled in another breath, not caring that his head ached or that his vision burned red. More beautiful water sloshed from his hands.

      The fire spluttered angrily.

      Steam replaced the delicious smoke, blasting painfully into Raith’s face. He hissed and fell back into the pine needles. Scorching mucus poured from his nose. Fingers trembling, he wiped at it. They came back slick with blood. But they were also his fingers, not the spindly digits of the water nymph.

      His stomach clenched.

      How close had he come to overdosing? If it hadn’t been for his new water powers, which had doused the fire into nothing but a smoldering pile of sticks—

      He shuddered at how close he had come to exploding his brain as he rolled onto his side to await a surge of energy that would come when his body adjusted to his new power.

      He laughed with joy as it hit him.

      A water nymph!

      The sound bounced off the silent trees as they looked on.

      Surely Carian could use the other eye in the potion? Add the minotaur they had already collected to the nymph, and they only had three lines left to collect before they had everything they needed for the potion.

      They were one step closer to Aurora and her magic.

      His laughter faded when he glanced over at his knapsack and its grisly contents. No matter how intriguing his collection was, there was no way he was risking more smoke today.

      Not without Carian on hand to stop him from killing himself.

      That brought his problem with his brother squarely back into focus. What would he do about Carian once the potion was complete? His conscience—his humanity—balked at the notion of making Carian an incubus, the magic he so desperately craved. With that much power in his psychopathic brother’s hands, Carian would rip the heart out of the Magical world. Entire species would be threatened because his evil brother would not stop killing once he’d claimed a magical power. Raith didn’t want that on his conscience. He had enough ghosts haunting him already.

      With no answers to the problem, he clambered to his feet and scooped up his knapsack to resume his own killing.

      He had not gone far when he stopped. An idea for dealing with Carian and Artemis uncurled in head—perhaps being away from the Guardians had allowed his creative juices to flow.

      He would never be safe while Artemis saw him as a mere tool—a blade to wield—who would take the fall for the king’s crimes. Nor could he expect a long life while Carian regarded him as a ticket to a lifetime of free meals. The only way to secure his position, and his life, was to grasp as much power as he could.

      That meant beguiling Artemis into giving him a seat in the forum. If he carried that favored title of Intelligentsia, it would increase his power over Carian. Not a long-term solution to his brother, at least it would buy him time until the potion was brewed. Despite the power-crushing Guardians, he had to try.

      It was time to take control of his destiny.

    

  


  
    
      Jorah dropped from the sky and slumped down onto the lawn in front of his lair with Aurora still clasped in his claws. He opened his talons to let her climb down, but she clung on to him.

      “Jorah, your scales,” she gasped.

      “I know,” he growled, painfully aware of the cool breeze fluttering against the exposed skin on his chest. He must have lost at least three scales when the magic blasted out of him. “We need to get inside before trouble finds us.” As much as he hated to admit it, he added, “I’m in no fit state for a fight.”

      The giant front doors flew open. Feloran’s jaw dropped. “Maleficent’s nethers! What the hell happened to you?”

      “Help Aurora,” Jorah commanded, lowering her gently onto her feet. “And watch for the others. They’ll be here soon.” He hopped off the lawn onto the path leading to his front door.

      Aurora grabbed for him. “Just where are you going?”

      He lowered his neck until his face was level with hers. As to be expected, she didn’t flinch from his maw of fangs. “I have to get to my forge. It’s the only place I can hope to fix this.”

      Her hand clasped around a talon, little caring that it could slice her palm in two. “Let me come with you.”

      He held his claw dead still so his talon didn’t cut her. No one, not even Lila, had ever entered his forge. The inner sanctum of his lair, it was where he went to hibernate when he needed to stoke his life force. The forge was also where he repaired damaged scales. It was the one place in the world where he could be vulnerable. “Go with Feloran. He will take care of you until the others arrive. I will join you later, and we will discuss our way forward. A trip to that confounded Oracle seems needed. Not to mention calling in Lazuli’s service. But we also have to consider the council. They will no doubt be baying for my blood.”

      She tightened her grip on his talon. “Jorah Thalyn, we’re in this together. I felt that magic. You said I shouldn’t have, but I did. That means we’re connected on some level. And I need you just as much as I believe you need me. We can’t do this alone.”

      Feloran rolled his eyes, but the gesture did nothing to hide the anxiety behind them. How long would they have before Sabrisia came for them? “Good luck convincing this great clod of that. If you think he’s fussy about dressing rooms, you haven’t seen how protective he is over his forge.”

      Jorah shook his head, too tired to reprimand his friend, or to argue with Aurora. “I need to go.” But as soon as he extracted his talon from her grasp, two more scales sloughed off his chest and clattered onto the paving stones. He stared down at them in disbelief, then stooped low to pick them up.

      Aurora scooped them up first. “See, that’s what happens when you try and cut me out.”

      He hissed a low warning and held out his claw for them.

      Face defiant, Aurora clenched them in her fist and folded her arms across her chest. “Growl as much as you want, dragon, but you aren’t having them. Not unless you let me come with you so I can help you get strong again.”

      He grunted. “Why aren’t you struggling from it all?” Apart from her usual pallor, she looked no worse off for the experience. As happy as he was that she was stronger now that she was free of the Guardians, it didn’t seem right that she showed no sign of their ordeal.

      She snorted a laugh. It sounded bitter. “I am struggling, Jorah. My energy is at an all-time low, but you forget that I’m used to battling my body.” She flushed. “I felt better when we were touching.” Her eyes fixed on his. “Your talon is razor sharp but it didn’t cut me, no matter how hard I gripped it. That’s how I know we need each other.”

      Feloran’s long, thin hands clasped his hips and his head cocked. “Fascinating. So, Jorah, are you really going to refuse such a lovely damsel in distress?”

      He wasn’t the only one to scowl at the fae.

      Aurora snapped, “Elf! You’re not helping.”

      Jorah closed his eyes and took a deep breath as Aurora’s hand clamped down on his claw. A tiny spurt of energy kicked through him as they touched.

      It confirmed that she was right: they needed each other.

      As painful—as violating—as it was, he had to either forget about seeking sanctuary in his forge, or invite her to join him. His desperate need for his forge’s healing power decided it for him. “Come. I just hope I don’t live to regret this.” With her in tow, he stomped down the path and into his lair.

      She said nothing as he half slithered and half ran along passages and down hallways to the winding stairs that led to his forge. At the landing, he waved his claw to lower the complicated wards protecting his inner sanctum to allow Aurora to pass, but nothing happened.

      Was he so weak that he couldn’t do something so basic?

      Feloran spoke softly, “Allow me.” His hand fluttered across the ward, collapsing it around them.

      Jorah glared at him. “Since when do you—”

      “Tush, Jorah. I’ve worked for you my whole life. Don’t you think I’ve learned a few things during that time?”

      “But you’ve never crossed this spot. I would have known.”

      Feloran gave a slow, pained eyeroll. “Rats’ tails in your soup when you’re more grouchy than usual? Definitely. Itching powder in your sheets when you’ve left your books scattered around the house for me to pick up after you? Without question. Invade your forge? Not over my dead body.” He turned away. “I’ll greet everyone else when they arrive.”

      He considered asking Feloran to reset the ward, but didn’t. It would be humiliating beyond measure if he wasn’t able to muster enough magic to remove the ward to leave his own forge. He grimaced, painfully aware that the wards he’d set up to protect the perimeter walls of his lair were kept in place through tapping into his wells of magic. Unless he regained his strength, a determined attack could bring them down.

      All the more reason to get his body fixed.

      With only room enough for him to pass, he took the stairs first, reveling in the rasp of his scales against the satiny-smooth rock as he slowly descended into the cave below his lair.

      Air, hot and embracing from the glowing fire in the forge in the center of the cavern, enveloped him when he reached the bottom. He breathed in deeply, allowing its healing magic to seep through his tissues. In the past, whenever he came here, that air magic had connected with the magic in his core, quickly restoring the fire in his chest. He coughed and then tried a spurt of flame.

      Nothing.

      He shrugged, disappointed, but not really surprised. Fire breathing demanded a vast amount of energy. After what he’d experienced, it would take more than just being in his private reservoir of magic to heal him.

      Aurora prodded his leg. Hating that Sabrisia had forced this invasion on him, he stepped aside to let her into his most private space.

      She looked around the cavern in wonder. He supposed, seen in the dancing firelight of the forge, his huge, leather bellows, blackened metalworking tools, and mighty anvil, where we molded his scales, were unexpected. She touched a pair of tongs. “You do metalwork?”

      “Someone has to fix my scales.”

      She blinked, as if that startled her.

      “Although I’ll admit, I’ve never lost as many at one time as I did today.”

      “But your broken leg…that healed by itself. Very quickly, too. Once you were away from the Guardians.”

      “Bones are easy to heal. Scales, not so much.” He gave a wry smile. “Even dragons have weaknesses, you know.”

      She held out the two scales she’d rescued from the path. They clanked together like steel as she turned them over in her palm. “The ones lost in the council building…what will you do about them?”

      He took the scales from her and placed them on his workbench. “Make more to replace them. The new ones will never be as strong, but they will be better than nothing.” He gripped the wooden handles of his bellows, ready to send the new air magic he’d just breathed in billowing through them to stoke the fire in his forge. Only once it bloomed could it send its magic into his chest.

      A shiver of fear—an emotion so foreign to him—trilled down his body when not even a puff of magical air escaped his lungs. Without it to fuel his bellows, and his dragon fire to feed the flames in his forge, the black steel rods and gold bars he used to repair his armor were worthless to him.

      Aurora touched his side. “What is it? What’s happening?”

      He tossed the bellows down onto the flagstones. “I don’t seem to have a shred of magic left in me.”

      “You wouldn’t, would you now?”

      Jorah spun to the staircase and snarled. Niing, Keahr, Zandor, and Arwen all huddled at the foot of it. Peckle sat at their feet with his tail wrapped neatly around his paws. Too intent on his troubles—and so unused to people being here—he hadn’t heard them coming. Yet another indictment on his lost powers.

      Irritation replaced his fear. He stomped over to them and roared above their heads to Feloran, “Why don’t you just send word to the Weedhemp fruit and veg market? It’s sure to be teeming with people. Invite them all to call, why don’t you?”

      “Oh, shut up, Jorah,” Peckle hissed. “We’re here to help.” Contrary to his claim, the cat slunk past him, hopped up onto the workbench at the side of the forge, and lay down with his eyes closed in the warmth.

      Jorah folded his wings protectively around his exposed chest.

      Niing waddled over to him. “I have some ideas.” The dwarf tenderly patted one of Jorah’s wing claws, the only part he could reach, just as he had done when Jorah had been a youngling back in Niing’s burrow.

      Mortifying.

      Jorah only just resisted snapping his jaws at the dwarf. Through clenched fangs, he gritted out, “This had better be good.”

      Niing peered up at him. “We need your dragon magic and fighting power to match that temper of yours.”

      Jorah’s hearts sank at all that Niing implied, but didn’t say with that comment. He looked at Arwen. “What’s happening out there?”

      Arwen’s narrow fae face was bleak. “In a word? Terror. No one really knows what happened, other than that Lord Jorah Thalyn broke the unbreakable dome. I suspect the fae think you are making a grab for the chair.” He glanced at Aurora. “Maybe they think you two are looking to rule the Magical world together.”

      “That’s just nonsense,” Aurora said. “The council knows that isn’t true.”

      “It suits Sabrisia for them to think that,” Jorah growled to her. To Arwen, he added, “I don’t expect Water to help, but what of the rest of the council? Are they at least calming everyone?”

      Arwen sat on the floor, leaned up against the wall, and rested his elbows on his knees—Jorah had never bothered with chairs in his forge. “They’ve vanished. Gone to ground. Probably all terrified for their skins. A dragon who breaks the unbreakable is a frightening thing.”

      Guilt and sorrow made Jorah writhe. He wanted to point out that Aurora had helped, but that sounded like he was shifting blame. His honor would never permit him to shirk accountability. Also, he may have been a lot more cynical than Aurora, but he cared about his people, too. Very much. Protecting the Magical had always been his life’s purpose. To hear that they now quaked in fear at him was almost as crushing as losing his magic. Something—he now realized—that Aurora had faced all her life, and yet it had not crushed her spirit. Or her will to do good. “A situation we must capitalize on,” Niing said, breaking into Jorah’s thoughts. “First order of the day is to get you strong again, and then Aurora must seek out the Oracle before the fae regroup and possibly attack.”

      It seemed Niing had made up his mind between using Lazuli and going to the Oracle. Not that it was Niing’s decision to make. When it came down to it, he and Aurora would make that final call. Right now, he still hoped to restore his magic so he wouldn’t need the assassin’s help. Then he would go to Ryferia himself through the broken Guardian and deal with the incubus the way he had sorted out Raith’s sister. If Aurora wanted him to, he would even rip Artemis’s treacherous head off his shoulders.

      Aurora spoke to Niing. “Jorah is struggling to connect to his magic.” A surprisingly tactful assessment, given it was Aurora.

      He guessed if anyone understood what it meant to be unable to access their powers, it was her. If it wasn’t bad enough that she had spent a lifetime crippled by her magic, now it eluded her. Still, she rose above the challenge. He bumped his wing gently against her, grateful for the spurt of energy she had given him.

      Face wan, she smiled up at him. “We’ve got this.”

      Scared of depleting her if he drained too much of her energy through their strange connection—she would not even know it was happening until it was too late—he shuffled away.

      Her face fell.

      Unable to deal with affairs of the heart right now, he rounded on Niing. “Tell me your plan to restore my powers.”

      “Simple. A transfer of life force.” Niing puffed on his pipe. Through a cloud of smoke, he added, “The challenge, I feel, will be that we are short on Magical lines for it to be as effective as I would like.”

      Magical lines? Of course. Arwen and Keahr brought Air. Niing and Aurora, Earth. As a shifter, Zandor had the right to claim Spirit. That left Water and Fire. If Lila had been here, she would have shared her fire with him. But Lila wasn’t here, and getting strong again was essential if he was to avenge her by killing Raith. And Water…well, he would get no help from them.

      Aurora cocked her head questioningly. “Feloran?”

      “He’s fae, but a lowly one. More of a faerie, really. Hence his cheek and sharp tongue. His magic is limited to running my estate.”

      She pointed at Peckle. “What about him? Tell me he has more use than just sleeping in warm places.”

      The cat opened one eye and hissed, “I could spit on you both if it would help. I guess that’s the closest we’ll get to Water.”

      Jorah growled. “Thanks, but no.” Accepting the inevitable, no matter how humiliating, he bowed to each of his friends in turn. “I will gladly accept some of your magic if you are willingly to offer it.”

      “Consider it done.” Zandor gave a wry smile. “Now what must we do?”

      Niing waved to the space next to him. “Join me in your true form. Call on your magic. Then we circle him. Touch him. Will our magic into him. If he is receptive, it will flow into him.”

      Zandor changed forms. His brown centaur eyes trailed up and down Jorah. “No offense, dragon, but do you have to do this with fangs and claws? Any chance of changing into human form?”

      Jorah understood Zandor’s concern. Horses were a dragon’s natural prey, although he had never actually eaten one. Not that he’d ever tell Zandor that. He forced a smirk. “Scared?”

      Zandor scoffed. “I could send an arrow through that hole in your chest faster than you could blink.”

      Jorah didn’t doubt it. He allowed a smile. “I’m glad you are on my team, pony. And I would comply, but I think the transfer will work better if I’m in dragon form.”

      “Indeed it will,” Niing said, shuffling closer.

      Zandor’s hooves clipped as he took his position in the wide circle around Jorah. Everyone else followed.

      Only Aurora hesitated on the sidelines.

      That surprised Jorah, given how powerful she was. “Not wanting to share with me, my nymph?”

      Her bottom lip quivered. She bit down on it hard, then smiled cockily. “I think my magic agrees with Zandor about not liking those fangs and claws.”

      His heart went out to her. “Join the circle. You never know, maybe it will help your dryad magic, too.”

      She looked over at Keahr. “You found your magic when we were in the dome?”

      Keahr shrugged. “Fear, I think. But I don’t feel it now.” A glance at Arwen. “I’m counting on him to do for me what I can’t.”

      “Emotion. I guess that makes sense. I was angry when I destroyed that ship.” Aurora stepped into the circle. “I’m not angry now. All I feel is guilt when I consider the men I killed.”

      Jorah bumped her hand with his claw. “Guilt needs perspective, my nymph. Do not let it cripple you the way the Guardians did, or the Untalented still win.”

      Still, she hesitated.

      “Those men were trying to kill you—all of us. You did what you had to do.” He pulled her gently toward him with one claw, while sweeping the other out to include all her friends. “We’re alive today because of your courage and bravery.”

      Zandor chuffed her gently on the side of the head. “Jorah’s right. Don’t give Artemis more power than he already has.”

      Aurora dithered, but then she stood on her toes and stretched her hand up to touch the missing scales on his chest. If anyone else had dared do that, he would have snapped at them, but it felt…right having her hand on him.

      Not knowing what to expect from Aurora’s strange mix of power, he was relieved when a kick of her dryad magic surged through him, filling him with visions of twirling plants and creaking trees, all ready and waiting to obey his will. He was about to wrap her in his wings and to whisper to her that she was so much stronger than she gave herself credit for, when a supercharge of air, spirit, and earth rushed through his armor. The others had released their conduits to him. He leaned back, opened his chest, and allowed the magic to flow into him—and then almost toppled over.

      “Stop!” he gurgled.

      Everyone let go and jumped back.

      Swaying like a pendulum, he lashed a claw out to stop from falling against the forge. Eyes clamped closed, he waited for his internal equilibrium to settle—his insides were sloshing about like water tossed against the prow of his caravel. Only he had never been so parched.

      And then he understood.

      It was the lack of water—and fire—that was the problem. He thumped his wing tips down onto the floor to steady himself. His chin almost touched the floor.

      Aurora’s sweet breath tickled his nostrils. “Are you alright? Have we hurt you?”

      He cracked open his eyelids to look at her. “I’m just a little…unbalanced. I just need—” He breathed deeply to calm his pounding heart. “Time. I need time. But it is the one thing we don’t have.” Determined to ignore his disconcerting thirst and the swaying world, he straightened his spine. “I don’t have the fire I need to mend my scales, so I will have to do without them.” He grimaced at her knotted brow. “My honor will not allow me to lie, not even to comfort you. It will be a trial, coping without fire, and with my chest exposed, but I have air, earth, and sprit magic in abundance. The rest will come back with time.” In this state, he would not risk going after the incubus. While he had been in Ryferia for the trials, he had still managed to draw on scraps of his power, as had Raith. Now he would be bereft, while Raith still had the ability to beguile. And there was no way to know how long that would last before the Guardians finally stole that last shred of magic from the incubus. The last thing he needed was to fall prey and to walk straight into Raith’s mouth.

      His problems didn’t end there. With his magic so severely compromised, he could no longer rely on his wards to protect the Keep. With Aurora and Keahr’s magic so elusive, if Sabrisia rallied Water and Air and attacked in force, it would be left to him, Zandor, Arwen, and Niing to defend them all. Without access to his fire, his efforts would be reduced to mere brute force. Sheer weight of numbers would eventually bring him to the ground. That would leave Aurora vulnerable.

      Heart heavy, he picked up his precious fallen scales and shifted back into human form. The scales slid into the pocket under his skin where he kept his clothes when he changed form. They would stay there until he could fix them. A wave of relief washed through him when his shirt and tunic covered his exposed chest. Now in human form, the skin where his scales should have been was raw and sore.

      Aurora ran her hands through wild hair. “What do we do now? We can’t have Sabrisia spreading lies about you. We need the Magical on your side.”

      Peckle hopped down from the workbench. Astonishingly, he rubbed himself against Jorah’s leg, and then circled over to Aurora to deposit hair on her dress, too. Half purring, half speaking, he rumbled, “It’s time to visit the Oracle.”

      Aurora stepped back. Hands on her hips, she peered down at the cat. “Since when do you purr?” she demanded. “And what’s your obsession with this stupid Oracle?”

      All trace of the unlikely affection gone, Peckle hissed, showing his fangs. “The answer to everything lies with the Oracle. Every moment we waste here is a chance lost.”

      Aurora scooped Peckle up and held the wriggling cat in front of her face. “I want a straight answer! And no trying to ingratiate, because it doesn’t work. Not with you, anyway. Now why do you want to go to someone who could lie to us?”

      Astonishingly, the cat didn’t sink his claws into her, although his tail did flick in silent warning as he dangled in the air. Eyes narrowed, he said, “You heard Jorah say he doesn’t have an army up his sleeve. You also don’t want to employ Lazuli. Do you have any other suggestions?”

      Aurora sighed, then lowered Peckle to the ground. “I don’t.”

      “Then let’s go.” Peckle darted for the stairs.

      Aurora didn’t move.

      Neither did Jorah. The cat definitely knew something, but getting it out of him would be impossible. Unless…He called out, “Peckle, if you don’t want me calling in Lazuli to read your mind, tell us what you know.”

      Standing on his toes with every hair on end, Peckle spun around. “You wouldn’t.”

      Jorah folded his arms across his sore chest. “I would.”

      Peckle rolled onto the floor, showing a line of three perfect black spots on his belly.

      “Not working,” Aurora said crossly. She looked at Jorah. “How do you summon that woman?”

      “I’ve received enough spirit magic from Zandor to send her a mental message. After all the fuss and excitement of today, she’ll probably drop everything to rush here to know what I want.”

      Peckle scrambled to his feet. “Jorah, no!” Eyes larger than usual, the cat said, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. All I ask is that you trust me.” To Aurora, he hissed, “Have I ever failed you?”

      Aurora’s face softened. “No, you haven’t. Not when it counted.”

      Peckle had helped Aurora and Zandor escape from the dungeon in the palazzo. He had also shown Aurora the tunnel she’d used to get to the beach the night her brother died. The cat got into places, and saw and heard things no one else could hope to learn.

      “Okay, Peckle,” Jorah said. “Fish heads or not, we’re in no position to refuse help from the Oracle.” Or from anyone.

      He faced Aurora. “If this doesn’t work, then despite all objections based on honor, we have no choice but to call in Lazuli to kill Raith.”

      She looked uncertain, then all doubt cleared. “I’m not there yet, Jorah. Let’s give the Oracle its shot first.”

      “Deal.” He offered Aurora his hand, which she took. They started for the stairs.

      Feloran stood on the bottom of the landing. For the first time ever, his caustic grin and the air of deprecation, which hung around him like a cloud, had vanished. He wrung his hands. “Jorah, Hedrus is here. He’s demanding to see you.”

    

  


  
    
      “Hedrus?” Aurora sneered. “The same coward who knew Jorah was innocent but still vanished through a hole in the ground to save his own skin?”

      “The same,” Feloran said. “Jorah, what do you want me to do with him? I could send a swarm of house pixies after him, if you like. It’s time they did more than just eat your socks.”

      Jorah snorted. “I thought you said you couldn’t control them?”

      “At least I try. But the more I sweep them out, the more they multiply.” A shrug. “So what do you want me to do with Hedrus?”

      “Nothing. I have never run from a fight in my life. I’m not starting now. If Hedrus wants to speak, I will meet with him. Allow him into my study.”

      Zandor strode over to join Aurora and Jorah. He flicked a hand at the bow and quiver strapped to his back. “I’m coming with you.”

      “You would fight the fae for me?” Surprise leached into Jorah’s voice.

      “Of course he would,” Aurora said. “Or haven’t you met Zandor before?” She plunked her hands on her hips. “I’m coming too. What Hedrus did was cowardly. I may only be”—she made air quotes—“a nymph, but we share Earth magic. I’m calling on him to help us.”

      She expected Jorah to protest, but he looked first at her and then at Zandor. “Pony, your job is to protect Aurora. First sign that Hedrus intends to harm her, sink an arrow into his heart. I’ll sort out the consequences later.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Aurora worried her lip with her teeth as they climbed the stairs back into the main part of the house. The last thing she wanted was for Zandor to shoot anyone for her, but she had the measure of both men now: nothing she could say would stop them fighting to defend her. Jorah had proved that again today in the council room when he had rescued her from Sabrisia. She was the first to admit that some of the blame for that disaster fell squarely at her door thanks to her impassioned plea to Hedrus for help to raise her army. She couldn’t make the same mistake in her approach to him now. Not when the only alternative to the Oracle was to send in an assassin. Killing Raith—and maybe Artemis—that way smacked of a cowardly execution. How could she face her people and expect them to trust her if they knew she had used such underhanded means of taking back her throne from her enemies? War or not, she would not be a queen of destruction.

      At the top of the stairs, Jorah led her, Niing, and Zandor to his study. The giant doors stood open and they followed Jorah into the book-lined room. Even here, one wall sported a painting of a firebird. She tried not to let Lila’s all-pervading presence distract her.

      Hedrus stood on the woolen carpet in the center of the room. His hair and clothes—a simple brown tunic and breeches—were disheveled. Hands clutching his cloak, he took a step forward to meet them. “Jorah…I had to come. Things…” His jaw dangled as his head shook. “Well, they’re coming for you.”

      A chill shot through Aurora. “Who exactly?”

      Hedrus ignored her and said to Jorah, “Sabrisia is rounding up Water. I’ve spoken with Air, Fire, and Spirit.” A deep sigh. “Air is throwing in with Sabrisia. No surprise there. Although dumbfounded by what happened, Spirit stands neutral. For now.” Eyes laced with panic darted up and down Jorah’s tall frame. “They’re scared of…” His voice trailed off, but he did wave a hand at Jorah. “You should not have managed that. And then to survive it—” Another bemused headshake. “Unheard of. It raises so many questions. All unanswered, of course. But uncertainty breeds panic. And fear. Terrible things, fear and panic.”

      Did Hedrus know Jorah had lost his magic? The aged fae gave no sign of it if he did. Hopefully, Jorah’s confounded honor wouldn’t prompt him to admit to the problem.

      Hedrus continued, “We don’t want war in Warrendyte, Jorah. Not with an incubus breathing down our necks. Earth and Fire will support you, but it’s not the solution.”

      Could Jorah approach the Fire fae leader—Edann—for help with his magic? Aurora rejected the idea. By doing so, he would reveal his vulnerability during a perilous time.

      Jorah glanced over at a nest of leather easy chairs in the corner of the room near the fireplace, but he didn’t offer Hedrus a seat. “As I won’t be letting them in the way I opened my door to you, my wards will keep them out. But I won’t cower from anyone. If Sabrisia wants a fight, she can have one—but on my terms and at a time of my choosing.”

      Hedrus’s bulbous nose quivered as he snorted. “You think she will wait for you to announce a time of your choosing? The woman is a megalomaniac. You know that. Nothing we can do will stop her.” He wrung his hands. “I so regret involving her in this when we first got Niing’s invitation for you to fight in the Ryferian trials. And I should never have agreed to the death bond.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have. But you did and we have to live with the consequences.” Jorah brushed Aurora’s back. “My queen needs my help in Ryferia. That is my priority. Not Sabrisia’s histrionics here at home.” His eyes narrowed to mere slits, highlighting the menace twisting his face—the menace radiating off his entire posture. “It will do her and her allies well to remember that dragons are not to be trifled with. While I seek no throne, we are Maleficent’s first creations. My display today is just a taste of the power that surges through my veins. I will not hesitate to unleash that power if Sabrisia and her fae threaten Warrendyte. Or Ryferia.”

      So he was not only hiding the loss of his power, he was embellishing the story of his invincibility. Jorah must have been scared to give in to deception.

      To back him up, Aurora took a step forward, right into Hedrus’s line of sight. “You failed me today.” His snow-white eyebrows bristled. “By your reckoning, I may be a mere nymph, but you are the fae who represents me on the council. You allowed a hostile force to attack me. Is that how Earth defends its people in Warrendyte?” She swept an arm out to include Niing. “We both fall under your jurisdiction. Is that the protection we can expect from you?”

      Niing looked pained, and she guessed she was the cause; her old tutor would never condone her speaking to Hedrus like this. He tsked. “Hedrus and I go back a long way, my queen. We were once boys together in Ryferia.”

      Hedrus looked Niing over with a sneering eye. “We told you not to stay in Ryferia. You refused to heed us. Now you want our help. And at what cost to Warrendyte?”

      Niing tapped his pipe against his thumb. “I want to work with you to reunite Warrendyte and Ryferia. That is my only purpose in coming here.”

      Hedrus’s beard bristled. “Under whose leadership?” He glanced first at Aurora, and then at Jorah. “We have no monarch in Warrendyte.”

      His message was clear; Aurora would never have a stake on any Magical throne here. Not that she wanted such a crown, but Hedrus would probably neither understand nor believe her if she told him so.

      None of that mattered right now. Peckle’s rare moment of ingratiation followed by his forthright pleading, both so foreign to the cat she knew, had convinced her that they had to get to the Oracle today. With Sabrisia and Water prowling, they couldn’t just walk through their front gate to go to the Oracle’s hangout at the docks, and Jorah was too vulnerable to fly them there. Their only hope was to tunnel out of Jorah’s home, and for that they needed Niing and Hedrus. Before this meeting was done, Hedrus had to agree to help Niing open a passage from Jorah’s lair to the Oracle—one Sabrisia would know nothing about.

      Hedrus waved a hand at her. “My lady does not answer. Are you here seeking power? For if that is the case, no one will support you.”

      “No, I am not!” Aurora snapped. “I’m here to help protect your butts from a power-hungry incubus called Raith Krall.” She ignored Niing’s gasp of dismay at her crass language and took another step into Hedrus’s personal space. “Ryferia will be freed, with or without your help. That is a certainty, because I will it, and I will not be thwarted. I care about my people and will do everything in my power to help them, regardless of their status. Even if that is a concept foreign to your prejudiced ears.” Hedrus’s face bloomed red. A combination of shame and anger, she surmised. She drove home her most convincing argument. “Unless you wish for eternal enmity between the Magical in Ryferia and those here in Warrendyte, I suggest you find it in your shriveled heart to help me. Today. Right now, in fact.”

      Hedrus took a quick step back and shot a beseeching look at Jorah. “You condone this wild behavior? And from a nymph who cannot access her magic?”

      It was her face that now flushed red. She was grateful that Hedrus was focused on Jorah and not on her. She scowled her embarrassment away. She had spoken nothing but the truth. Regardless of Hedrus’s mindless prejudice, she would stand by her words until the end of time.

      Jorah folded his arms across his chest, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Aurora wasn’t fooled by his casual stance; Zandor stood as still as a statue with his bow in one hand and his other poised to grab an arrow. Jorah drawled, “You heard her. You say you don’t want war. Then listen to her. It would be another fateful mistake to let your prejudice lead you to underestimate the most powerful dryad of her age.” He bowed to her. “For that is what Queen Aurora is.”

      She pulled herself up tall. “My power comes from my longing for justice and freedom. I will give my last breath to free my people.” When Hedrus scratched his beard thoughtfully, she added, “Lord Hedrus, I invite you to join us in that quest. We have a date with the Silver-Tongued Oracle—”

      “You will never make it,” Hedrus interrupted. “Sabrisia will not let you leave the boundaries of the Keep alive.” He gave her a withering look. “You accuse me of neglecting you, but I risked much in coming here to tell you that you cannot escape without help.”

      Aurora suppressed a smile that he had walked straight into her trap. “Then be that help! Throw your magic in with Niing’s and open a tunnel for us.”

      Hedrus scoffed a laugh. “Open a tunnel? All the way to the Oracle? Can you hear yourself, girl?”

      Only Niing shuffling in front of Aurora stopped her from landing a punch on Hedrus’s jaw.

      She huffed in a breath, shocked at herself. Even after the murder of her mother and her brother by Artemis, supported by his Able Intelligentsia, she had never stooped to thoughts of petty violence. She had even changed the marriage trials to avoid unnecessary death. So why did she want to smash the smug smile off Hedrus’s face?

      Because he insists on looking down at me as if I were still an Infirm child in Ryferia.

      Magic or no magic, nothing had changed. What did she have to do to be taken seriously?

      Win! But in a way that allows me to hold my head up high.

      Although not even half Hedrus’s height, Niing faced her nemesis. “Do it, Hedrus!” he pleaded. “I could tackle the project alone, but it will take me a day or more to do it on my own. With both of us working, we will be done by morning.”

      “Why should I expend my life force for that?” Hedrus groused.

      Why indeed?

      Aurora was about to give him at least a dozen good reasons, but Jorah squeezed her hand and shook his head. The temptation to ignore his counsel was overwhelming, but she suppressed the urge. From the moment Jorah had met her, he had believed in her—and had proved it many times through both words and deeds. It was time to afford him the same honor by trusting his judgment. Hands knotted in the folds of her skirt, she waited at his side for Niing to plead her case.

      Niing’s face crinkled and his voice softened. “It will be like old times, my friend. Like when were lads, playing together in my father’s mines in Ryferia.” His voice dropped even further. “You recall those days? Happy times.”

      Hedrus said nothing for what seemed like forever. Finally, his shoulders sagged and he shuffled over to sit in a chair Jorah hadn’t offered him. “The best of times.”

      But he didn’t meet Niing’s eye. What inspiration Hedrus found in staring at his thick, heavy brown boots, she didn’t know, but he finally looked up at Jorah. “Do you wish to go to the Oracle too?”

      “My queen wills it, so I will obey. And if we cannot guarantee her safety aboveground, then I must concede to her request to travel via a tunnel.”

      Hedrus creaked to his feet. “Jorah, I have failed you before; I will not be doing that again. Where do you want this tunnel?”

      Aurora could have kissed him.

      A pained expression darted across Jorah’s face. “My forge, I guess. I will show you the way.”

    

  


  
    
      One of the longest nights in Aurora’s life passed while she waited for Niing and Hedrus to open their tunnel. Propped up against the wall in the forge, she spent most of her time rolling Raith’s black pearl between her fingers. What secrets it held, she could not imagine.

      Although she could not hear them, Feloran and Zandor reported that outside the walls of Jorah’s lair, crowds yelled and railed. Thus far, Jorah’s wards kept them at bay. She guessed it helped that he lay stretched out on the floor in his forge in dragon form, breathing ponderously. It worried her that no smoke puffed from his maw or nostrils.

      Keahr, sitting next to her, glanced at her brass pocketwatch. “Almost daybreak,” she murmured. “How much longer?”

      “They said it would take all night,” Aurora replied, stifling a yawn. She’d have to dig deep for energy today. She closed her burning eyes to snatch some of the sleep that had evaded her all night.

      A thunderous boom rattled the forge. All Jorah’s metalwork equipment on the bench jumped.

      Aurora bolted upright. “What was that?”

      They waited in silence for two heartbeats before a second boom shook the ground.

      Jorah leapt up, snarling. “My wards are taking a pounding. The sooner we get into that tunnel, the better.”

      “Niing and Hedrus aren’t ready!” Keahr wheezed, grabbing Aurora’s hand and pulling her up.

      Jorah prowled for the door. “They will hold for now, but we need to buy some time.”

      Already two steps ahead, Zandor shifted into his centaur form and began pushing on the heavy metal bench.

      Keahr and Aurora ran to help as the bench inched slowly towards the locked door. Keahr groaned, a vein in her forehead pulsing. “I can’t—”

      The weight lifted from them completely as Jorah swept it up to the door with his great wing as if it were no more than a feather. “We need more. Barricade the doors. We need to keep them out for as long as possible after the wards come down.”

      They rushed to obey, grabbing whatever furniture they could find and adding it to the pile.

      Aurora’s heart stumbled. Even if they used every piece of furniture in the Keep, it would never hold them out indefinitely. “Niing, hurry up!”

      “Tunnel’s done!” Niing clambered back into the forge.

      Jorah paused in dragging another bench to the barricade. “Where’s Hedrus?”

      “We burrowed a side branch under your wall for him to escape,” Niing replied.

      Even in dragon form, Jorah seemed to wince. He rocked to his feet and changed back into his familiar human skin. “Let’s get this done. The wards on the house are weakening; it’s only a matter of time before they break through. And we better hope no one finds that tunnel under the walls.”

      “We glamored it,” Niing said. “Only someone with Earth magic will see past it.”

      “Then we better hope that old alliances hold true,” Jorah said dryly.

      Aurora stood. “Why have the wards weakened? I thought you said—”

      “Normally, my magic keeps them in place. But being compromised, I’m having to bolster them. They only last while I’m feeding them. If I stop…” Jorah’s voice trailed off. “As it is, I don’t have fire to light the tunnel.” He grabbed a lantern. “This will have to suffice.”

      Aurora grabbed for Keahr, Zandor following close behind. “We have to go.”

      Heart pounding in a chorus of terror, wariness, disbelief, and hope, she ran after Jorah into the dark, loamy passageway. Every hair bristling, Peckle sprinted ahead of them. The rest of her friends loped beside her.

      The lantern cast eerie shadows on the rough walls. In places, roots dangled like spiders’ webs from the ceiling. They brushed her face as she sped by, tingling her skin as if calling for her to stop and embrace them with her magic. She ached to obey, but getting to the Oracle topped all other priorities. It at least offered a measure of comfort that her magic was responding to their call. Perhaps there was still hope for her.

      After twenty minutes or more, Jorah rounded a bend and the light disappeared. She hurried after him only to stop short. Her mouth gaped.

      Jorah and Peckle stood in the center of a cube of mirrors. Even the floor where the tunnel ended was made of glass.

      “Join us. The view is lovely,” Peckle said.

      Body crunched to keep her footsteps light, she took a hesitant step onto the mirror.

      Jorah put his lantern down. “Relax. You could beat the mirror with a hammer and it wouldn’t break.”

      She huffed. “Rather like that indestructible dome we just destroyed.”

      “Move already.” Bunched behind Aurora in the passage, Keahr shoved her back.

      With more confidence, she crossed the glass to join Jorah and Peckle. The cat wore a self-satisfied grin. Aurora looked around, seeing nothing but their images reflecting into infinity.

      She caught Jorah’s eye in the reflection. “So what happens now?”

      Niing waddled over. “Take out your pearl and say, ‘I seek truth and enlightenment from the Oracle.’”

      “Truth and enlightenment?” She resisted the urge to snort her derision. “If you say so.” She pulled the pearl from her pocket, held it up, and spoke Niing’s command.

      For a second or two, nothing happened. Then the millions of reflections in the glass shimmered like a mirage over the olive groves back home on a hot day. Intrigued, she leaned closer to the glass for a better view—and tumbled straight into Niing’s burrow in the palazzo.

      She gasped as her knee hit the alchemy bench. It stopped her headlong fall. Hands clenching the bench, she looked around for her friends, but they had vanished. The burrow was deserted.

      Like an incubus’s smile, the cabinet where she kept her alchemy equipment snagged her attention again. The door stood open. Her cauldron was missing from its usual spot—

      The hiss of fire pulled her attention back to the bench. Her cauldron sat on her triangular stand above the flame. The glow pulled her like a flaxen cord bound to her neck. She tried to resist the compulsion to be led against her will, but her legs refused to obey. Like a Guardian turning forever on its spindle, she creaked toward the bench.

      Terrified at her loss of control, she yelled, “Stop it!”

      Her legs instantly stilled.

      Still, the cauldron sang to her, begging her to come to it. She flexed her fingers. They itched to be chopping, stirring, and grinding ingredients.

      “No!” she told her hands.

      If she made a potion, it would be because she had reasoned out that it was needed, not because of some weird compulsion she had no control over. If she allowed the inexplicable cravings to govern her, she would be little better than Raith.

      She put the pearl down onto the bench. Its black sheen shimmered. In its depths, Raith’s beautiful face flickered. A rush of bitterness, revenge, hunger, betrayal, and exquisite pain swamped her.

      While no stranger to these kinds of emotions, none of these particular ones were familiar. She clutched the bench for support, scared the weight of them would crush her. It didn’t stop wave upon wave of borrowed, agonizing pain—Raith’s pain—from washing over her. Desperate to escape, she closed her eyes to blot everything out as another wave of despair and fear hit her.

      Was this really how Raith felt?

      He had lost his sister—his twin—to Jorah. How much anguish had that caused him? Enough to drive his furious need for revenge that now burned in her chest? How different were Jorah and Raith, really? Trojean had killed Lila, Jorah had killed Trojean, and now Raith and Jorah both sought to kill each other in retribution. The circle of destruction never ended.

      She licked her lips; they too ached, but with a different hunger. Her stomach gnawed as if she hadn’t eaten for a week and it would now consume itself.

      Was that how Raith’s cravings for blood and magic left him feeling? Lightheaded, dazed, and willing to risk everything for one more hit of Magical blood? It was no wonder he behaved the way he did; his own body was torturing him.

      Tears spilled, burning their way down her cheeks for him. Although determined to drink her dry, Raith had also been kind to her during the trials. He had defended her against Artemis’s abuse, as if he were no stranger to abuse himself. Maybe that little piece of him had been real.

      She cried out as fire lashed across her back. Some unseen force, who knew what, snapped a whip against her flesh. Each blow was as cruel and as sharp as the words of scorn and derision the Able had heaped on her every day of her life in Ryferia.

      “Raith isn’t the only one to feel pain,” she yelled as blow after blow struck her. “We all have pain. Cravings. Longings. But we deny them to be decent people.”

      “Raith is an incubus. Designed by nature to hunt.” Where the silky voice came from, she didn’t know.

      She shouted back, “But not my people!” Her forehead thumped down onto the bench as ugly sobs racked her. “Not my people.”

      “You would cut him down like vermin?”

      Through brimming eyes, she looked for the voice but saw nothing. “If he treats my people like prey, then yes, I must. He’s a parasite who cares nothing for the lives of his victims.”

      “But who made you the judge and executioner? And what of Artemis and his Intelligentsia? Will you destroy them, too?”

      Her body shook as more blows fell onto her back.

      Trembling against the shock, she spoke through gritted teeth. “It’s the job of a queen to protect her people.”

      “But you aren’t the monarch. Artemis is.” Like smoke, the words curled around her. “You can stop the pain. All of it. Let Raith be. Allow Artemis to rule. Turn away from it all. Make a life for yourself here. Woo Jorah. In time, he will replace the firebirds in his lair with paintings of your choice. It will be your gowns stuffed in his dressing rooms. Your body he craves to caress, the way he once loved Lila. Give up this foolish quest and all this can be yours.”

      She slumped down onto the floor, partly to get away from the pain, and partly to escape the voice. The life it described sounded so appealing. She clawed at the flagstones. “No. I can’t. I promised I would return to Ryferia. My people expect it. I owe—”

      “Nothing. You owe nothing to anyone.”

      Could she believe that? If she did, would the beating really stop?

      She grimaced as truth, unadulterated and raw, settled in her core. She sat up and shouted, “My, you are smart, Silver-Tongue, but in your quest to divert me, you forget that I am not defined by pain, and revenge, and bitterness, and envy.” She clambered to her feet. “Raith may be—and even Jorah—but that’s not my path to tread.” She shook her fist. “And you will not beguile me into believing otherwise. I may be free, but my people aren’t.” She thumped that fist down onto the bench, her tear-filled gaze sweeping over the burrow. “If it is a potion I need to destroy Raith, and Artemis, and the Intelligentsia, then I will brew it.” She stomped the length of the bench to the cauldron. “And if the potion doesn’t work, I will send in an executioner to do the job for me.”

      She gasped at her own impassioned words.

      Was that what she believed? That to use Lazuli was the right call to make? Didn’t she already writhe with guilt every time she remembered the screams of the dying sailors on the sinking Ryferian galley her seaweed had dragged to watery graves?

      Or was it the Oracle influencing her thoughts?

      She had killed those sailors to escape for a cause she considered noble: to free her people. She would always want to consider herself and her cause a noble one, but when did nobility cease to be a virtue, only to become foolishness?

      War was bloody and would cost the lives of thousands. The potion was an unknown. How would she even feed it to Raith? Assuming it was meant for him. Perhaps Zandor had been right all along and a quick, clean kill by a skilled assassin was the kindest way she could rid the world of the threat Raith posed.

      She shouted out, “Yes! I will even use Lazuli if I must.”

      By the time she reached the cauldron, the pain had gone. She wondered if it had even been real. She blew out a long breath to calm her pounding heart, then brushed the tears from her face. She may have agreed to use Lazuli, but first she had to try the potion.

      The only ingredient she had was the pearl. Force of habit made her glance up at the ceiling, where her rack of dried herbs hung.

      She bit her lip; it wasn’t there. She snapped at the voice, “So what am I supposed to use?”

      No reply.

      “Not very helpful, are you?” she yelled to the ether. “Or do you only like tormenting people?”

      “Perhaps we need to crush it.”

      She spun. Jorah had appeared from nowhere. Blond hair, piercing blue eyes, he was as handsome and powerful as always. He leaned with one hip against the bench. Thinking him a hallucination—the Oracle was capable of any cruel device—she touched his arm. It was as warm and as real as she was. For some reason, the hateful creature had decided Jorah needed to be here for this torment, too.

      Face contorted with concern, he asked, “Are you alright? What happened?”

      She guessed she looked terrible. Also, Jorah seemed to have no idea what had just happened. “The Oracle and I had a few disagreements. I’m hoping it knows that I’ve won.”

      “Of course you have.” Jorah brushed a lock of hair off her sweaty forehead and tucked it behind her ear. “But remember, it’s not called Silver-Tongued for nothing.”

      At his touch, she smiled her relief to have him here. “I’m certainly getting the picture.” She turned to find the pearl. “You think we should crush it because that’s what we must do to Raith?”

      It had gone.

      The air sagged out of her. “Jorah—”

      “Can you see your equipment?” Jorah interrupted. “Because I can see ingredients, but nothing else.”

      “Only the Oracle would do something so—” She bit off the words. Lamenting helped no one. “You’ve got the pearl?”

      “It’s right there where you left it.”

      “Of course it is.” She stalked to her equipment cupboard and pulled out her favorite pestle and mortar. Last time she’d carried it, she had been weak and puny; now the heavy stone weighed next to nothing. The blessing of being away from the Guardians—one she was determined to share with her Infirm people. She plunked it down on the table. “Drop the pearl in there and I’ll mash it up.”

      Jorah tilted his hand and she heard a clink of stone on stone. She smashed her pestle down into the mortar.

      It grazed off the top of the unseen pearl.

      “Not a scratch,” Jorah said, peering at the bench where the mortar sat.

      “Hmm…Not very helpful,” she said, largely for the Oracle’s benefit. To Jorah, she said, “Maybe you need to try.”

      “I can’t even see the pestle.”

      “Give me your hand and I’ll guide it.”

      Jorah offered her his beautiful, tanned hand. She placed it on the rounded end of the pestle, then laid her own hand over the top of it. “Let’s grind.”

      He laughed self-consciously. “This feels weird.”

      It did.

      She smiled at him. “Put some muscle in it, dragon.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      But even though Jorah’s bulging biceps flexed enticingly as he worked the invisible—to him—pestle, she could still feel the pearl—invisible to her—rolling under her tool.

      Finally, Jorah stopped. “Not working, my nymph. We need another plan. Another ingredient, maybe.”

      Aurora looked blank. “Your department.”

      “Indeed.” He grimaced, then wriggled, grunting as if in pain. It was a sight most odd in a dragon. He moaned, “Maleficent’s butt, I hate this Oracle.”

      “Get in line. There’s a queue.”

      Finally, he scratched his side and then held out his hand. She looked at his empty palm and guessed he held an ingredient of some kind.

      “One of my scales,” Jorah said. “Isn’t it enough that the bastard has a silver tongue, does it have to be long-fingered, too?”

      Aurora couldn’t stop her laughter. “It pickpocketed you?”

      “Not just any pocket. The one under my skin. Hurt like hell, too.” He snorted. “Pain I would never have felt with my magic.” He touched her cheek with a gentle finger. “My nymph, I’m developing a far greater appreciation of what you went through in Ryferia.”

      “Good, because I wasn’t the only one. My people are still suffering. And many of them don’t have magic, and never will. They need love and acceptance, too, if we are ever to have peace.”

      Jorah’s jaw hardened. “The Untalented have done nothing good to the Magical in Ryferia.”

      “And the Magical once enslaved the Untalented in Ryferia. I think we can call it quits, Jorah. The debts have been squared. All wrongs need to be put right if we are to build a world I would want my children to grow up in.”

      “That will be a hard sell, Aurora. No one will buy it.”

      She refused to accept that. Her chin tilted defiantly. “It would help if you at least got on board. If we don’t lead the way, no one will follow. You have unparalleled power and authority in Warrendyte—that dome didn’t break for nothing, you know. And I will finally have some credibility when we win in Ryferia. We can change the world.”

      Jorah’s intense blue eyes watched her with icy focus. She was about to start squirming like a mouse hunted by an eagle, when he said, “I am willing to talk with the Untalented.”

      A small concession when said in words, but a giant leap forward for the dragon who had seen his mother and sisters ravaged and then slaughtered by Nethric’s soldiers in Ryferia.

      She bowed her head in acknowledgement. “Thank you. Now we need to finish this potion.” She touched the mortar, and then spoke her mind, not caring—much—what he thought of her radical decision. “If we can’t brew it, we need to send in Lazuli.”

      He gave a decisive nod. “Lazuli is looking more and more attractive.”

      She heaved a sigh of relief that she didn’t have to argue with him to get him to agree. “So…our potion. A scale makes sense. You’re the dragon everyone keeps telling me will destroy Raith.” She clinked the pestle against the mortar. “Toss it in. Let’s see a dragon crush an incubus.”

      Jorah gave another of his wry smiles. “Don’t hold your breath.” But, probably guided by the pearl, he tipped his hand into the mortar.

      Another clink, this time of steel on stone, was her only clue that the scale and pearl had met.

      She held out her hand for his. “Together again?”

      “Is there any other way, my nymph?”

      She flushed at the softness in his voice and was glad to lose herself in placing his hand down onto the pestle. His skin was warm under hers as they ground together.

      Nothing happened.

      Sweat beaded her temples and then streamed down her face, and still they ground the scale and the pearl together.

      “This is hopeless,” Jorah finally said.

      Aurora slumped against the bench. “We’re missing something. Is there another ingredient?”

      Jorah looked up and down the bench. “Nothing.”

      “You know alchemy as well as I do. There has to be something. A catalyst we haven’t thought of.”

      “Maybe you just need a cat.” Peckle jumped up onto the table next to the mortar. He peered disdainfully into its depths. “That will never work.”

      Jorah’s eyes narrowed. “I think we’ve figured that. The dragon’s and the dryad’s patience has worn thin. Now would be a good time to share what you know.”

      Peckle blinked a couple of times. “It’s not my secret to tell.”

      “You want to skin him,” she asked Jorah, “or should I?”

      But Jorah wasn’t listening, if his startled eyes and dangling jaw were any indicator. She squealed as he grabbed her, tossed her behind him, and backed away from the bench. Tired of being protected, she lunged past him.

      And then she saw her—a woman more beautiful, and more brutal in that beauty, than Aurora had ever seen hovered in the air above the bench on iridescent bat wings twice the size of her body. Dressed in nothing but red-and-black molten lava, she canted her head, clinking her icicle hair. Her eyes swirled a kaleidoscope of colors, and a small, brutal smile played on her crimson lips.

      Aurora’s hands slipped down her sides. She squeaked out, “W-who are you?”

      “Watch.” The strange visitor’s voice cracked like a whip.

      Transfixed, Aurora leaned in. Jorah also took a step closer. Only Peckle seemed unconcerned. He eyed the woman with his usual disdain, suggesting that he wasn’t surprised by her appearance.

      The woman raised both her hands, one snow white and the other nut brown, into the air.

      A snap of fire.

      Aurora gasped as a familiar crown dropped from the roof of the burrow and landed on the woman’s hand. It was made of iron and jet, with spikes that rose like spindles. The last time she’d seen that crown, it had sat on Lazard’s brow. Now Artemis claimed it. If her people were to be free, she had to wrench it from his head.

      The woman fixed Aurora with those disconcerting, swirling eyes.

      Mesmerizing as Raith’s had been, it took all her wits not lose herself in them. Fighting for control, she said, “You have something to say to me?”

      The stranger’s laughter splintered the air. “My, what a beauty you are.” Her icy head tilted. “Mind well, Princess Aurora.” She held out the crown. “To claim this and to destroy the incubus, you must seek one single drop of Maleficent’s blood.” The woman swept one of her hands out from under the crown and waved it at the mortar. “Only then will your potion brew. Only then will you be queen.”

      Aurora opened her mouth to tumble out a thousand questions, but a loud poof and a flash of brilliant white light cut her short.

      The woman had gone.

    

  


  
    
      It took a moment for Jorah’s eyes to recover from the lightning flash that had swallowed the mysterious woman. He had a strong inkling who she was, but logic said it was impossible. That woman—the goddess who had created his kind, as well as every other Magical creature in existence—had not been seen or heard from for generations. Certainly not since he’d been born. Many didn’t believe in her existence.

      “Who was that?” Aurora’s voice sounded strangled and her face had blanched.

      Jorah couldn’t resist wrapping his arm around her. It didn’t surprise him when she leaned into him, shaking. He drew comfort from her, too.

      The woman’s message had not been encouraging.

      “I have a few ideas,” he said mumbled into her wild hair. He released her and stepped away. “But first I need to skin the cat”—he glared at Peckle—“unless he tells us everything he knows.”

      Legs like sticks, Peckle sprang straight up into the air. “You will do no such thing, dragon.”

      “I’m with Jorah on this, Peckle,” Aurora said sharply when the cat landed back on the bench with every hair standing. “No more holding back, or else.”

      “Or else you’ll skin me?” Peckle said disdainfully. A feline snort followed. “Well, that beats you laughing at me. Which is what I fear will happen when I tell you what you want to know.”

      Jorah suppressed a smile when Aurora softened visibly. “No one will laugh at you.”

      His nymph was sometimes too kindhearted for her own good. A trait too often scorned and cast down, mistaken for weakness. If she managed it, it would serve her well as queen.

      Peckle glared at him. “Dragon?”

      Jorah touched his hand to his heart, following Aurora’s lead. “On my honor.”

      Peckle took an annoying moment to wash his ears. “As you know, Jorah, Niing pleaded with me to stay in Ryferia with him after the war. I didn’t want to leave the old fool alone, so I agreed. But I very soon realized I’d made a mistake and I was desperate to escape. Eventually, I found a broken Guardian. I was leaving—” His tail flicked. “Tell Niing and I will never forgive you.” Two sharp eyes skewered Jorah.

      Again, he tapped his heart with two fingers. “Not a word.”

      Peckle’s head turned to Aurora. “Blurt it out to Niing, and I will skin you!”

      Aurora bristled. “Don’t try me, cat.”

      For a long moment, Peckle stared at Aurora, who held his gaze in a private battle of wills.

      Finally, the cat blinked. “I was a day’s run from the foul constructs when she came.” Jorah guessed he referred to their visitor. “She told me her name: Maleficent. It was she who came today. The goddess herself.”

      Jorah’s stomach knotted at Peckle’s confirmation of his suspicions.

      Even Aurora, who had only recently heard Maleficent’s name, and then only used in curses, leaned in closer to Peckle. “What did she want with you?”

      “She said she had work for me to do in Ryferia. That the day would come when a princess would seek wisdom and enlightenment from the Oracle. It was my task to help her find it.” Peckle’s tail flicked irritably. “I went back and took ownership of every single mutton-headed princess born in the palazzo.” His face puckered into a scowl. “You’d be surprised to know how rare that spark of intelligence was.”

      Jorah smiled; as far as he knew, Aurora had been the first Magical princess born in Ryferia.

      Aurora scowled at the cat, perhaps at the reference to being owned. “Why would she do such a thing? Get to the point.”

      “I just did.” Peckle stalked off—and vanished.

      Aurora glared at the spot where Peckle had been. “Typical. He told us nothing of real value.”

      Jorah let out a breath to ease some of the tension in his muscles. “It’s more than we could hope for, my nymph. It’s the first step in creating the world you see for your children.”

      While he didn’t relish opening negotiations with the Untalented, he could see it was necessary if the world was to know peace. It was not something he would ever have contemplated alone. His lips twisted in a wry smile at the realization that he was stronger with Aurora than he was without her.

      “So, now what do we do?” She sounded truculent. “Hunt down Maleficent and plead for a drop of her blood? Or send Lazuli into Ryferia to finish Raith?”

      “What is your heart telling you?”

      Her hands thumped down onto the bench. “Her message was so cryptic. And that stupid cat really didn’t help make it any clearer.” She stomped across the burrow and picked up something he could not see. A piece of equipment, no doubt. She stomped back to him and grabbed his hand. “Aren’t dragons supposed to be Maleficent’s first creation?”

      Perplexed by what she was planning with her unseen piece of kit, he said hesitantly, “That’s what my mother told me. It’s what everyone believes. Everyone who believes in Maleficent, that is.”

      “Then let’s see what this does.” She jabbed his thumb, making him start, more in surprise than pain.

      A single drop of his blood welled.

      He smiled as he looked first at his thumb and then at her. “Some warning would have been nice.”

      “And let you become complacent? Not likely.” She grinned back at him. A delicious flutter of need for her shot through him. It settled in the pit of his stomach, heating him to the core. His fire power may have been quenched, but he still burned inside.

      So intent on his blood, she didn’t seem to notice the flush that washed through his skin. “Squeeze a drop into the mortar and let’s see what happens.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He held his thumb and worked the drop of blood free. It streaked down the side of the pearl and plopped onto his scale. He held out his hand to her. “Bring the pestle.”

      She closed his fingers around the smooth sides of the stone implement, and then covered his hand with hers.

      The touch of her skin made his breath hitch and his pulse race. Whether he liked it or not, his marrow and tissues, which had died with Lila, were finally awakening and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      Eyes the size of full moons—was she sensing something similar?—she murmured, “Put some muscle in it, dragon.”

      Face just an inch from hers, he churned the pestle in the mortar. She watched him with every turn of their hands.

      He liked the connectedness too much to stop, but the practical side of him had to admit that their efforts weren’t making a dent on the pearl or the scale. He pulled back. “Not my blood we need. Clearly, being Maleficent’s firstborn doesn’t mean I share her blood.”

      Aurora took her hand off his, leaving him cold and bereft. “It seems we have to find the goddess.”

      He opened his fist and heard a clunk as the pestle hit the side of the mortar. “That’s if we believe the Oracle. And the cat.”

      “You doubt what we saw?”

      “In here?” He waved his arms around the burrow. “Always.”

      “So if we say it’s all rubbish, then we go back to Zandor’s plan—Lazuli.”

      “Yes. Let her kill Raith. With him out of the way, we can deal with Artemis and the Untalented.”

      “Artemis will never negotiate. Neither will the Intelligentsia if he’s at the helm. We would have to take an army to Ryferia. An army we don’t have.” She ran her hands across her face, buried her fingers in her hair, and massaged her temples. “Do we ask Lazuli to sort him out, too?”

      The massage must not have helped her tension, because her face twisted as if she had swallowed something nasty.

      He pictured the galley Aurora had sunk in the bay in Ryferia. She hadn’t said it directly, but he knew the wound cut deep. Her own people thought of her as a traitor. How many would stand with her in a fight against Artemis? “You need to go back with power and majesty to face the false king of Ryferia. Not slinking in on the heels of an assassin.”

      She nodded fiercely. “I do so agree. I don’t want to go back in the same manner I left. My people need to trust me, not see me as a threat who sinks their ships. I realize now that guilt is robbing me of my powers.” A self-deprecating smile. “I’m working on that.” Her eyes sparkled. “With a goddess on our side, we’ll be unstoppable. We won’t need my powers. Or yours.”

      Jorah didn’t doubt that Maleficent could shift the balance, but the cynic in him refused to accept that she would help. If the goddess had done nothing to help Ryferia since the war with the Untalented, other than to give a cryptic message to a surly cat with no clear reason as to why, why would she start now?

      Also, the notion of leaving the fighting to someone else, no matter how powerful, while he stood on the sidelines made him want to growl. If they found Maleficent, and if she agreed to help them, then he intended on doing his part to remove Artemis from the stolen throne, and to give back to Aurora what was rightfully hers.

      “No one knows where Maleficent hides out.”

      The sparkle in Aurora’s eyes died. She slumped against the bench, leaching exhaustion. “Surely someone must know something.”

      “She definitely isn’t in Warrendyte or Ryferia. But there are many places in the world that people fear to go. And probably many more that haven’t been discovered yet. She could be in any one of them.”

      “Maybe there’s more Peckle isn’t telling us?”

      “Now that makes more sense than anything else. As soon as we see him, I’ll wring the truth out of him.”

      “Or try to.”

      He snorted. “No more fish heads or cream for him until he complies.” He took her hand. “So we are agreed? I must summon Lazuli.”

      A curt nod was Aurora’s only answer.

      “Watch my back while I call her.” He closed his eyes to tap into the spirit power Zandor had swamped him with. The gray cloud of ethereal confusion that was spirit magic—to him, at least—was even thicker than usual. He grappled through it, calling Lazuli’s name.

      Laughter tinkled through his mind.

      Aurora shuffled closer to him, so he guessed she’d heard it to.

      He called again, “Lazuli, Aurora and I have a job for you.”

      More laughter. “The great destroyers of the dome calling on one as lowly as me? This is too interesting to miss.”

      “Then do you mind joining us?” Aurora asked. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “The Oracle extends no such invitation.”

      But when Aurora gasped, he guessed that in her mind’s eye she was seeing exactly what he was: a projection of Lazuli’s exquisite face, with its high cheekbones, vivid bottle-green eyes, and tangle of long silvery hair. Lazuli’s telepathy powers tickled through him. He felt Aurora flinch beside him at the assassin’s strange magic.

      More laughter tinkled in his head. “Oh my! You wish me to kill the incubus! How exciting.”

      Jorah clawed for his mental guards. “You are good. I didn’t even feel you scratching through my head.” He tossed his shields up to protect the rest of his thoughts from her rifling fingers.

      Too late, it seemed, because Lazuli exclaimed, “Oh, Jorah! Your powers! How devastating for you. Don’t you worry, they’ll be back eventually.”

      So she had seen everything?

      If he had thought inviting people into his forge was violating, he hadn’t known the meaning of the word. He longed to crack down on the magic to cut the telepath out, but he needed her in his head if they were to finalize this deal.

      Teeth gritted, he said, “Betray me, and when my powers return, I will cut you down.”

      More irritating laughter. “How about a better deal, Jorah Thalyn? I will give you Raith’s head, if you give me a seat on the council when you and your nymph change the world.”

      Jorah didn’t bother concealing his derision. “An assassin on the Warrendyte council? There are limits, Lazuli. Not even I could sell that.”

      “Then it seems we have no deal.” Lazuli’s face began to fade.

      Aurora shouted out, “Wait.” The image of the telepath stabilized. Aurora rushed on, “Warrendyte is not the only country that needs councilors. Bring us Raith’s head…and…and—”

      “And feed you information on what Raith and Artemis are doing in Ryferia,” Lazuli’s voice lilted. She sounded amused. Then it dried. “And in exchange, you will make me a councilor.”

      “Exactly,” Aurora squeaked. Face crimson, she glared at Jorah, obviously uncomfortable with what she had proposed to Lazuli. “Don’t judge me. We have no choice. And at least she’s more honest about what she does than many of the Intelligentsia now warming seats in the forum.”

      He wrapped his arm around her. “You don’t need to excuse yourself to me, my nymph. We’re both trying to achieve the same ends here.”

      He had to lean in to hear her whisper, “Thank you.”

      Lazuli smiled, a coy, annoying one, as if she enjoyed seeing both him and Aurora squirm. “Then we have a deal. Now, getting into Ryferia? No! Don’t tell me, I’ll—”

      Jorah tightened the locks on his mind.

      Lazuli pouted. “Jorah, darling, now I have to go digging in your nymph’s head.”

      To avoid the telepath violating Aurora’s privacy, he blurted, “There’s a broken—”

      Again, he was too late, as Lazuli said lazily, “Guardian. A giant I can use to get into the city. How neglectful of the Untalented to leave their flank unguarded.” She snickered. “What a shame you don’t have an army to walk right through it.”

      It was time to be rid of this woman. Guessing she would teleport to the Ryferian boarder, Jorah snapped, “Report back to me as soon as you arrive.” He let go of the image. The spirit magic dissipated like smoke, taking Lazuli with it.

      Aurora rubbed her arms. “I’m done with this creepy place. How do we leave?”

      As if the Oracle had been waiting for her request, Jorah—and Aurora—shot straight up into the air, spun, and crashed down in a tangle of arms and legs in the cube of mirrors, just narrowly missing hitting their friends. Peckle darted out of the way, bottlebrush tail quivering with annoyance.

      Jorah helped Aurora stand—and then flinched as a shaft of pain shot through the raw skin on his chest where his scales had fallen away.

      Arwen swore. “Your wards? Jorah, why am I feeling gales and—”

      Like an icy arrow driven on that gale, another bolt of air hit his chest.

      “Because they’re falling. Air has definitely thrown in with Sabrisia.” Jorah snapped out his shield and tucked it around his friends. But instead of radiating back its usual burnished power, it wavered like hot air above a grass fire. Without his full complement of magic to bolster it, like his wards, his once mighty shield would not hold out against an attack.

      Zandor nocked an arrow and aimed it down the dark tunnel entrance where the wind was howling. “How long do we have?”

      Jorah closed his natural eyes and sought for his elusive inner third eye. He fought to steady himself as he watched a rabble of air and water fae, scarli, ashrays, and grindylows surge through the tattered shield of magic that once protected his lair. Shrieking and wailing, they crashed through the windows and glass doors into his home.

      Armed with nothing more deadly than kitchen knives, chairs, and Lila’s many, many firebird paintings and ornaments, Feloran and his elves rushed to meet them. Feloran crashed a painting down onto a grindylow’s head, snapping the frame.

      Fueled by rage and his need to protect his lost love’s treasures, Jorah’s wings and talons sprouted—and the image failed.

      “Fight or flee, dragon?” Zandor demanded.

      “Flee,” Aurora shouted. “We have to get to The Nautilus Spray. Nothing is more important than getting on with our quest.”

      Aurora’s voice stopped Jorah’s change in its tracks. He breathed in a quick couple of breaths. Lila would never support him defending her dusty artworks when the living, breathing Aurora needed him in the here and now. Also, the last thing he wanted was for his staff—his friends—to be harmed defending mere trinkets, no matter how valuable they had once been to him. He clawed at his spirit magic and shot a painful thought to Feloran. “Forget the house. Withdraw. Protect yourselves. I will find you when I return.” With another important thought to send into the ether, he didn’t wait for Feloran to reply before cutting the connection. He touched his heart with two fingers. Goodbye, Lila, my love. I will never forget you, but a new life lies before me.

      Despite everything, a weight lifted from his shoulders.

      Knowing he had just moments to get Aurora and the others to the caravel, he snapped to Zandor, “Obey your queen.” To the Oracle, he said, “Release us.”

      But instead of opening, the mirrored walls remained stubbornly closed. Arwen sent a blast of wind at the closest wall. It eddied back, flapping Aurora and Keahr’s skirts.

      “And now?” Eyes as wild as her hair, Aurora spun a circle.

      The slap of slithery feet mixed with the snap of teeth echoed through the tunnel toward him. The invaders were on their way. Arwen, Keahr, Niing, and Zandor circled the tunnel entrance. Even Peckle stood guard with his claws and fangs bared.

      Jorah grabbed her hand. “Isn’t it obvious, my nymph?”

      A gray scarli crashed through the tunnel into the cube. Yowling, Peckle leapt at him.

      Not waiting to see the outcome of the fight, Jorah grabbed Aurora’s hand. “Together.”

      Understanding gleamed in her eyes.

      In unison, they said, “Release us.”

      The Oracle spat them all out into the swirling water magic at the docks.

      Night had fallen. A mere ten feet away, The Nautilus Spray gleamed silver in the moonlight.

      Bright as a star, Sabrisia stood on the main mast with an ice spear gripped in her hands.

    

  


  
    
      “Five confirmed kills, sire,” Raith crooned in his huskiest incubus voice.

      He and Carian had been summoned to this meeting in the forum right after breakfast. “All Infirm, just as you commanded.”

      After a sleepless night, he had decided that the best way to charm Artemis into giving him a seat in this hall was to make himself both indispensable and trustworthy.

      It helped that yesterday’s visit beyond the Guardians, combined with the eye he’d smoked, had swelled his scraps of incubus powers to beguile.

      Artemis sighed heavily as he reclined in his marble-and-gemstone throne. “Only five?” His head lolled, making his jet-and-iron spiked crown slip on his brow. He didn’t seem to notice. Even so, dressed in a regal cobalt-and-silver velvet cloak, and with black diamonds hanging around his neck, Artemis looked every inch the dictator.

      “That is what I said, too, sire,” Carian said. He stood at Raith’s side. “But my brother has not put as much…energy into the hunt as he could have.”

      Raith heart thudded against his chest. That was rich, coming from Carian, who had done nothing but fiddle about with the books in the burrow. To hide his fury, he had no choice but to blank out all emotion, even if it risked Artemis slipping out of his beguiling snare. So much for Carian being an ally. “It hasn’t been much time, sire.”

      Artemis pursed his lips. “And you don’t have much time left to lure that little bitch back in.”

      “That is what I have been telling him, sire.” Carian glared at Raith. “Perhaps now he will begin to take your orders a little more seriously.”

      The king looked first at Raith and then at Carian before rubbing a hand over his aquiline face. Not a single callous or scar marred his fingers—fitting for a man who killed with poisons, or let other people do his dirty work for him.

      Raith already had several blisters from his killing spree.

      Artemis rapped his fingers on his throne’s jeweled armrest. “As charming as you might be, Duke Krall, I will bring forward your execution date if I don’t have a meaningful pile of corpses to send out on my gondolas.”

      Blistered fingers were now the least of Raith’s worries. At this rate, he wouldn’t live long enough to claim that seat. He pasted on his most disarming incubus smile. “I know exactly what is at stake, sire. I will not fail you.” He swept his arm out to include Carian. “My brother and I shall continue our hunt tonight. I am sure with his…energy, we will easily double that number before dawn.”

      “Then see it done.” Artemis waved a dismissive hand.

      Raith bowed low at the waist, and left the forum.

      Carian sauntered after him.

      The moment the vast double doors swung closed behind them, Raith stopped and hissed, “How dare you incriminate me like that! Especially when you refused to help.”

      Carian huffed a laugh as he strode on across the piazza. He called over his shoulder, “And whose fault is that?”

      Raith had to run to catch up with him. It did nothing to improve his mood. By the time he reached Carian, the heat surging through him was so intense it made him quake. He grabbed Carian’s arm and tried to swing him around, but Carian’s mountainous frame didn’t budge. He had to content himself with snarling, “You’re gambling with our lives because you’re pissed that I wouldn’t kill a child?”

      Carian shrugged and sneered, but at least he stopped to speak. “I told you to paint the town red. Five corpses hardly counts. So, as usual, you failed to keep your part of the bargain. Just like you did during the marriage trials.”

      Raith blinked back his shock. “Those were five lives…gone. Forever. And joining the trials was your idea, not mine. I did everything you told me to—”

      “You let them all get away!” Carian splayed his hands. They were trembling, too. Raith had a horrible vision of them wrapping around his throat. “You let that pasty-faced bitch escape, and Jorah as well. You promised to avenge our sister, and you failed!”

      Raith’s blood roared. He knew he should shut up, but he couldn’t stop from hissing, “Maybe Jorah isn’t the only one to blame for Trojean’s death.”

      Carian’s eyes widened, and then narrowed darkly. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned that. What are you implying? That I killed Trojean?”

      “Exactly that!”

      Carian flexed his ham-sized biceps and shoved his huge chest at Raith.

      Raith straightened his spine, trying to match his brother in height, even though he was a couple of inches too short. Then his shoulders sagged as a beautiful woman with long, tangled silvery hair sauntered across the piazza toward them. The last thing he wanted was for her to hear their argument. Out for an early-morning stroll, she took her time passing them. He waited until she was out of earshot and said, “If you hadn’t sent Trojean into Warrendyte—if you hadn’t convinced her to reap magic through smoke—then she would still be alive. And now you’re trying to do the same thing to me.”

      Carian leaned in until his nose almost touched Raith’s. “As memory serves, I didn’t have to work very hard to convince you. You wanted this just as much as I did. And where would you be if I hadn’t helped you? Screwing whores in some brothel in Lorithian after Father told you once again what a disgusting waste of space and time you are!” He pulled back and shook his fist. “I made you!”

      “You wrecked me!” Raith couldn’t stop angry tears from slipping down his cheeks. Added to his misery was the fact that, despite smoking the eye just the day before, his cravings had come back, demanding another fix. Who was he kidding with the crazy notion that he’d ever win a seat on the forum? Why was he even bothering to try?

      A smile pulled on Carian’s lips. “If you want Aurora’s powers, give Artemis his five bodies by morning.”

      Raith’s insides plummeted. And what craziness had made him boast something so stupid, so pointless to Artemis? He pleaded helplessly, “This was your plan—”

      Carian threw his hands up. “We needed to get into the palazzo to get to Aurora’s potion-making equipment. We’ve done that, and now I can make your potion. That’s my job. Your job is pacifying that idiot king.” He strode across the piazza away from Raith, then paused to call over his shoulder, “Do your job, Raith. For once in your life, have a backbone and stop whining for help.”

      Raith gaped, unable to believe what he was hearing. Not caring about the woman with the silvery hair, who was ambling back towards him, he shouted out, “Do you ever wonder when you became our father?”

      He didn’t give Carian time to respond before loping off in the opposite direction. He shot off down a narrow walkway, lapped by a canal. Crumbling buildings with shuttered windows teetered on either side of the darkly ebbing water. Even this close to the forum, the deserted space reeked of urine.

      He hadn’t gone far when he stopped to curse. Artemis’s sanction notwithstanding, hunting in broad daylight was about as stupid as suggesting that he’d bring in another five bodies by dawn. So, where was he to go, and what was he to do for the rest of the day?

      His hands shook with craving. He still had the body parts left over from his last smoking attempt—

      A noise behind him made him spin.

      The woman with the silvery hair stood at the entrance to his alley. His pulse kicked. With her bottle-green eyes and heart-shaped face, tumbled about with a tangle of hair, she certainly was a beauty. Her simple black dress hugged all her curves in all the right places, too.

      But what was she doing here? Was she stalking him?

      Why would she?

      Unless she knew he was responsible for the spate of deaths on Ryferia’s streets. But how was that possible when he’d made certain to keep his identity a secret?

      Perhaps there was a simpler answer. He glanced at her hands but caught no telltale sign of rose tattoos, the symbol of a Ryferian pleasure worker.

      Hips swaying, she prowled closer.

      A shiver of something…horrible shot through him. No Untalented had ever filled him with such fear…or such presentiment. Every sense alert, he sniffed, more out of habit than anything else, and caught a hint of magic on her. It was too strong for her to have been a resident in Ryferia.

      She smiled at him.

      It allayed his fears—and jangled every sense in his body. He knew that kind of smile. They were designed to make prey walk straight into open mouths.

      He spun on his heels and broke into a run.

      The woman laughed; a tinkling sound, it added to her menace.

      Not bothering to look back to see if she followed, he pumped his legs until he reached the sanctuary of the burrow.

      Even dealing with Carian was better than facing that specter again.

    

  


  
    
      Aurora froze. Sabrisia wasn’t alone. Moonlight—or perhaps magic—shimmered on one of her water fae balanced on the tip of the mizzenmast. Ghostly and ethereal, in the air above the foc’sle, four air fae hovered. Even in the dark, her inexperienced eyes could see the opaque shield of air and water magic they held in place. It divided her, Jorah, and their team from the caravel.

      From her perch, Sabrisia called, “Going somewhere, dragon?”

      “Actually, I am,” Jorah snarled. Aurora’s jaw dangled; he had already changed into dragon form. “I’m going to kick your ass right off my ship.”

      Sabrisia tsked. “So crass.” She looked directly at Aurora. “It must be the company you keep.”

      Aurora burned red. She shouted out, “Enough! I will not be spoken to like that. Not by you. Not by anyone.”

      Jorah bumped her with his wing. In her head, she heard him say, “Keep calm, my nymph. She’s just trying to rile you into doing something she can use against you.”

      Calm!

      It was keeping ‘calm’ that allowed jumped-up tyrants like Sabrisia to destroy what should have been a good and peaceful life for everyone else. Fists bunched, she stomped up to the fae’s shield.

      “Stop!” Sabrisia shouted. “Any closer, and I will drop my ice spear. It will shatter this ship into a million pieces.” Her head tilted in Jorah’s direction. “And not even the breaker of the unbreakable will fix it.”

      Zandor lowered his bow. The air oomphed out of Arwen and Keahr. Niing wrung his hands. Only Peckle and Jorah stood alert.

      Jorah called to Sabrisia, “You know what you are doing is wrong. Illegal, in fact. That’s why you came after dark with a mere handful to attack me. Let’s settle this peacefully. Get off my ship so we can talk.”

      “Suddenly scared, dragon?” Sabrisia shouted. “No more talk of kicking my ass into oblivion? And as for legality—I hold the chair. I can do with it what I will. It is my will to see you dead.”

      How had Sabrisia known they would be here? Did she know about their quest? How could she? Unless the Oracle had shared the information with her.

      It didn’t matter.

      The vile woman stood between her and that drop of Maleficent’s blood Aurora needed to free her people.

      Jorah must have agreed, because his words snaked into her head, “Sabrisia is mine. The rest of you, rout her fae without damaging the ship.” His enormous barbed tail crashed into the shield.

      Aware of the others firing off their magic, she closed her eyes and looked within for her own power.

      A mere tendril no bigger than a sprouting bean reached up to her.

      She latched on to it and pleaded, “Work with me! If this woman wins today, the men who drowned in that galley will truly have died in vain. Neither of us wants that.”

      Green and bright, the tendril grew into a stalk.

      She could work with that.

      Gently, so as not to frighten it away, she sent it out to probe the shield. Jorah’s assault of sheer brute force, combined with Arwen and Keahr’s air magic, and Zandor’s arrows, had weakened it. But where was Niing’s magic?

      “Find him,” she whispered to her stalk.

      Like snaking ivy tendrils, her misty green magic spread across the flagstones. It snagged on a dandelion growing in the mean soil between two pavers. Like wood tossed on a flame, her magic bloomed as it slid down the stem and through the roots into the earth below.

      Of course! Like her, Niing was Earth magic. He would not waste his time beating at the shield. He would go around it.

      Cautiously, in case the magic abandoned her, she pushed more energy into her tendril. Answering the call of the slime and weeds growing in the harbor, it latched on to a russet force, which had already powered through the dock wall below the waterline.

      It had to be Niing’s Earth magic.

      A serpentine shimmer of black and gold pulsed next to it. She pulled her tendril back, unsure of what she had found in the magical soup surrounding the ship.

      A vision of Jorah’s scales flashed in her head and her heart kicked in her chest.

      Jorah’s earth magic! It had to be. So even though he’d ostensibly put all his energy into pounding the shield above the water line, he had had the same idea as Niing and her: breach it from below.

      She smiled. Like hell would Jorah deal with Sabrisia. That watery witch was hers.

      Almost floating with excitement, she shoved more energy into her tendril. It blossomed into a stream as stout as an oak branch but as flexible as a blade of grass as it overtook Jorah and Niing’s magic. Still, even as it responded to her, it was not a comfortable alliance, and she sensed that at any second, this alien force might again abandon her.

      Keep with me, she pleaded.

      Niing’s russet magic veered off on a different path to hers. He must have nudged a boulder on the seabed, if the startled alarm of the weeds clinging to it was anything to judge by. The weeds—and thus the rock they were attached to—floated up as if made from air.

      And then she understood.

      He intended to fling the boulder at the shield. That would alert Sabrisia and her fae to the magic sneaking into her underbelly.

      “No,” she shouted, even though she doubted that Niing would understand what she meant.

      Jorah must have been monitoring both of their thoughts, because he spoke into her head, “Niing, wait. Let’s see what our dryad has in her arsenal. If it’s anything like the galley, it will be spectacular.”

      Her heart sang. This was Jorah at his best, and one of the reasons she loved him so much. He always looked for opportunities for her to be great.

      But even as her magic—a fair-sized branch of pulsing green light—raced through the water toward the caravel’s hull, it was nothing like the waving savannah of power that had poured out of her in the bay in Ryferia. Without it being a part of her, and her a part of it, how would she—

      Her magic attached to the hull with a gentle thud.

      Her mouth dropped in disbelief. Even though she wore her powers like an unnatural green skin, they had still found a way through Sabrisia’s shield.

      Jorah spoke into her head, “There was no shield, my nymph. Typical Sabrisia. She never thinks things through. She probably believes her mere control over the water will protect her ass. Do your stuff. But save my ship.”

      Aurora wanted to laugh as the truth sunk in.

      Foolish, foolish woman! Your pride and arrogance is what will bring you down today.

      In her excitement to finally be doing something positive to help her cause, her body glowed, exploding brilliant green light into the darkness as she stood on the dock.

      And then she heard again the cries of the drowning sailors in Ryferia.

      The beautiful green light—and her magic licking the hull—flickered and paled. She clenched her teeth and snapped to herself, Stop it! Those men died on Artemis’s orders, not mine. How many more are dying in Ryferia thanks to his evilness?

      Jorah’s voice overrode her thoughts. “Aurora, Sabrisia has noticed you. Act now,” he commanded.

      Aurora pulled her eyes off her wavering magic and glanced up at Sabrisia. The hateful woman’s eyes caught hers. She sneered, “Playing with your new toys?”

      Infuriated at the lack of worry in Sabrisia’s tone and demeanor as she stood, seemingly impervious, on her mast tip, Aurora shoved every ounce of energy into her magic.

      It exploded into a river of green power. The mahogany hull gleamed and vibrated beneath her touch.

      “Show me the trees from which your masts were hewn,” she commanded the wood.

      A crack, followed by the screech of splitting timber. The masts swayed, as if no longer rooted to the structure of the ship. Trees with lives and minds of their own. Starting at the hull, grayish bark consumed the perfectly planed wood, swallowing the rigging and the fairleads, which held the ropes in place. The white lateen sails shredded like lettuce under a blade. An unfortunate event, but not a desperate casualty, because Jorah kept a spare pair in the hold.

      Even the watery witch’s eyes widened in shock. She screamed as branches clad in big green leaves exploded out of the tips of the masts beneath her and her two water fae’s feet. She nearly toppled over as a branch swung for her, but managed to cling on by dropping her ice spear, which fell harmlessly into the swaying canopy. The two water fae tumbled into the harbor. Only the air fae still hovered above the ship.

      The remains of the tattered magical shield Sabrisia had held in place flickered and then died.

      One of the air fae bowed to Aurora and Jorah, and took flight away from the battle. His companions rushed a vortex of icy air at Aurora. It snatched at her clothes, stinging her skin with grit and water. Her hair flicked into her eyes, making it impossible to see.

      Her magic slipped.

      The trees on the caravel’s deck shuddered, throwing off their bark and leaves. Desperate to stop them changing back into simple masts, Aurora clawed for magic.

      It had gone.

      The masts were claiming her trees. And Sabrisia’s hands rose, ready to attack.

      A boulder surged out the water and smashed into one of the air fae. He cried out in surprise and splashed down into the sea.

      The vortex lessened.

      Jorah took flight.

      Sabrisia thrust a volley of ice spears at his chest. They glinted in the moonlight. He dodged, just managing to wheel away before they struck. Her hand lifted again, spewing ice.

      Aurora screamed. A primordial sound filled with rage and determination, it reignited her magic. Nothing as dramatic as her trees, a dozen twigs sprouted from the top of Sabrisia’s mast.

      Breath coming in rasps, Aurora yelled at them, “Cuff her!”

      Before the twigs could respond, Jorah swooped in and snatched Sabrisia up in his claw. But as he took off again, ice and water rushed at the undersides of his wings. Undeterred, he flapped toward the dock. Why he didn’t sink his talons into Sabrisia to stop the assault, Aurora didn’t know.

      Mere feet from the ground, Jorah tossed Sabrisia onto the flagstones. He dropped down on top of her. Maw almost touching her nose, he snarled, “You live thanks to the position you hold on the chair!” Sabrisia opened her mouth, but he roared before she could speak, “You want a death bond? I will give you one. Lady Sabrisia the Sublime, mark the day when Her Majesty, Queen Aurora of Ryferia, and I return to Warrendyte to take the chair after the next solstice. May the Oracle be my witness, I will rip you apart and spread your remains across the broken dome as a lesson to all who think they can oppress. If I fail, let Maleficent curse me and my kind forever.”

      The fae writhed beneath his claws. “Jorah—”

      Blue, green, and red flames, more mystical than real, enveloped them both.

      Sabrisia moaned and arched her back as if in agony. Even Jorah winced.

      The silky voice that had addressed Aurora in Niing’s burrow spoke, “The Oracle bears witness. Let it be done as the dragon decrees.”

      The flames vanished, leaving nothing but cloying darkness. As much as Aurora loathed Sabrisia, it seemed supremely unfair that she hadn’t had a say in the death bond. In typical Oracle style, it had merely been inflicted on her. Would Sabrisia, too, be able to wriggle out of it when the time came?

      Aurora bit her lip as Jorah shuffled off Sabrisia. He bowed his head to her as she lay crumpled in the dirt. “May the chair rise to the occasion and govern peaceably until I return.”

      He waved a wing at Aurora and her friends and then roared, “Take your places on The Nautilus Spray. Aurora, tell the wood to return to its former state. Arwen, rig the sails. Everyone else sweep up leaves. We have a drop of blood to find.”

      But as Aurora scrambled up the gangplank, she could not help but wonder if he had just placed an impossible deadline on their already improbable mission.

    

  


  
    
      Raith hunched in the shadows cast by a thick redbrick chimney on the low, sloping rooftop of one of the capital’s many bakeries. Although long past the ringing of the curfew bells, the chimney still puffed happily. The innocent aroma of fresh bread, warm butter, and caramelized sugar hung in the chilled air.

      As if a massacre isn’t about to occur at my hands.

      That wasn’t his only concern.

      He gulped and closed his eyes. He’d finally said it to Carian. The finger of blame for Trojean’s death now pointed sharp and direct at his brother.

      A cold flash of fear shivered down his spine.

      Carian would never let it go unchallenged. It wasn’t in his nature.

      How had he gotten to this point?

      In just a few short weeks, he had left the security of Lorithian for a world where an enemy waited around every corner to kill him.

      And how had his brother—one of the only people he had ever given a damn about—become one of those enemies?

      He had never been so alone.

      There was no Trojean, and no Carian, and no way to stop the swirl of the tide he had started. It was too late to turn back, no matter how much he wanted to. And even if he could walk away without fear of retribution from Aurora or Jorah or Carian or Artemis, his cravings for blood and power would never allow it. His body—his mind—was no longer his own. His chest swelled with pain, and he buried his head in his hands. “Maleficent save me.” He drew in a ragged breath, trying to force his heart to slow.

      Even in this, he failed miserably.

      As hopeless as everything was, all he could do was continue with his only plan: beguile Artemis into giving him that seat on the forum.

      A noise on the cobblestone street drifted up to him. He peeked his head up, holding his breath.

      Footsteps rasped on the stone.

      Was it the woman with silvery hair?

      His skin itched and he nocked an arrow in his bow. He sighed with relief and lowered the weapon as three figures—strangers—darted from shadow to shadow along the walls. One of them swung forward on twin crutches, his threadbare cloak flaring out behind him. His friends hissed at him to hurry up. He snapped a sharp retort in response.

      Raith balanced on his knees, praying that the shingles wouldn’t click to betray him. They remained silent as he lifted his bow and arrow again. To claim the Infirm man, he would have to kill all of them. Hopefully, when he did, he’d discover that all three of them were Magical. That would cut his list of dead Artemis had demanded by morning in half. He trained the arrow on the shadows, waiting for his first victim to emerge.

      “We can’t allow this to continue,” one of the men hissed to the others. “It’s time to fight back.”

      Raith froze. What could they possibly be planning?

      “Where are the others?” another whispered.

      Raith strained his ears but couldn’t make out a response. He lowered his bow, and tucked the arrow back into the quiver. Slowly, so as not to make a sound, he rose, leaning heavily into the shadows.

      The three men turned a corner and vanished.

      Teeth gritted, he shimmied down a gutter. Slick with grime and moss, his feet fought for grip and he nearly fell the last foot. He picked himself up and silently followed his prey.

      The men hurried down an alley backed by a row of houses with narrow doors, rotted at the bottom by the saltwater that flooded the city at high tide, and very few windows, most of which were bordered up with wood or filthy cloth. They didn’t walk—or hobble—very far before stopping and knocking thrice on a door set in a grimy wall next to an even grimier candlelit window.

      The door cracked open, letting a sliver of pumpkin-orange light stream out onto the cobbles. Someone beyond whispered something too low for Raith to hear. He internally cursed the Guardians. The longer he remained in Ryferia, the more his heightened senses dulled.

      The door squealed as it pulled open wide.

      A woman’s head poked out. She nodded at the men, and stood aside to let them in. Before closing the door again, she glanced up and down the alleyway.

      Raith recoiled into the shadows, and held his breath.

      Her eyes roved over his black clothing.

      He stiffened, desperate to make himself disappear as he waited for her inevitable challenge.

      Her head dipped back into the house and the door squealed shut.

      Relief flooded his chest with his exhale. His dark clothes had once again kept him concealed. He counted an extra thirty seconds before leaving the safety of the shadows, and headed for the window.

      Shadows flickered within, but he couldn’t tell how many people were crammed inside the tiny room.

      Perhaps there was another way to find out.

      He hooked his bow over his back, and clawed his way up the grime-slicked walls onto the roof. His father had always regaled him with stories of how great Ryferia had been under the Magical and how the capital city had been a sight to behold. A hundred and fifty years in the hands of the Untalented and now half the city was in rot. And that didn’t just refer to its people.

      Between the mossy shingles, pinpricks of soft light speckled. Raith scuttled to a sloping dormer window, a level higher than the rest of the roof. One of the windowpanes was missing. Keeping low, lying on his stomach, he peered through. The room below was small and dank and not even the candles in brass sticks, flickering in the center of the only table, could brighten it. Crowded around the light, or seated on fish crates perched along the fading beige walls, were fifteen men and women. Some were Able, and some Infirm. The three men he had followed were seated at the table. The Infirm man’s rickety homemade crutches leaned against a wall.

      His eye snagged on a man hunched uncomfortably in one corner of the room. Even folded up, his limbs sprawled across his neighbors, and his head rubbed the ceiling. With his pert, pig-like nose, and tiny deep-set eyes, Raith guessed he would have been a giant if he’d had access to his magic.

      His mouth watered.

      Giants were one of the higher magical lines. If only he could get his hands—and his blade—into that man’s flesh, he’d have one more body part needed for the potion.

      Perhaps when this clandestine meeting broke up and the man left here—

      “Quiet!” The woman who had answered the door stood and addressed the gathering. One of her ears was pierced with a large golden hoop, with a jeweled chain connecting it to a smaller hoop in her nose. She didn’t appear to have any Infirmities, but after Lavina, Raith wasn’t so easily convinced. Her curling, dark hair was wrapped in a red-and-gold-threaded shawl. It matched her flowing, homemade dress, embroidered with intricate beauty. His eyebrows rose at the apparent wealth in someone of such low standing until he spotted a tray of needles, cotton, and a pair of rusting scissors atop a pile of neatly folded colorful fabrics. A seamstress, then.

      She spoke low, and Raith had to strain to hear.

      “What happened in the bay is proof.” Her eyes connected with each person in the room. “Princess Aurora has magic.”

      “Rumors, Emalia,” a thickset man grumbled. He brushed a meaty hand over his long brown beard. “I came here tonight because you promised me facts. Not just more talk.”

      The woman—Emalia—shook her head, the chain between her piercings swaying. “Not rumors, my friend. These are facts.” She pointed to the Infirm man who had led Raith here. “Nikoli saw it all.”

      A rumble of muttered comments followed, which was silenced by a chopping sweep of Emalia’s hand. She commanded, “Tell them, Nikoli.”

      Every eye locked on the old man.

      “It’s true,” Nikoli spoke slowly and with great conviction. “The princess fled on a foreign ship, and when Artemis’s musketeers chased her past the line of the Guardians, she called up seaweed from the deep to destroy the galley.”

      “Yes, yes. We’ve all heard the story. But what does that mean to us?” The bearded man’s voice shifted from impatience to bitterness. “The princess is gone. She abandoned us to our fate.”

      Nikoli slapped his palm on the table. “No, Samsol! She swore to return to us and to her kingdom.” His eyes glowed with fervor. “We all saw her at King Lazard’s sendoff. We know she cares about us.” A few nods around the group. “The princess I saw that day will come back to defend us against Artemis. In the meantime, it’s up to us to rise up and prepare the way for her. We cannot endure Artemis’s injustice any longer.”

      Emalia nodded. “Things have gotten worse since he was crowned king, and it hasn’t even been a month.”

      Samsol scoffed. “I think you mean she’ll protect the Infirm. Not—”

      “Magical,” Emalia snapped, crossing her arms defiantly. Thick white scars dotted her olive skin. “Not Infirm. Magical.” Raith’s stomach curled. So Lavina was right. The Ryferian people knew what they were. “And the princess I saw all through the marriage trials will fight for the Able as well.” She scowled. “There has to be a better word to call those without magic.”

      No one offered a suggestion.

      A few people shifted in their seats, eyes dropping low so as not to betray their thoughts. The threat of magic had been forced into their skulls all day every day of their lives. They heard it in their homes, in their markets, in their classrooms, and every time they passed a Guardian or a musketeer.

      And now they were faced with the knowledge that the Magical still walked among them.

      Raith had no idea if that fear—or relief—could work in his favor. Perhaps Artemis knew his people weren’t as ignorant as he believed, and that was why he wanted a massacre amongst the Infirm as a warning—

      Samsol’s voice cut through his thoughts. “This still isn’t proof that the princess intends to protect the Able, if she even comes back. And the king already has one of the princess’s foreign consorts hunting down the Infirm. We all know that is a fact.”

      Raith’s blood curdled. How did they know that? He had been so careful in his hunting. Had Artemis and the Intelligentsia spread the word? If so, then they needed dealing with.

      A problem for later, because Samsol was speaking.

      The bearded man ran up his gaze up and down Nikoli’s useless legs. “How do you expect to fight?”

      Before Nikoli could reply, Emalia growled, “The princess was able to fight back with magic once she’d left the Guardians, Samsol.” She turned in a small circle, addressing everyone. “If we can somehow leave the Guardians—”

      “Impossible,” Samsol interrupted sharply. “The spindles and cogs would split you in two if you tried to cross. It’s impossible to pass them. Not to mention illegal. If we were caught—”

      “Then we tear them down!” a young girl cried. She couldn’t have been older than fifteen.

      Agreeing voices rose from all corners of the room.

      Samsol’s face hardened and he glared at the girl. She blinked but didn’t cower. “Don’t be a fool, Miah. You want us to tear down the only thing protecting us from what’s out there?”

      Miah narrowed her eyes and lifted an arm. It ended in a stump, covered in scar tissue. “I—” She waved that stump at the people seated around her. “We believe the Guardians are making our people sick. They’re not protecting us. Not anymore. Why else did Princess Aurora talk about removing them at King Lazard’s sendoff? The real threat we face is inside our walls. He sits on our rightful queen’s throne, and he’s picking us off one by one. It’s time we stand up and fight.”

      More words and grunts of agreement from both Infirm and Able.

      Raith couldn’t keep his mouth from gaping. Was it possible that the people were ready to fight? That they not only wanted Aurora back, and on the Ryferian throne, but would join her army, too? If she were to find a way of bringing the Guardians down, she would have an army of Magical outside, and one inside the city.

      He gulped.

      Somehow, he’d have to find a way of keeping the Guardians up for as long as possible so he could get Aurora alone. Only once he had her almost limitless well of magic would he be willing to face Jorah.

      Another problem to face without support from Carian—

      A headache throbbed behind his eyes.

      Emalia leaned forward, hands braced on the table. “Samsol, we need you. You are the only one who can make us usable weapons.”

      So that was why the naysayer was here.

      Samsol scoffed. “We do not have the resources to fight this Infirm war. And even if I agree to make you weapons, don’t ask me to kill for you.”

      Miah’s eyes flashed. “Your daughter is Infirm, Samsol. She wanted to be here tonight. Surely you want—”

      Samsol leapt up, his chair falling back. “I want my daughter safe! I want her alive, not joining a fool’s rebellion. If you want to go on a suicide mission, go ahead. But you leave my family out of this.”

      Raith had heard enough. Slowly, he shifted back on his belly, inching towards the edge of the roof. The faint whispers from within the house rose as the conversation heated. Hoping to take advantage of the noise, he spun around and grabbed hold of the gutter. His foot slipped on the slimy green surface.

      A single shingle came away and smashed on the cobblestones below.

      All conversation inside stopped.

      Oh, for Maleficent’s sake!

      “What was that?” Emalia demanded.

      Several pairs of footsteps echoed on the wooden floor below him.

      Raith froze, cold wrapping around his spine. He hadn’t seen any weapons in the house, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have any. He couldn’t climb down here; they’d catch and kill him for sure. The only way out was—

      The door squealed loudly and light poured out onto the street. Shadows bounced as people rushed out with it.

      The blasted light showed Raith’s silhouette as clear as day.

      “He’s up there! On the roof!”

      Raith spun, flew to his feet, and galloped back along the strip of rooftops. Shingles dislodged beneath his feet. They slipped down the roof and clattered on the people below.

      Nearly slipping on the moss, Raith ran for a chimney on the farthest reach of the roof. Using it for leverage, he slid onto his haunches, fingers digging into the roof so hard his fingernails cracked. He sucked in a breath, toes scraping the edge of a slippery windowsill as he lowered himself down. His fingers slipped. He swore loudly, trying to regain his balance.

      Shouts and curses sounded from the other side of the building. It wouldn’t be long before they reached him—or before patrolling musketeers heard the ruckus and came to investigate.

      Groaning through gritted teeth, he let go of the roof. The weathered windowsill collapsed beneath his weight. He thudded to the ground amidst stone and peeled plaster. Caught in a cloud of dust, he fought to gasp down a mouthful of air before staggering to his feet. He leaned against the wall while spots danced in his vision.

      Several of his arrows had fallen loose. Cursing, he scooped them up and slipped them back into his sheath.

      Running footsteps echoed to meet him.

      He had to move, fast. Three alleyways forked out before him, dark but for a few candles flickering in the tiny windows.

      He staggered forward a few steps, hissing through his teeth as pain lanced his left ankle. He must have twisted it in the fall. He pushed on, limping for the third alley. The musketeers wouldn’t hesitate to kill the rabble chasing him, but they were under strict instructions to leave him alone. If he could somehow lead his pursuers right to them—

      Pain searing through his ankle, he turned a corner, and then another, weaving his way to where he knew the musketeers would be patrolling.

      Something flew past his head and crashed into the wall ahead of him. He rolled around the corner to safety and took a second to look back. Someone had thrown a crude hatchet.

      He flushed cold.

      It had landed where he had stood just moments before.

      They’re too close. He spun around another corner, breath wheezing from his lungs in panic. I’ll never get to the musketeers in time. Unless I draw them here…

      Lifting his fingers to his mouth, he let out an ear-splitting whistle.

      Still no sign of the musketeers. And still footsteps raced after him.

      As a safety precaution, he pulled a blade from his belt. It was cold in his sweaty hands.

      He whistled again, letting out three long blasts as he dropped into a narrow alleyway he knew led to the main piazza. A few centimeters of water still soaked the flagstones. Splashing loudly, he ran and whistled.

      Water sloshed behind him as a pursuer followed him.

      Where in Maleficent’s name are the musketeers?

      He sped up and broke from the tunnel, out into the piazza.

      Six musketeers waited for him with their weapons drawn. Recognition flickered as moonlight illuminated his face. Raith groaned in relief, throwing his head back as he plowed past their fervent line.

      He risked a glance back just as his pursuer emerged. The young man wielded a rusted old carving knife. A musket cracked. A ball pierced him right through the heart. Killed instantly, the force threw him back into the water. Blood—Infirm blood, given its delicious scent—spilled into the water.

      Raith gasped through the lust fogging his senses as one of the musketeers turned to him. “Lord Raith,” he said, a flicker of irritation in his eyes. “How many in pursuit?” His companions had already lined the entrance, waiting with their muskets aimed at the alleyway.

      Raith straightened, wincing against the fire in his ankle. He pulled in a ragged breath. He was in charge here, so it was time he acted like it. “No more than fifteen,” he snapped. “Likely all unarmed.”

      The musketeer’s lips curled in amusement. Raith guessed he meant to kill them all.

      What serendipity! Here, possibly, were three times the number of bodies he had promised Artemis—and he didn’t need to lift a finger to kill any of them!

      Maleficent was finally smiling on him.

      Still, he could not let the soldier see his relief. He narrowed his eyes. “Bring all the Infirm you kill back to the palazzo. King Artemis has need of them.”

      At the mention of the king, all amusement disappeared from the musketeer’s face. “Of course, sir. You may take one of our horses if you wish to return to His Majesty.” He dipped his chin to where six horses were tethered.

      Raith gave a curt nod of thanks. Desperate to ignore the smell of blood and his aching ankle, he moved to the horses just as another musket cracked.

      A scream.

      Followed by another musket blast, and the clatter of boots running away from the piazza.

      “Get them!” a musketeer shouted.

      All six men dashed off down the alley after the rebels.

      Raith swung up into the saddle and set off for the palazzo. What had only moments ago appeared so rosy now dulled into black misery.

      If Artemis were to learn of this rebellion, the king would have no choice but to launch a full-scale execution. That would mean Artemis would have no further use for Raith and Carian.

      Raith rubbed his temple as the sound of people dying dulled into silence.

      So, if he told Artemis about the rebellion, he could end up dead. But not telling Artemis would mean fighting two armies: one inside Ryferia, and one beyond the borders when Aurora returned.

      Which she would, regardless of Samsol’s doubtful derision.

      He was stuck between two impossible choices.

      To make matters worse, his psychopathic brother would probably be the one to make the final push that sent Raith to his grave.

      Unless Raith pushed first.

      Because just perhaps, there was a third option.

      If he were the one who told Artemis about the rebels before the musketeers issued their report, surely Artemis would thank him? Perhaps this was Maleficent’s way of answering his prayers, and giving him that seat on the forum. It was too good an opportunity to miss.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He set off for Artemis’s apartment in the palazzo precinct. The silk carpet in the antechamber outside Artemis’s chamber swallowed Raith’s footsteps as he paced back and forward across the lavish room. The attendant he had sent in to request an audience with the king had yet to return. It wasn’t lost on him that it was late and Artemis was probably sleeping.

      Raith hoped the words ‘a potential uprising’ he had penned for the attendant to deliver to Artemis would give him rapid entry.

      The door swung open and an equerry dressed in a silver-and-blue uniform strode into the room. He nodded to Raith. “His Majesty will see you now.”

      He led Raith into a study dominated by an enormous oak desk. Raith’s parchment lay on the middle of it. The only light in the room seemed to come from a candle on the desk. There was no sign of Artemis until the equerry turned. Artemis faced the window with his back to Raith. The equerry bowed. “Sire, Lord Raith Krall.”

      As pointless as it was, Raith bowed too as the equerry withdrew. Only once the door closed did Artemis face him.

      Raith’s head canted with surprise.

      Large, dark rings hung under Artemis’s eyes. They hadn’t been there that morning when he’d seen the man in the forum. Even more telling, Artemis’s clothes, a finely cut silk tunic and leggings, were vaguely rumpled, as if he just pulled them on for this meeting. The black diamond necklace he’d worn earlier in the day lay abandoned in a heap on the windowsill. Raith wondered how long it had been since Artemis had slept. Hopefully the king’s tired, foggy brain would work in his favor.

      If not, forget about a seat on the forum, he’ll likely execute me faster.

      Raith snorted softly. Get a grip. As long as Artemis thought Raith and his incubus charm were on his side, the king would be pliable. He straightened his back and hobbled over to join Artemis, allowing contrived concern for the king’s problems to leach into his eyes. “You read my letter, sire? I felt it imperative to warn you, hence coming in the middle of the night.”

      Artemis kneaded his eye sockets. “A rebellion, you say?”

      Raith nodded. “Yes, sir. A group of Infirm conspiring against you. They were talking of creating weapons, sire. As well as recruiting other Infirm to fight with them. They plan to bring down the Guardians to help Aurora when she returns. Your musketeers and I dealt with them.” The lie slipped from his tongue exactly as he had practiced on the ride back to the palazzo. He soothed, “How wise you were to order the massacre.”

      Artemis remained still with his eyes closed.

      Raith’s gut curled. It was impossible to beguile someone who refused to look at you. Also, he couldn’t stand the silence. “We’ll add the ones we killed to the body collection, sire. I had some of your musketeers go after the stragglers while I came to warn you.”

      Artemis nodded slowly, eyes still closed. He rapped his fingers on the windowsill. A nervous tic?

      Raith hoped so. Still, he balled his fists to keep them still.

      After what felt like an eternity, Artemis finally looked him. His eyes were glazed with exhaustion. Fresh worry lines were carved in his face. “The sendoff for the Infirm will take place at the beach with the mermaid Guardian.” The same beach from where Aurora had escaped Ryferia. Raith wondered if there was a silent message to Aurora in that, or if Artemis was merely seeking a secluded place to hide his crimes.

      To feel out his thoughts, Raith asked, “You do not wish to use the funereal canal in the city?”

      Artemis ignored the question. “And where was your brother in all of this?”

      Raith’s lips tightened. “He was working in the burrow, sire.”

      Artemis lifted a single brow. “Why?”

      Raith racked his brain for a suitable lie. A trickle of sweat snaked down his spine. “He believes he can concoct a potion to disable Aurora when she returns. If she tries—”

      Artemis waved a hand sharply to silence him. “This little rebellion you stopped—do you believe that there could be others?”

      Now to the kill.

      He fluttered his eyelids and crooned, “None stupid enough to follow through after what happened tonight, sire. They’ll know they’re being watched, and they’ll be too afraid to act against you, my king.”

      Artemis’s face twisted with indecision. Was he about to publicly call for the attacks he had tried to hide behind Raith to achieve? Was this the moment when Raith became expendable…or rather, more expendable than he already was?

      Raith dipped his chin lower and stared at Artemis through his heavy eyelashes—a tactic that never failed to beguile. “If I may, sire.” Artemis’s eyes glazed and Raith allowed a small kick of satisfaction. It helped that Artemis was alone, in a dark room, with fear eating at him. If Artemis had been in the forum with all his cronies, Raith doubted he’d have been as successful.

      He dropped his voice into a mesmerizing singsong pitch to get the most out of his effort. “The people have no weaponry. No skills. No training. They’re as ignorant as sheep in a slaughterhouse. If it comes down to it, which I don’t believe it will”—it almost shocked him at how easy it was to lie—“your musketeers could wipe them out in one swoop. However, I would suggest restraint.” Eyes still locked on Artemis’s, Raith took a few more small steps forward and chanted, “Keep them under curfew. Inflict longer working hours. Send them to the coal mines. Break their spirit. They are weapons to wield against your niece. Don’t waste them now.”

      The corner of Artemis’s lip pulled in a strange smile. “Maybe you aren’t as stupid as I believed you to be, Lord Raith.”

      Unsure of the exact meaning behind those words, Raith kept his features schooled as he bowed low. “It is a privilege to be of service, my king. We shall defeat this scourge.”

      Artemis grunted, and then waved a dismissive hand. “You may go.”

      Raith limped to the door.

      “Your ankle,” Artemis called. “You’re favoring it. What happened?”

      Raith turned and smiled. “Sire, a small injury gained in my haste to get to the palazzo to warn you.” He brushed a hand through the air. “A mere trifle; it is nothing if it keeps you and the kingdom safe from these Magical enemies.”

      Artemis nodded as if he agreed.

      Raith bowed once more before hobbling from the room.

      Had he been successful? Were he and Carian to live or die? Or was he one step closer to a seat in the forum?

      Only time would tell.

      He wasn’t going to bother with telling Carian what had happened. It was every man for himself now, and Raith had no intention of losing.

    

  


  
    
      By the time Jorah reached the bollard around which the rope tethering The Nautilus Spray to land was tied, he had changed form. He tossed the rope aside and bolted up the gangway. At the top, he stopped and looked out over Narandara.

      The thick brew of Water magic, which had shrouded the capital since the solstice, had been shredded, exposing huge gaps of bleak reality through the glamor.

      His jaw clenched; anyone seeing this would know that Water’s, or rather Sabrisia’s, power had taken a serious knock. He glanced down at the water fae.

      Blue hair disheveled, silk tunic and trousers torn, she had stumbled to her feet but hadn’t left the harbor.

      Perhaps she had no more desire to face her fae than he did.

      Still, the drama of the day had left a huge hole in the balance of power, one the unscrupulous and wily would be quick to exploit. There seemed only one option if he was to restore order. He and Sabrisia had to work together to conjure a powerful glamor to warn the rabble off rising up against the chair.

      He called down to her, “For the good of Warrendyte, work with me to fix all this.” He waved at her ragged glamor. “Together, we can create something that embodies all of the lines. It will calm everyone.”

      Sabrisia’s hand shot up. Her fingernails, as long and as sharp as ice swords, glinted in the moonlight. “Why should I help you?” She stabbed one of her swords at a bedraggled water nymph glamor floating by. “You did this. If you don’t like it, fix it yourself.”

      Jorah huffed out a breath. “So be it.”

      Painfully aware that conjuring anything of consequence above the Narandaran skies that would last until he returned would tax his already unbalanced life force, he closed his eyes to block out all distractions. His unwieldy magic writhed and danced in his core. He drew on it as he considered what he should create.

      Nothing that represented everyone came to mind.

      He sighed his frustration just as Aurora called, “Jorah, do you need help?” Her footsteps clattered across the deck. She hopped up onto the gangplank next to him. She took his hand, sending a spurt of her magic into him. Strangely, although it shouldn’t have, it helped balance him. She whispered, “There’s only one image that will work, and you know what it is.”

      Without asking for permission, he grazed her thoughts with his mind. He smiled in surprise. “Really? You want to show them that?” He snorted. “If an image of a dragon swathed in dryad magic doesn’t shock them into submission, nothing will.”

      Aurora blushed. “I’m not looking for submission. But the truth remains, we broke that dome together. And we were together when Maleficent came. That means something.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I’m not arguing, my nymph. I’m just telling you the reality.”

      As much as he was falling for Aurora, it worried him that, as innocent and tender as her affection was, she seemed only to want to be with him because it had been decreed, first by the marriage trials, then by the death bond, and now by the Oracle. Before he would ever declare his feelings for her, he needed to be sure that she wanted him as her mate, not because she felt obliged, but because she truly loved him, the way Lila had. If she could prove that to him, he would love her until the day she died. And beyond, if his feelings for Lila were anything to judge by.

      She said softly, “You know I’m right. So let’s see you make that reality happen.”

      He sucked in a breath and blew out a black-and-gold dragon, wreathed in bright green vines, into the sky above the city. He smiled wryly; a dragon without fire wasn’t the most intimidating thing in the world, but it would have to do.

      Regardless, Sabrisia’s head fell back. The massive glamor covered her irises as her eyes widened to their fullest extent. She gasped. “I was right! You and your nymph are claiming Warrendyte.”

      Before he could reply, Aurora shouted, “If that is what Maleficent decrees must happen to restore peace, and to unite the Magical and Untalented, then yes! We are claiming both Ryferia and Warrendyte.”

      Jorah cracked a reptilian smile and bowed mockingly to Sabrisia. “Until my queen and I return.”

      Her little hand clasped in his, he jumped into the caravel with Aurora at his side. As he had asked, she had used her magic to restore the ship to its original shape. Not even a leaf fluttered on the deck. He smiled his approval and turned to Arwen, the only other skilled sailor on the boat. “Get us out of here.”

      Arwen sat at the tiller. He blew a draft of air, billowing sails, and guided them out of the harbor. Once past the sea wall, he shouted, “Where to, Jorah?”

      Jorah looked around for Peckle.

      The cat had curled up on a pile of ropes and seemed fast asleep.

      He wasn’t fooled. But before he could rouse the creature, Aurora said, “We need a drop of Maleficent’s blood for a potion.”

      Her words were met by silence.

      Zandor dropped the rope he held. “Does Maleficent even exist? And if so, where the hell are we supposed to find a drop of her blood?”

      Jorah nudged Peckle with his boot. “That’s what I’m about to find out.”

      The cat opened one eye. “This had better be important.”

      “Where does she live?” Jorah asked, remembering their promise not to rat the cat out to Niing. “The smallest bit of information could help.”

      Peckle yawned, showing a mouthful of yellowing teeth. “An island between Ryferia and Warrendyte. We passed it on the way here.” He stretched. “Now, do you mind? I’ve got some sleeping to catch up on. Being fussed over by all those princesses took it out of me.”

      “What is he babbling about?” Niing asked.

      Jorah ignored Niing. He and Aurora stared at each other.

      Finally, she shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. We would have seen an island.”

      Peckle mumbled, “Didn’t I mention that it’s warded?”

      Jorah rolled his eyes. “Cat! If there is anything else you know, speak now, or prepare to start swimming back to Warrendyte.”

      “Keep your scales on, dragon.” Peckle hiked his leg up and licked his nethers. When Jorah—and Zandor—strode toward him, he quickly added, “I’ve told you everything I know.”

      To be sure, Jorah brushed Peckle’s mind with his spirit magic. Apart from dreams of fish heads and bowls of cream as a reward when they finally arrived at the goddess, there was nothing else of consequence.

      The cat must have sensed him prying, because he glared. “Happy now?”

      Jorah glared right back. “Don’t push it.” He stomped over to Arwen to deal with their next issue: with his air and water magic gone, it was left to Arwen and Keahr to move the ship along when the natural wind and currents failed them. As it was, the evening was still, with nary a breath of air to ruffle the sails. Now they had to find other help to speed them along.

      He had not taken more than a couple of steps when Niing stepped into his path. “I need to know what’s happening.”

      Jorah sighed, then quickly brought everyone up to speed on what had happened in the burrow.

      Niing’s eyebrows bristled. “The assassin? We’re really stooping to that?” Disapproval leached from his voice.

      It clearly irritated Aurora, because she jumped to her feet. “We didn’t make this decision lightly, Niing. For all we know, Raith is already stuffing himself with his potion.” She shuddered. “The Oracle gave me a glimpse of his hunger. It’s insatiable. An unfettered incubus could kill hundreds of Infirm before we get there. Are you willing to leave our people defenseless? Because I’m not.”

      Niing puffed on his pipe with an intransigent air.

      It made up Jorah’s mind. “Niing, you will take first watch with Arwen while Keahr, Aurora, Zandor, and I sleep.”

      “I don’t need to sleep,” Zandor objected.

      “Yes, you do,” Jorah insisted, “because I’ll be calling on you to use your spirit magic to help move this ship along.” When Zandor gasped, he added, “Don’t ask me how. That’s for you to figure out.”

      Zandor shrugged. “No problem. I can do that. But let Niing sleep. I can take first watch.”

      “Even better, work with me and Niing,” Arwen said. “Jorah, there are six of us. Let’s divide it that way. You take the watch with Keahr and Aurora.”

      “If that’s what you want.” He rounded on Niing. “Get that Earth magic working. Arwen is going to need all the help he can get.”

      “And what will you be doing?” Peckle snarled, clearly still upset by the invasion of his privacy.

      “Fine question coming from a cat who has no worthwhile magic to add,” Zandor muttered.

      Jorah paused to smile. “I can fly, Peckle. While you sleep, I’ll be pulling us along.”

      Aurora stood and stretched her back. “No one needs to tell me twice to sleep. I’m exhausted.” She held out her hand to Keahr. “Come, hammocks are calling.”

      Jorah watched her head below deck, wishing that it were him, and not Keahr, she had invited into her cabin. Sooner or later, he would have to speak to Aurora to determine if she was his nymph in reality or in word only.

    

  


  
    
      Dawn was just beginning to crest when Raith arrived at the beach Artemis had appointed for today’s gruesome sendoff. Shades of violet and blood orange chased away the black night still lingering in the eastern sky. The tide frothing around his feet shimmered gold.

      Peaceful. That was how Raith would have described the dawn, had it not been for the hated mermaid Guardian up on the hill, which churned around on its ever-turning spindle.

      Or the twenty-one Infirm corpses lying in the belly of a gondola, bobbing in the shallows just a foot away from him. They included the man he suspected of being a giant, as well as some of the other rebels the musketeers had killed the previous evening.

      The stench was vile. And the buzz of flies was loud even with the restless crunch and crackle of the waves on the beach and against the gondola’s hull.

      Raith curled his nose, and forced a breath through his teeth.

      The freshest corpse—that of a young girl, who couldn’t have been a day over thirteen—stared up at him with wide, hateful eyes. She had been the last person killed by the musketeers before the rampage last evening had ended. They’d reported that the girl had heard the commotion on the streets and had opened her front door—only to be cut down for her trouble.

      His stomach churned with remorse. He hated that she’d died. Carian had abandoned him to this because he couldn’t kill a child, and now—

      Unable to look at her, instead he studied the gondola that would take her and the others out to sea. Artemis had ordered it built for this purpose, but in all Raith’s musings, he hadn’t expected the craft to look quite so beautiful. The dark wooden sides of the wide boat were engraved with intricate carvings depicting the Guardians. Every detail was perfectly rendered, every shape perfectly defined. A clear message to Aurora of the power of the Untalented and their foul constructs. He snorted at the irony that a Magical creature had been responsible for the deaths of many of its occupants. To clinch the deal that this was indeed a Ryferian vessel; the silver-and-blue flag flapped gently in the breeze above the bodies from a short flagpole on the bow of the boat.

      Beyond the breakers, another boat manned with musketeers tossed. As soon as Raith gave the sign, they would lead the gondola through the chain mail fence and out into the open sea beyond the bay. He took today’s venue as a positive sign that Artemis had fallen for his beguiling.

      Nevertheless, the whole business sickened him.

      Of course, Carian was nowhere to be seen. Even though he had taken body parts back to Carian for the potion, they hadn’t spoken to each other since their argument the day before.

      He didn’t miss his brother.

      A flutter of black in his peripheral vision made him turn to look up the beach.

      The woman with the silvery hair stood on the path trailing through the scrub, which flanked the beach on this side of the mermaid.

      So much for Artemis’s scheme to hide the gondola from the public. And for Raith’s attempt at being stealthy when he’d come here.

      Trouble was, he had been so wrapped up in his misery, he hadn’t even realized he’d been followed.

      That kind of distraction could get him killed.

      As it had the last time he’d spotted her, Raith’s skin crawled. Yet he still had no idea what magic she held. Or what was she doing here. Had Jorah and Aurora sent her? If so, how had she gotten to Ryferia so quickly? Or had she come to Ryferia of her own volition? Why, when he could sense the foul energy radiating from the mermaid Guardian? And it was just one of thousands which debilitated and nauseated. With no answers other than a terrible sense of foreboding, his fingers closed around the hilt of his dagger.

      He challenged, “Why are you stalking me?”

      Her laughter tinkled. “Men! So arrogant. Why would I stalk you?” She gestured with fluttering finger at the gondola. “That’s a lot of bodies for one sendoff. It looks like a massacre.” Those impossibly green eyes settled on Raith. “They look Infirm, too.” Another irritating laugh. “Family of yours?”

      “Orders of the king,” Raith heard himself saying. He winced, aware that somehow the woman had influenced him to speak. It confirmed what his stunted nose was telling him: she was Magical, fresh in Ryferia from beyond the Guardians, and therefore she still held vestiges of her powers. Whatever those were.

      She sauntered toward him. Raith scanned her for weapons, but saw nothing. He licked his lips—suddenly bone dry—and hefted his dagger so she could see it.

      She didn’t even pause. Her confidence was not only alarming, it was insulting. He took a step back, wincing on his sore ankle. At least he had the musketeers out on the lead boat, and the soldier manning the mermaid Guardian for his signal to drop the chain mail fence. Surely she wouldn’t seek trouble with him with all these witnesses?

      The sway of her hips suggested otherwise.

      Raith prepared himself for an unwanted fight, painfully aware that the soldiers were too far away to be of any real use if she attacked. By the time they reached the shore, the woman could be long gone. She was a mere twenty paces from him when he caught the unexpected pounding of hooves on the sand.

      Expecting even more trouble, he spun—then gaped in surprise.

      For reasons he could not fathom, Artemis had chosen to come to the sendoff. Flanked by two musketeers armed with muskets and crossbows, Artemis and his horse were trailed by four of his Intelligentsia.

      Not sure if the visitation boded good or ill, Raith looked back at the woman.

      She had gone.

      Her absence made him writhe even more than her presence had. From now on, he would definitely have to watch his back.

      But first he had to deal with Artemis.

      He straightened and tucked his hands behind him as the king’s horse wheeled to a stop. The hooves kicked up sand into Raith’s face. One of the musketeers slid off his horse and helped Artemis dismount. Disdainful of the tide thudding into the gondola, Artemis strode over to look at the bodies. His four Intelligentsia joined him. Their simpers turned to scowls as their long, elegant robes trailed in the water.

      Raith bowed from the waist and said, cautiously, “Sire?”

      Artemis grunted. He ran a careful eye over the bodies in the gondola. His nose wrinkled, probably at the stench. “I was told there would be twenty-one bodies. Is this all of them?”

      A chill snaked through Raith. Of course Artemis wanted more dead, but that didn’t explain why he was here. Unless he still distrusted Raith and didn’t believe the body count.

      Troubling.

      “Yes, sire. Until the next load is ready.”

      Artemis looked pointedly around. “Again I ask, where is your brother?”

      Irritation flared through Raith. Carian was probably still asleep after a long day and night of doing nothing. He tried plastering an easy expression as he protected his worthless brother. “As I said last evening, Carian is working in the burrows. On that potion I was telling you about, sire.”

      The line in Artemis’s forehead deepened. “It would seem that you care more about keeping your head than he does.”

      Clearly, Artemis wasn’t buying the potion story. If only he knew how wrong he was about Carian’s brewing ability. If Carian ever got off his ass and started working on the real potion, Raith, Artemis’s blade, could become an unstoppable killing machine.

      Raith’s fangs itched at the prospect of all that blood.

      He forced a toothy smile. “Everything is in hand, sire. My brother and I will have Aurora back here in time for you.” He waved at the gondola. “I was about to give the command to send this lot out.”

      “Then do it.”

      As Raith turned to the boat, he noticed gray clouds gathering on the horizon. Rapid in their growth, and frightening in appearance, they blotted out the dawn colors that had been so tranquil only moments ago. He prayed to Maleficent that it wasn’t some ill omen—on him. Forcing a calm he didn’t feel, he shouted to the musketeers, “Take them away.”

      The oarsmen heaved and the lead boat jerked forward in the water. The rope tethering it to the gondola pulled taut. The heavy craft creaked and rocked as the sailors edged it out of the shallows.

      A crow—black and silky in its unexpected splendor—swooped from the clouds and fluttered in the air just beyond the confines of the chain mail fence.

      It raised a shiver of goosebumps on the back of Raith’s neck. He would have expected a seagull…but a crow?

      Keeping his face expressionless to hide his superstitious fear, he gestured to the musketeer stationed in the mermaid’s face. A moment later, and the mermaid creaked and wheezed as its cogs turned, dropping the chain mail fence strung along the bay.

      The crow cawed and flapped wildly as the gondola and the lead boat neared it.

      One of the Intelligentsia whimpered, “Magic! It will come for us.” He lifted a lace handkerchief to his nose. His hands trembled against his lips.

      Artemis scoffed and shook his head. “The last of the brave ones,” he muttered, too low for anyone other than Raith to hear. “My Intelligentsia are even weaker than my pathetic, simpering niece.”

      Raith inched closer to conceal his surprise that Artemis had allowed him to hear that criticism. Maybe his beguiling had worked better than he’d given himself credit for. He ventured, “Is it not wise for them to fear what lies beyond the Guardians, sire? A man with no fear has no reason to obey.”

      A small, bemused smile pulled on the corner of Artemis’s thin lips. “Do you fear what lies beyond, Lord Raith? Your dukedom is without Guardians to protect it.”

      Raith laced his fingers together to keep them steady. He hoped Artemis wouldn’t sense his lie. “No, my king. I am not afraid, but only because I have faced the Magical before.” He allowed a soft, conciliatory smile. “I still live, while magic has been all but eradicated from my land. I give you my oath that I will do everything in my power help you achieve the same in Ryferia.”

      “Then you and I are of one accord. Only the truly brave know no fear.” The purple furrows under Artemis’s eyes belied his words. “They face their foes and crush them.” His boot smashed down on a mollusk writhing in its shell, exposed by the receding tide.

      Raith doubted it had suffered much harm as it burrowed into the sand. What a foolish man Artemis was to believe that strength could only be found through force. No one would ever suspect that someone like Aurora—or himself, for that matter—could be strong.

      And that was where their advantage lay.

      Now he just had to capitalize on that strength.

      He frowned, deep in thought as the two craft reached the edge of the Ryferian kingdom. The sailors on the lead boat shoved the gondola beyond the line where the chain mail usually hung, back into a world were magic flourished.

      The crow settled on the side of it.

      Standing on the beach across the bay, Raith imagined the bird’s sharp eyes scrutinizing the bodies.

      The notion sent another shiver up his spine.

      The crow cawed once, the sound loud in the wind whipping off the waves, and then it soared into the sky, and vanished in the darkening clouds.

      One of the two musketeers flanking the king rocked forward, pulling Raith’s attention back to the beach. He started when blood spurted onto his and Artemis’s clothes. It seemed to have come from the soldier. As confirmation, the man dropped his crossbow, collapsed on his knees, and then landed face first into the water.

      Before anyone could react, a blade sliced harmlessly through Raith’s sleeve. As he yelped, the four Intelligentsia scattered. The remaining musketeer leaped in front of Artemis. The soldier loosed off a round of quarrels into the bush from where the blade had been thrown.

      Seeing an opportunity to prove his worth and to earn that seat on the forum—perhaps Maleficent truly was smiling on him today—Raith dove for the fallen soldier’s crossbow, scooped it up, and sprang next to Artemis, making sure they were both in the musketeer’s protective shadow. Hopefully, the musketeer in the mermaid had seen the attack and was on the way to help.

      Another swirling blade flew at them.

      It struck the soldier in the chest. The man dropped like a stone into the waves.

      With no soldiers left to die for him, Artemis blanched.

      Suddenly exposed, Raith let off a panicked shot into the scrub. Little expecting it to hit, he almost dropped the crossbow in shock when someone screamed.

      Then silence.

      “Bring him to me!” Artemis bellowed at Raith. His face was red. “I want to see who dared attack me!”

      “Is that wise, sire?” Raith stammered, eyes searching the scrub for movement. “It would mean leaving you defenseless.” He waved his crossbow at the mermaid. The musketeer burst through the door and ran toward Artemis. “Perhaps it would be better to wait for him.”

      The words were no sooner out of his mouth when the lead boat surged up onto the shore. The soldiers scrambled over the side and swarmed up the beach. Some dashed to protect Artemis while a couple raced into the scrub. One of them pulled out a groaning man, and dragged him across the sand toward Artemis.

      Raith gnawed his lip. The man’s heavy frame and brown beard were painfully familiar.

      The soldier dumped him face first before the king.

      “Flip him over,” Artemis commanded. “I want to see him.”

      Raith leaned in, guessing he would see Samsol, the Able blacksmith the rebels had so desperately wanted to make weapons for them. If so, what in Maleficent’s name had sent the cynic on this suicidal killing spree?

      The musketeer obeyed, kicking the man onto his side.

      It was Samsol.

      Raith’s quarrel had buried deep in his abdomen. Blood coated his mouth like painted lipstick. Hate and loathing bled through the haze of agony as he looked up at Raith and Artemis. “You,” he groaned, fresh blood coating his teeth. “You killed her. You murdered my little girl.”

      Raith stiffened.

      There had only been one young body in the gondola.

      Unable to bear the accusation in her father’s eyes, Raith aimed his crossbow at Samsol’s throat.

      Blood and saliva ran into Samsol’s beard as he burbled, “I pray you die screaming.”

      Raith’s lips tightened, as did his grip on the crossbow. “May I, sire?”

      The king gave a curt nod.

      A squeeze of the trigger and his quarrel split Samsol’s throat in half. Raith—and Artemis—stepped back as blood sprayed. Samsol’s eyes widened on Raith, and then dulled.

      Crossbow hanging at his side, Raith bowed to Artemis. “My king—” He dipped his chin. “We should get you back to the palazzo. He may have accomplices nearby.”

      Artemis started for his horse, stopping only to command, “Supervise the search, Lord Raith, and then meet with me in the forum when you’re done.” Four musketeers surrounded Artemis as he galloped back to the palazzo.

      Raith’s shoulders sagged.

      Now what did Artemis want him for? Yes, he had saved the king’s life, but Samsol had only attacked because Raith had instigated the murder of his daughter.

      Instead of praising Raith for saving his worthless skin, Artemis could just as easily blame him for the attack.

    

  


  
    
      A knock sounded on Aurora’s cabin door. She jerked awake from a dreamless sleep to hear Jorah’s muffled voice. “Aurora. Keahr. Our watch starts in about half an hour.”

      “We—we’re coming,” Aurora croaked. She groaned. It could only have been an hour or so since she’d crawled into the hammock. It wasn’t enough to recover from the exertions of the day before.

      “I can’t do today,” Keahr mumbled from across the cabin.

      Aurora sighed. “You and me both.” She rolled out of her hammock and her feet thudded to the deck. Body tired and aching, she wobbled over to the porthole. Dawn light gleamed gold and brilliant across the waves.

      Keahr joined her. Through her yawns, she mumbled, “Remember the days when Lazard was king, and all we had to worry about was what dress to wear when gate crashing the parties we weren’t invited to?”

      “The best of times,” Aurora said, purposefully echoing Hedrus. She grabbed her filthy corset and skirt and started to dress. “Actually, not really. We were Infirm then, and despised by all.”

      “Whereas now we are Magical and despised by all,” Keahr said dryly as she pulled her tunic over her head.

      “I intend on changing that.” Aurora wriggled her feet into her boots. “Although I fear I need Jorah by my side to do it.” She paused in tying her laces. It irked her that her quest to convince Jorah to fall in love with her seemed to have come to naught. Yes, he was far more attentive than he had been, but he had given her no indication that he wanted her beyond being her partner in the fight against Sabrisia and Raith.

      She continued, “He’s less than enthusiastic.”

      “About changing things, or about being at your side?”

      Intrigued to learn how Keahr saw things, she said, “You tell me.”

      “I think he likes you. A lot. He even let rabble take over his lair to protect you. Imagine what they did to all Lila’s stuff when they found us gone.”

      “He likes a lot of things, but that doesn’t necessarily mean what I want it to mean.” Aurora swallowed, aware of her morning breath. The sooner she found some water, the better.

      “He never misses an opportunity to hold your hand.”

      That was true, but did it mean what she and Keahr hoped it did? She had no experience with men against which to judge. On the other hand, willowy Keahr, with her perfect dark skin, long dark braid, and green eyes, did know about men. She’d been a favorite at the palazzo. Amongst the Infirm, at least. Even now, Arwen seemed to have taken a shine to her. She pitied him because she’d seen Keahr eyeing Zandor more than once.

      As for herself… all Aurora knew was that every time she looked at Jorah, or touched him, or shared a joke with him, her insides melted into a warm puddle of…

      She stumbled to describe her feelings for him. Need. And want. She grimaced. Even that didn’t sound very romantic.

      “Have you spoken to him?” Keahr opened the cabin door and stood aside for Aurora to go through first.

      “Not about…this.”

      “That’s not like you. If you have a fault, it’s that you talk way too much. About everything.”

      “Sad, that. But true.” Sliding both hands along the wooden bulkheads to help maintain her balance in the roiling ship, Aurora set off down the narrow gangway. “It’s an indictment on how hectic things have been that not even I could find a moment to collar Jorah for this chat.”

      Keahr’s stomach rumbled audibly, making Aurora smile.

      “That’s it,” Keahr insisted. “I need food before I start blowing wind at anything.”

      Aurora’s smile faded. “That might be a problem.”

      The caravel’s water barrels and food stocks had been almost depleted by the time they had arrived in Warrendyte.

      Keahr swore. She must have figured that, too. “Do you think Jorah would have restocked?”

      “When? He couldn’t have known we’d need to set sail so quickly.”

      As it was, there hadn’t even been time to recruit a crew to replace the fae killed in Ryferia. Hence the punishing need for all the Ryferian landlubbers to take regular watch. She reached an open trapdoor in the deck, which led to the galley, and grabbed the rails of the wooden stepladder bolted into the bulkhead. She scrambled down it.

      Jorah’s large frame crowded the tiny, windowless galley. Bent over a water barrel, he smiled up at her. “Looking for breakfast?”

      “Water for me.” Aurora jerked her thumb at Keahr. “She’s after food.”

      “Sorry, but the pickings are meager, to say the least. Hardtack and half a barrel of stale water.” Jorah dipped a ladle into the barrel and handed it to Aurora. “Peckle’s island had better show up soon.” He winced and his eyes glazed.

      She grabbed his shoulder with one hand and scooped the ladle with its precious water out of his fist with her other. “What’s wrong?”

      Still crouched at the barrel, he patted her absentmindedly, and mumbled, “Lazuli.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lip, grateful that the creepy woman hadn’t invaded her head, but at the same time wishing she knew what was happening.

      After a moment of strained silence, Jorah spoke. His voice sounded grim. “It’s what we expected. The sooner you get the job done, the better.” He stared down at the grimy floorboards, and Aurora guessed that Lazuli had answered him.

      Peckle hopped down into the galley from the upper deck. He looked Jorah over sneeringly. “I thought I caught a flutter of spirit magic. The assassin, I presume?”

      “Shush!” Aurora hissed.

      Keahr waved the cat to silence.

      “If that’s really what you want.” Peckle sauntered over to the table, hopped up onto it, and curled into a ball. “Don’t blame me if you live to regret it.” But instead of sleeping—or pretending to—he watched Jorah with steady eyes.

      Aurora jumped when Jorah spoke sharply, “No, Lazuli! I’m not letting you dig through my mind! So stop scraping and let me tell you what you need to know.” A pause, and then he added, “Raith has a smoke ritual he performs beyond the Guardians.” He glanced up at Aurora. “With the cravings Aurora described to us, I would suggest he uses it daily. Wait for him beyond the broken giant. But be careful. With that many dead, who knows how much power he has now ingested.”

      Aurora’s heart sank. Had what she feared so greatly happened in Ryferia?

      “Report back to me when it’s done.” Jorah stood and canted his head at Aurora. “The news is not…good.”

      “What’s happened?” Aurora demanded, all thought of food and water gone from her mind.

      Jorah took both of her hands. But instead of warming her, the stroke of his calloused skin did nothing to lift her dread.

      “Jorah, speak to me.”

      “Raith and Artemis have been on a killing spree. All Infirm. They sent a gondola out with at least twenty bodies in it. Or that’s what Lazuli estimates. She watched it from a distance.”

      Keahr sagged down onto the floor. “No!”

      Aurora pulled her hands away from Jorah. Clenching and unclenched her fists, she paced the tiny galley. As horrific as this was, none of it made any sense to her. “Why do a funereal ritual if they’re slaughtering people? Why not just toss the bodies into a mass grave and be done?” The words choked in her throat.

      “Lazuli can’t tell me that. She can only report what she saw. And she saw someone attack Raith and Artemis. He looked Able to her. He was shot for his efforts.”

      Peckle sat up straight. “Able? You’re sure, dragon?”

      Jorah glared at him. “No, I’m making this up as I go along.” He focused on Aurora. “It seems you’re right, my nymph. Perhaps your people are tired of oppression and are ready to fight.”

      Was that possible? And yet, another death…Was that the only way she could bring about change through destruction and violence?

      She gnawed her lip. Should she be chasing a potion and a silly drop of blood when her people were suffering like this? With Lazuli taking care of Raith, would it not be better to sail to Ryferia now and to challenge Artemis?

      Her eyes trailed up and down Jorah’s tall, muscular frame. So warm and vital, and so close to her as he stood in her personal space, in human form he seemed as unconquerable as he was as a fire-breathing dragon. She’d seen him fight in the trials, and he’d indeed proved unstoppable. It was only through skullduggery that Raith had won. If Jorah were to arrive in Ryferia with a sword in hand, neither Artemis nor his Intelligentsia would stand a chance. He would quickly remove Artemis’s head and stop his murders. Her people wouldn’t hail her as their savior, but what did that matter as long as they were saved?

      “Speak to me.” Jorah’s firm hands circled her shoulders. “What are you thinking?”

      He could have dug in her head for the information, but he hadn’t. She gave him a wan smile. “Should we be heading for Ryferia? My people need help.”

      “We’ve been through this already.” Jorah’s voice was tender. “They need to see you powerful.”

      It made her wail, “But that was before we knew this. They need saving more than they need to see me—” She winced. “Playing with my new toys.”

      “We guessed something like this would happen. That’s why I’m headed to Ryferia instead of taking care of the situation I—we—caused in Warrendyte.” Jorah stroked her face, brushing her hair from her eyes. “Just like we knew it then, we still know it now that you need to be their queen in word and deed. Nothing has changed just because Raith and Artemis have proved to be more barbarous than you think you can bear.”

      Aurora shook her head defiantly. “What does it matter who’s queen, or who’s king, as long as there is freedom and peace? I can stand at your side. It will be enough.”

      Jorah shook his head just as fervently. “It’s not enough. It will never be enough. You know as well as I do that we have to do this together. A team. Not me taking the lead. Or you pulling away from me.” A strange sadness settled in his eyes and his voice dropped to a mere whisper. “But only you can choose this, Aurora. You cannot stand at my side because you’re forced to by the Oracle. Or by the marriage trials. Or by a death bond. You have to choose it because you want it.”

      “Stop making sense!” Aurora ground her feet into the floorboards, fighting tears of rage, sorrow, guilt, and despair. “Jorah, how can I do nothing?”

      “You aren’t doing nothing,” Keahr chipped in. Like Jorah’s, her voice was gentle. Soothing.

      Her friends were cosseting her! Like she was a child!

      She yanked away from Jorah and punched her fist into her palm. “I say we forget the stupid Oracle, and the wild goose chase to find a warded island no one has ever seen, and we go to Ryferia. It’s the right thing to do. And you both know it.”

      Jorah’s shoulders sagged. For the very first time since meeting him, he seemed defeated. Before she could question him, Peckle coughed, as if he were spitting up a hairball. The sound was so painful—so disturbing—that Aurora spun to face him. “Really? Now?”

      The cat licked his paw. “Did I mention that Arwen, Niing, and Zandor sent me to call you? They’ve seen strange mists ahead. About in the same spot where I saw Maleficent’s island when we travelled to Warrendyte.”

      The air swooshed out of Aurora.

      Arms folded across his chest, Jorah said, “My queen, what would you have us do?”

      Aurora hung her head as she tried to unravel the mess Raith and Artemis had flung at them. Finally, she decided. If the island had not been directly in their path, she would have insisted on going straight to Ryferia. But perhaps the Oracle had known something she didn’t.

      She looked up at Jorah with what she guessed were haunted eyes. “May my people forgive me for neglecting them in their time of need, but let’s head to Maleficent.”

      “I will see it done.” Jorah waved at the stairs. “Breakfast, such as it was, can wait. We have a ship to steer.”

      Aurora took the three flights of stairs to the main deck first. Heart in her throat, she stepped out into a cauldron of swirling black mist.

    

  


  
    
      As commanded, Raith stood before Artemis in the otherwise deserted forum. Also as commanded, he’d come straight to the meeting without even stopping first to change. His leather tunic and leggings, drenched from the thunderstorm that had broken while he and the musketeers had combed the beach and scrub for Samsol’s non-existent accomplices, creaked as he bowed.

      At least the rain had washed out the blood.

      Hopefully, Artemis would take his damp, disheveled appearance as an additional sign of his loyalty and obedience, and would offer him that coveted chair in the forum.

      Unlike him, Artemis had changed out of his blood-soiled garb. Now clad in his crown, fine silk tunic, leggings, and surcoat, and with green jewels dripping, he sat in his throne as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Raith might have bought the act if it weren’t for the crazed look behind Artemis’s eyes.

      Artemis was scared. Perhaps stealing thrones was easier than keeping them.

      Above their heads, rain pelted the glass dome like arrows. A monstrous clap of lightning colored the forum silver and purple. It also shattered the tense silence between them.

      “Rise,” Artemis grunted. “And report what you found.”

      As Raith straightened his back, he hooked Artemis’s eye to begin his beguiling. “We found no others, sire. It would appear the attacker acted alone.”

      Artemis’s fingernails tapped a wooden writing tray atop a stand next to his throne. A length of carefully folded parchment, a quill, and a pot of ink sat neatly arranged on top of it.

      Letters giving Raith a seat on the forum? Or letters demanding his execution?

      When Raith thought he could bear the silence no longer, Artemis finally spoke. “My wife died in childbirth twenty years ago. She took my only son with her.”

      Raith blinked back his surprise at this strange confession. Of the many things he’d considered Artemis saying, this hadn’t been one of them.

      Artemis canted his head. “You seem surprised by that. Do women not die giving birth in your dukedom?”

      Raith’s face softened into all-embracing care. “They do, sire. Devastatingly so.” He twirled his hands. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      Artemis’s face slackened into a lopsided smile. “My Intelligentsia have been pushing me to choose an heir since I was crowned.” Even his voice was hazy.

      Raith’s heartrate spiked, but he kept his expression caring and poured approval into his voice. “In a kingdom as fine as yours, sire, the succession is important.”

      Artemis’s crown wobbled on his head. “I took the four Intelligentsia on my short list with me to the sendoff. You saw what happened.” He spat a blob of milky sputum onto the floor. “But no doubt if I made one of them heir, the coward would quickly find the courage to stick a knife into my back.”

      A knife in Artemis’s back? What a pleasing idea!

      “Is there something you wish me to do to further protect you, sire?”

      Artemis studied Raith’s face. Whatever he found there must have pleased him, because he said, “I placed a death sentence on you and your brother’s heads. Instead of trying to run, the way your brother has, you took my commands to heart. More than that, you even brought me news of a possible uprising. And today on the beach, you did not need to stand by my side to defend me. You could have—” He sighed. “I expected you to run, like my cowardly nobles did.” Artemis ran a hand across his face. “I am not ungrateful.”

      Raith cleared his throat for effect. “We share the same ideals, sire. We both want to kill Aurora. It’s the only sure way of securing our futures.”

      That much, at least, was true.

      “Which is why I am offering you this.” Artemis leaned toward the writing tray and picked up the parchment. Raith caught a flash of the blue-and-silver Ryferian seal at the bottom of the page. Eyes fixed on Raith’s, Artemis tapped the parchment against his fingernail.

      Raith held his breath as he waited.

      Finally, Artemis handed it over. “If you are willing, I can offer you a quill and ink for your signature.”

      Raith willed his hand not to shake as he took the sheet. Carefully, he unfolded it. A quick scan, and he gasped. “Sire, you wish to name me as your heir?”

      If only his hateful father could see this! Duke Krall had called him worthless. A waste of skin. A mere incubus not worthy of respect, let alone affection. Yet, even constrained by the Guardians that had driven Father from Ryferia, Raith had still charmed a despotic king into handing over the reins of his kingdom upon his death—

      Artemis picked up the quill, dipped it into the inkpot, and held it out to Raith. “Lord Raith, add your signature to mine if you accept.”

      Raith took it with quaking fingers. “Sire, I not only accept, but I assure you, I will not fail you. When Aurora returns, I will kill her. On your command, I will destroy any Magical army she brings with her.” He licked his lips at the impending lie. “I will do all in my power to defend and protect you.”

      Artemis stabbed a finger at the parchment. “Then sign.”

      A few droplets of ink splattered on Raith’s fingers as the quill scratched his sweeping signature across the paper.

      Never again could anyone call him useless—

      Carian!

      His heart beat against his chest like a hammer on an anvil. Carian would see Raith’s new power as a threat. He would want it, and more. Much, much more—

      Aware that his face had paled, he pushed the Carian-induced panic aside. Carefully, he set the quill on the tray and handed Artemis the parchment.

      The king grunted his approval. “Congratulations, Raith. You are now the heir to the greatest kingdom in the world. But for now, we will say nothing to my Intelligentsia.” When Raith’s eyebrows twitched his surprise, Artemis added, “While they sit on the edge of their seats in suspense for my announcement, I live. Tell them, and we both become expendable.”

      Raith bowed. “How wise, sire. My lips are sealed. I won’t even tell my brother.”

      A brother he now had to face.

      But first he had to secure that precious parchment. What did it help that Artemis name him heir if he had no proof of it? “Sire, forgive my forwardness, but where will this document be hidden?”

      Artemis snorted. “In case you have to find it one day?”

      Raith looked down coyly at his feet. “I would not want Ryferia to suffer, sire, if…” He allowed his voice to trail off, filled his eyes with concern, and tilted them up to catch Artemis’s.

      “No, of course not,” Artemis agreed. He stood. “Come, I will show you where all such titles have been kept since the days of Nethric.”

      Artemis picked up the quill and ink pot and led Raith across the forum to a small box mounted on the wall. He opened it and extracted a small bunch of keys. Next, he walked with Raith to a row of beautiful wooden cabinets intricately carved with Guardians. He stopped at the oldest, most elaborate cabinet and fiddled with the key ring until he found an unimpressive iron key. He slipped it into the lock and creaked open the doors. Three shelves stacked with rolls of parchment opened before Raith.

      “These manuscripts date back to Nethric’s time,” Artemis said, “the great founder of our kingdom.” He pulled out a yellowed roll that had once been sealed with a now cracked and faded Ryferian seal. He creaked it open and laid it on top of the cabinet.

      As far as Raith could make out, it was an expansive, one-hundred-fifty-year-old family tree, which started with Nethric, and ended with Artemis’s name, penned in fine calligraphy after Lazard’s.

      And then he sucked in a breath. This wasn’t just a family tree it was the line of all the kings and queen who had ever ruled Ryferia. Aurora’s name was conspicuous by its absence, but then, she had never been crowned, thanks to Artemis’s perfidy.

      Artemis stroked the parchment with a gentle hand. “Nethric was a great man, a great alchemist, and an even greater leader. He routed the Magical and freed us all from slavery.” He gave a sigh and pursed his lips. “If he had a fault, it was with his family.” A puritanical frown. “He had two sons. Both born out of wedlock, sadly. To different mothers, I am told.”

      Raith couldn’t have cared less if Nethric, the evil monster who had devised the Guardians, had had an army of bastard children, but he clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

      Artemis waved his hands. “A small fault…we cannot judge.” Raith resisted the urge to snort. “His younger son went on to rule Ryferia after Nethric’s death. You could say he founded our dynasty.”

      Raith’s curiosity was piqued; in all his father’s drunken ramblings about Nethric and his devil’s spawn, he had never mentioned a second son. “And the older one?”

      “Vanished, during the war. He was never heard of again.” Artemis picked up the quill and dipped it in the ink pot. His hand hovered over the parchment. “Raith, I do not do this lightly, but I will add your name as my heir and successor.” Sharp eyes caught Raith’s. “On my death, open this cabinet. Show the Intelligentsia this parchment and none will dare challenge you.”

      Raith’s heart hammered in his chest as Artemis penned his name on that suddenly precious parchment. Done, Artemis blew on the ink, then rolled it up and locked it back in the cabinet. The second sheet, which Raith had signed, Artemis tucked into his tunic. He clasped Raith’s hands. “My son.”

      Raith’s breath hitched. It took a stranger—Untalented, at that—to offer him what his own father never had: legitimacy.

      He brushed his emotion aside. Artemis acted on compulsion, thanks both to his terror of Aurora and to Raith’s beguiling, not out of any real fealty to Raith. If he could only know what Raith was and what he’d done, Artemis would scratch his name right off that ancient proof of birthright before driving an iron stake into his heart.

      Still, Artemis expected a reply, so he gave him one.

      “When that day comes, sire. I will not fail you. I will ensure that the Magical are kept from these shores, even if I have to go to war to do it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was still pouring with icy rain when Raith left the forum. Refusing to let it dash his euphoria at his success in beguiling Artemis—how stupid the man was to will his kingdom to his official assassin!—he sprinted to the burrow. Not even the tweak of pain in his swollen ankle could slow him.

      An unfamiliar, sickly-sweet citrus-and-cracked-sugar scent hit him as he took the stairs down into the alchemy lab.

      Carian is finally brewing something? Maleficent be thanked.

      As promised by the smell, Carian hunched over a cauldron boiling on the bench.

      Raith stalked past him and flopped down on the couch beside the stove to dry off. The sudden warmth made his cold-swollen fingers sting. He sighed loudly and closed his eyes. He hadn’t realized how exhausted he was. Sleep tugged at him, whispering sirens’ calls of peaceful, dreamless oblivion.

      Carian cleared his throat pointedly. “So, you brought me nothing, I see.”

      The muscles in Raith’s jaw clenched sharply. Before going to the beach for the sendoff, he had delivered body parts from every single one of the people in that gondola—including the man he suspected was a giant. Everyone except Samsol’s young daughter, of course. He couldn’t stomach defacing her body.

      “Then what’s that on the table?” Raith asked curtly. He gestured to the oversized hand sitting next to the cauldron.

      Carian grinned, showing a mouthful of teeth. “It’s definitely a giant’s hand.” He poked it with a glass stirrer.

      Raith stretched his stiff legs out before the stove. “This is the third thing we needed for the potion. We have a nymph, a minotaur, and now a giant.”

      Carian bobbed his head in agreement and ran a hand over his beard. He hadn’t bothered shaving in all the time they’d been back in the palazzo. He stalked over to a cabinet filled with glass bottles. Each was labeled in Aurora’s flowing script. He ran his hand across them and Raith read off the names: hogweed, wolfsbane, sage, aniseed—Carian plucked that bottle up.

      Raith said, “Now all we need is a fae and something from Spirit.”

      Carian tossed a pinch of the pungent spice into his cauldron. “Then I suggest you get to work, brother, before time runs out and Artemis kills us both.”

      Raith sucked in a sharp breath and bit his inside lip. He couldn’t tell Carian what Artemis had done. It was his last card to play, and he would hold it tight to his chest.

      Carian looked up at the sound of his breath intake. His eyebrows knitted together. “What? Why do you look like that?”

      “Like what?” Raith asked blandly.

      Carian’s eyes narrowed. “Like you’re hiding something.”

      Damn it.

      Raith tried to pull his features into a somber expression, but Carian’s gaze tracked every muscle twitch. Finally, he blurted, “Err—Artemis was attacked earlier today at the boat launch. He’s unhurt. Just pretty pissed off. Treading carefully would probably be a good idea right now.”

      Carian rolled his eyes, all concern melting away as he turned back to his work. “Are you going to be afraid of everything that moves all your life?” He clicked his tongue. “Just keep doing your job and Artemis has nothing to complain about.”

      Raith’s lips tightened, hiding his relief that Carian had bought the lie. How he would relish the look on Carian’s face when his brother discovered exactly how well he’d done his job.

      And I did it alone. Allies are just a liability. I’m safer on my own.

      Carian’s voice broke into his thoughts. “And instead of sitting on your ass like a lazy bastard, make yourself useful.” He smirked as he measured out thick, dark liquid from a brown bottle into a glass flask. A black bubble rose to the top and popped loudly. “Get me a bottle of hashish from the cabinet.”

      Raith groaned internally. But as he was still not ready to face a final showdown with Carian, he got up, stalked to the cabinet, and found the bottle between the digitalis and the daffodil extract. Chucking it down on Carian’s open book, he said, “I’m going to smoke, and then I’m going to sleep.”

      Carian grunted and muttered something, but Raith wasn’t listening. Too much good had happened today to let Carian’s bad temper spoil things.

    

  


  
    
      Through the black mist, which oozed like hot, bubbling tar, a dark shadow loomed. Aurora squinted in the darkness and rushed for the side of the boat to get a better view. “What is that?” A vile, acrid smell almost made her choke.

      Seemingly unaffected by the smell or the tar, Jorah’s hand gently brushed her back. “There’s nothing there, my nymph. Just gray mist.”

      Aurora blinked. Gray mist? Was he colorblind?

      She opened her mouth to comment, but a dark shape jutted out of the seething sea, making her gape instead. She studied it: a black rock spiked with severe edges and cliffs. Surrounded by a thick hedge of thorns easily twenty feet high, it loomed into the air from the sea. There was not a single leaf in sight.

      She pointed again, waving her hand for emphasis. “The island is right there! It looks…terrifying.”

      Jorah leaned over the railings, looking where she pointed. He grunted. “It’s the Oracle again. You’re seeing things I’m not.”

      Before she could answer, Niing, Zandor, and Keahr joined them at the railing.

      Niing bounced on his toes to enable him to see over the side. The mountain should have been obvious to him. He shook his head. “Nothing there, my queen.”

      Keahr eyed Aurora wearily. “I don’t see anything either.”

      “It’s there, I promise. This happened in the Oracle. I could see things that—”

      Her mouth clamped shut. Everyone other than Jorah watched her with wide-eyed bemusement, a look she knew so well and hated with every fiber of her being—the same look her friends had hidden behind when they’d kept the truth of the Guardians and the Infirmities from her. The look that said she was a child and not to be trusted with important things.

      Tears of frustration, bitterness, and rage burned behind her eyes.

      She turned to Jorah. He would know. He would understand. He had to!

      Arms folded across his chest, head canted, Jorah waited. His expression said he trusted her to tell him what was happening as soon as she could, and that he would wait patiently until she did so.

      Her heart went out to him.

      But was his acceptance enough? She wanted him sharing this terrible scene with her. How would they breach that hedge, let alone climb that mountain? They needed to plan this together, but if he couldn’t see the challenges, then how could she get his help? And where could Maleficent be? There wasn’t a building in sight.

      She asked, “Jorah, what do you—”

      An agonized scream tore through the air, gargling and abruptly cutting off.

      Aurora jumped back from the railing. “Did you hear that?” she yelled.

      Still that pitiful look from her friends. Zandor nocked an arrow but kept his bow low.

      Jorah’s eyebrow quirked.

      She forced herself to return to the railing so she could search the mist for the screamer.

      There was no one there, and no more screams followed.

      “There is no one here, my queen,” Niing soothed, little arms outstretched as if she were a wild animal who might take flight at any second.

      Was that how he saw her?

      She glanced again at Jorah to ground her.

      He gave her a wry smile. “We’ve been through this before, my nymph. All will be revealed in time.”

      He was right. It had to be another manifestation of the Oracle.

      She was just beginning to relax when a child’s wail echoed over the water. It came from everywhere and nowhere at once.

      The sound was so jarring that Aurora fell back.

      Niing rushed for her.

      “What is that?” she bellowed. “Someone else must be hearing it!” She stumbled out of Niing’s reach, nearly stepping on Peckle. He hissed and bounded out of the way, perching on top of an empty water barrel.

      Niing grabbed her hand. “Aurora, you are not well,” he soothed, patting her arm. “Someone bring our queen a chair! She needs to rest.”

      Keahr sprang to obey.

      “No!” Aurora yanked her hand from Niing’s, angry, unshed tears burning her throat. “Niing, for once in your life, would you please just shut up and listen to me? The island is there. You just can’t see it.”

      Niing’s mouth gaped open in shock.

      She caught Jorah smiling from the corner of her eye and guessed that he approved of her reprimand. She addressed him. “I’m hearing screaming voices.” She shivered. “Chilling voices. And there’s a mountain island right there surrounded by a hedge of thorns.”

      As untroubled as a summer’s day, Jorah said, “I believe you. It’s the wards. You’re hearing and seeing the wards around Maleficent’s island.” His face fell. “It just pains me that you have to do this part alone.”

      Something splashed in the water below.

      Aurora ran for the railings and peered over the side.

      Ice flushed through her veins. Floating face up in the water, still wearing the jousting armor he hadn’t had time to remove, was Lord Coven. The suitor who was killed by the giant Venus Flytrap in her poisoned garden during the marriage trials. His top half was still red and swollen, sucked dry and covered in shriveled-up pustules. His swollen face was frozen in a mask of horror and loathing, a scream still on his mouth.

      Aurora’s hand found her throat as she let out a strangled cry.

      “Share with me,” Jorah pressed. “Tell me what you see so I can help you.”

      Aurora couldn’t remove her gaze from the floating corpse. “Lord Coven,” she wheezed. “His body is floating in the water.”

      Something thudded on the deck behind Aurora. It rolled and bumped into her heels. She turned to look, and screamed.

      A severed head lay at her feet.

      Rinlin—the little child Artemis had killed because Aurora had helped him the day of Lazard’s sendoff.

      She was about to vomit when a strangled moan pulled her attention to the mizzenmast. A blurred body crashed down onto the deck.

      Lord Mahlon. Her awful suitor. Face a shade of pale blue, he writhed as foam frothed from his lips.

      Unable to watch him die a second time, she sprinted for the other side of the ship. She leaned over and gagged. With no food in her system, she had nothing to vomit. Squinting through tear-stung eyes, she pulled herself upright—only to stagger back.

      Two gondolas flying the Ryferian flag plied silently passed through the tarry mist toward her.

      Gondolas meant just one thing—death.

      She didn’t want to look, but could not stop herself as they floated almost in touching distance of the caravel’s hull. Why wasn’t Arwen veering away from them? One was large and the other small, with space for just one body.

      She clutched her sides as the smaller one slid past her. Lying inside, just as he’d been the last time she’d seen him, was Lazard. If it weren’t for the gray coloring his once ruddy skin, she could have believed he was only sleeping. The golden agrimony flowers crowning his head hadn’t crumbled to dust, although they had wilted, just as they had the day he had died. The coal she had placed on his eyes still rested in his sockets. No doubt, he still clutched the iron coins she’d wedged into his hands as the final ward against magic.

      She gripped the railing and sobbed that she had fought with him before he’d died. A dry, hacking sound, it brought no comfort.

      It was almost with relief that she greeted the next gondola as Lazard’s slipped by and vanished in the mist. Relief until she caught the reek of agony, and betrayal, and fear, and hatred oozing from the dozens of Infirm bodies and body parts tossed in the boat. Flies feasted on dried blood and guts that stained the Ryferian flag red. Eyes accusing in their sockets, a young girl stared up at her. No one had bothered to ward her eyes with coal.

      Aurora sank to her knees and buried her face in her hands.

      Why was Maleficent showing her this?

      Was it because she was responsible for their deaths?

      Had all these lives been blown out like candles because of her?

      It had to be so. Maybe she hadn’t poured the potion down Mahlon’s throat, or cut Rinlin’s head off, but she was still responsible. Artemis had killed Rinlin because of her. Mahlon had drunk that potion because of her stupid marriage trials, which had claimed more than just his life.

      “No!” She clutched her dress and stared unseeing at the mist.

      She had never wanted any of this. Lazard was always supposed to rule, not her. But her response to his death had led…

      “They weren’t my choices,” she railed at the wailing voices, at the mist, at Maleficent, who thought she needed this torment.

      She might have agreed to the marriage trials after some coaxing, but they hadn’t been her idea. Even after they had begun, she tried to change the rules and spare lives.

      The very few decisions she’d been allowed to make in her short life had all been aimed at saving her people.

      Hunched on the deck, she moaned, “None of them benefited me!”

      Even as a child, she’d never had a choice. Niing would be her tutor. Zandor her bodyguard. Keahr her lady’s maid. Others had decreed that. Since then, they had followed her like an entourage of Feloran’s elves.

      Even Peckle had sought her out because Maleficent had ordered it so.

      Now an adult—and a queen—nothing had changed.

      She hadn’t chosen Jorah. Niing had.

      She hadn’t chosen to be queen. Artemis had made it so when he killed her brother.

      The men she’d been forced to drown in the galley had chosen to open fire on their own princess—their queen.

      Even in the Oracle, how much choice had she been given? Not much.

      She yelled, “My choice was brew a potion or be beaten.”

      While she had responded to action after action, she had never been allowed to make a single decision for herself.

      She shook her fist at the mist. “It has to change.” She scrambled to her feet and faced her entourage.

      Niing still gazed at her with hurt and disapproval. Above the wailing voices, she said, “Niing, I love you. But I am your princess, and you will listen to me.” She turned to Keahr and Zandor. “I am not demented. And I’m not stupid. And most of all, I am not a child. So wipe those patronizing expressions off your faces.”

      Zandor flushed and bobbed his head in a bow. Keahr looked down, blushing and biting her lip.

      And Jorah…

      She started. That was love she saw in Jorah’s eyes. And appreciation. And something more…desire.

      He lusted for her!

      She turned away, too shocked to deal with that revelation. Not now. Not another demand on her.

      But she had to choose.

      For the first time in her life, the choice was hers.

      Walk away and abandon Ryferia to its fate? Forge a new life for herself somewhere else? Or choose of her own freewill to become the queen? Choose Niing, Keahr, and Zandor because she loved them, not because she had to?

      Leave Jorah to mourn Lila until he was nothing but a breath on the wind?

      Or choose to claim him herself? And not because she was told she should, or because some stupid law dictated it, but because she loved him.

      All of him.

      She turned back to look at him. His blond hair fluttered in his face—it needed cutting. His eyes, so blue, so piercing, probably saw things she would never see. His body, so beautiful and strong, used unfailingly for her defense, and which she craved with the same desire that burned in his eyes.

      Heat pooled in her stomach.

      She turned away, refusing to let lust cloud her mind.

      But still his rugged face refused to relinquish the spot he’d claimed in her mind. Or her heart.

      And as much as she could be a queen without Jorah Thalyn, she didn’t want to. They were a team. The moon and stars, the sun and clouds, the grass and the earth it grew in. They were one, and together they could reshape the world.

      She chose him.

      She chose Niing, Keahr, and Zandor. Even Peckle.

      She chose to be a queen of creation. No more destruction, no more pain. No more cruelty. The queen of a better world, with Jorah at her side, and the friends she loved most at her back.

      It was time to blast through the hedge so they could meet Maleficent and demand that drop of blood.

      Ignoring the cries that still moaned around her, she faced Jorah. “Dragon, I think we may need your fire.”

      He shrugged. “You know the problem, my nymph.”

      She huffed out a breath and stomped over to him. “You keep telling me how powerful I am.” She slapped her hand onto his chest. “Take some of it.”

      Jorah smiled at her, but worry shadowed his gaze. “You don’t have what I need, Aurora. Water and Fire don’t fall under Earth.”

      She shook her head, refusing to accept that she couldn’t help him with something so important. “So what! You just need to try harder to accept what I can offer you!”

      He sighed. “Yes, ma’am.” His eyelids fluttered closed and he laid his hand against hers as it lay on his chest.

      Magic yanked out of her, and she only just stopped herself gasping with the shock of it. She closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and steadied her knees—they were quivering—while he drew on her. But instead of leaving her weak, sharing with him was almost…erotic. She blushed. It filled every inch of her; at least, that was what the pounding of her blood and heat in her core suggested.

      All too soon, he squeezed her wrist gently, and whispered, “It’s done.”

      She opened her eyes and breathed in a mouthful of smoke. She sneezed and stumbled back as more billowed from his nostrils.

      Jorah caught her in his claw. At some point while she was touching him, he’d changed into dragon form, and she had been completely oblivious to it. She blushed even harder.

      Fangs gleaming, he grinned at her. Was it her imagination, or did the heat in his usually icy, reptilian eyes suggest long nights together exploring and reveling in things she’d only ever dreamed of? She swallowed, hoping he wasn’t listening to her galloping heart. He spoke low, so only she could hear. “Seems you’re right, my nymph. Not only do you balance me, but you have healed my scales, too.”

      Her eyes dropped to his chest. Half a dozen bright, new scales gleamed where once before there had been a gaping hole.

      He puffed out a fork of flame as if to prove the point. “How you consistently manage to break every rule of magic, I will never know.” Again that canted head. “I suspect it is something Maleficent will have to explain to us.”

      She smiled up at him as she tried to get her mind out of his bedroom and back into the moment. “Then get your butt into shape to help me grill that hedge so we can meet with her.”

      Peckle spat, “Spare us the butt involvement.”

      Aurora glared down at him. “Careful I don’t roast you on a stick.” But there was no malice in her voice. Peckle was her cat and she was his princess, regardless of how sour he could be. He flicked his tail, but didn’t hiss. A mutual understanding.

      Aurora turned for the wall of thorns.

      Zandor, Niing, Keahr, and Peckle all moved to the railing to await her instructions.

      She hoped now that they could see the terrifying barbs.

    

  


  
    
      Raith had waited until late afternoon when the rain had finally abated before heading to the forest to make his fire. Sodden from the downpour, the brown pine needles beneath the trees were slick and treacherous underfoot. Starting a fire in these conditions would be nigh impossible. He cursed and kicked a sodden pinecone against a tree trunk. Raindrops the size of coins tumbled down his collar. He shivered—and then froze.

      Carefully, he sniffed the air and caught the usual sharp reek of pine needles and earthy moss, today mixed with acrid lightning, and… and…his nose twitched…someone else. Someone familiar and unwelcome. Someone female, and…Magical.

      The woman with the silver hair.

      And here he was stuck outside the Guardians where he could be outmatched. He gripped his dagger and turned.

      There she was.

      She certainly was a beauty. Her silvery hair, wild and knotted by rain, shimmered like a halo. He swallowed. Her skin was porcelain smooth, and her bottle-green irises were framed with ebony. Maleficent herself had designed this woman’s face.

      Was she a siren?

      Even as he thought it, the notion was pushed gently into the dark corners of his mind. Silver moonlight seemed to pour from her. His shoulders dropped, and all tension melted from his muscles like hot butter.

      She stepped closer, a wide smile bowing her full, kissable mouth. Her moonbeams flitted toward him, tenderly brushing against his legs. Blissful warmth spread through his cold body, tingling from his toes, up, up, up into his head. All tension eased as the moonlight weaved through every thought and worry.

      It gently caressed his childhood memories of Trojean and Carian. It lovingly assuaged his grief at Trojean’s death. It strengthened his conviction that killing his father had been right. Just. It rejoiced in his liberation.

      But it stayed far, far away from a corner in his mind where he had pushed another, more troubling thought…

      What thought was it? What doesn’t it want me to remember?

      The answer didn’t matter. The moonbeams told him so.

      He smiled at her as she drew silently closer, spilling soft light.

      It caught on a sliver of steel hanging on her belt. He marveled at the wondrous glint. She tilted her head, hips swaying provocatively. Steel hummed happily as she pulled a blade free. A familiar crest on the hilt caught in her sparkle.

      The crest jarred him. Where had he seen that before?

      “It doesn’t matter,” her magic seemed to whisper. “Look at my face. See my beauty. You can have it all.”

      But still that crest bothered him. What is she? Where does she come from? But even as he sought the answers, he leaned into her touch.

      Fingers like silk stroked his face. “Sleep, dear Raith. Sleep.”

      His eyes fluttered closed and he slumped onto her shoulder.

      “Shush,” she crooned, gently patting his back like a mother soothing a child. “You are mine now. Peace, perfect peace awaits you.” She enveloped him in moonlight and blissful surrender.

      But still that crest niggled. He had seen it before—

      His eyes flew open wide and he exclaimed, “Warrendyte! You’re…a telepath! An assassin!”

      The opposite of the incubus, who spread charm and darkness as it sang his victims to sleep, a telepath radiated light, and comfort, and trust—followed by a dagger in the heart. No other creature could have invaded his head and touched his thoughts with light that way.

      The magic holding his brain snapped and the light dropped away. He tried to jump back, but her arm wrapped tighter around him. “Indeed I am! And you have already drunk far, far too much Magical blood to be allowed to live.” She lifted her curved dagger, but in doing so lost some of her grip on him.

      Raith shoved her chest and hurtled back until at least three yards divided them. She didn’t seem inclined to close the distance. Instead, she stood with her feet planted firmly in the needles, twirling her dagger with a brutal smile curling her lips.

      Playing with him.

      His mind raced. He was an incubus, she was a telepath. They both survived by beguiling. But she had seen into his head already, while he’d had no such advantage. Even if he turned every bit of his incubus charm on her, she’d win because she knew his weakness.

      It was time to call on his stolen magic.

      He did a quick inventory—and trembled. Despite the many, many Infirm who had died at his hand, thanks to Carian’s refusal to support him, he had precious little to call on.

      But he was in a forest, surrounded by critters.

      Palms outstretched and fingers splayed, he called on his father’s magic.

      A thousand insects in the forest answered his call.

      “Attack her!” he commanded them.

      Ants, woodlice, and centipedes swarmed up the telepath’s legs. Black and deadly, they streamed under her clothing to bite her flesh. The assassin writhed and he thrilled at their success. He was about to command the vermin, birds, and snakes to leave their nests to join the attack, but instead, he paused to think. Why do that? Let the insects carry the day. They will bring her to her knees in seconds. That made perfect sense. So certain was he in his success that he folded his arms to watch the bugs destroy her.

      But instead of collapsing, the assassin said, “A game, dear Raith? I do love playing with my food. I hear you do too.” The insects’ upward march halted. As one, the writhing, biting mass dropped off her. She flashed her knife at him. “So let’s play! What will you come up with next?”

      Raith swore and threw up his mental guards. The bitch had turned her light on them—and probably on him. She would command any critter he called upon. She could even turn them on him! As with everything in his benighted existence, this was down to him. Only he could save his life.

      Which of his new magic was best to use?

      The minotaur’s brute force? Too easy for her to counter with a sustained mental assault. The same applied to his selkie and water nymph magic.

      But what about the water the nymph commanded?

      He curled his hands, calling on every drop of rain the storm had delivered. Three heartbeats and nothing happened—the bitch was smiling as she angled her blade at him as if she had the rest of the day to dispatch him—and then he heard it.

      The gathering rush of water.

      All around them, water collected, small streams gushing to larger ones as the water forced its way through the labyrinth of trees and into the clearing. Fearful it wouldn’t be enough, he pictured the sap in the trees flowing out to drown the bitch. And the wells of water under the ground—they, too, he commanded to flow.

      Water gushed around his feet.

      The telepath’s eyes widened with mirth. “Swimming, are we?” A vein in her head pulsed, and Raith had a sudden urge to flop like a fish on a hook.

      He gritted his teeth and concentrated even harder on his mental shields. His water began to recede. He swore again. Clearly, either he gave his all to his magic, or his all to his mental shields. He could not do both. He shoved everything he had at his shield—and made a decision as his water drained away. With mere seconds to work with, he dropped his guard, knowing she’d be on him, and screamed, “Drown the bitch!”

      Even he gasped as water engulfed his knees, and then stung its icy way up his hips. A wave had just crested his chest and shoved the telepath away from him when her light raked across his mind.

      This time, he was ready for her.

      He yelled to his water, “Drown her! Ignore anything else I say to you.”

      The bitch’s mouth twisted into something ugly. Half swimming, half floundering, she lunged at him.

      He called on his inner selkie, gasping as his muscles and bones morphed into the still unfamiliar shape. He sucked in a breath and, fins flapping like a newborn, dove.

      His cumbersome half-seal, half-man body merely flopped on the water surface.

      Just inches from him, the bitch crashed her dagger into his back.

      He twisted, deflecting the killing blow. It drove into his shoulder blade. He cried out as it cut cleanly through his muscle. Even in the darkness, with sap and water lapping all around him, he smelled and saw his blood redden and warm the mixture.

      A second blade with a mother-of-pearl hilt appeared in the telepath’s hand. Desperate to escape, he flapped his strange fins. More coordinated, this time they carried him under the water. Ignoring the pain searing his shoulder, he swam down to her feet. They floated a few inches above the ground. He grabbed and tugged. A smile of pleasure crossed his face as he dragged the bitch under the water.

      If he could just hold—

      Fierce, desperate light slammed into his face, commanding him to let go.

      His arms dropped to his side.

      The bitch shot to the surface and sucked in a breath before another wave buried her. Her blade slipped from her hand.

      Raith dove for it.

      “Stop! Leave it!” Another mental command, and this one sounded panicked.

      Still, with his mental shields down, Raith had no choice but to obey. Not if he wanted his water to drown her.

      His keen ears heard the bitch splutter as another wave hit her. It sounded like she’d coughed up a lungful of water as she struggled to stay afloat. Yet, her streams of light still skittered like a sea serpent through the pine needles and dead things floating in the dark water. Silver caught on silver as he spotted what she looking for.

      The dagger.

      Raith dove for it.

      So did she.

      But her mere mortal frame was no match for his selkie swimming power. His fingers brushed the mother-of-pearl handle first.

      Light pierced him, commanding him to drop it, but he tossed up his shields before his bedazzled mind could obey. What did it matter now if his water receded?

      Dagger in his fist, he lunged for her. Steel cracked on bone as he sunk the pearl-handled weapon into her chest. Her bottle-green eyes widened, this time in shock, and her lips parted, letting all the air she had been holding bubble free.

      A cloud of delicious red spilled around Raith as her moonlight fluttered and died. He gulped at the blood, swallowing great mouthfuls, only to choke on the water. His lungs gave out and he had to fight to stop his air-starved body from drawing in water as he kicked for the surface.

      Dangling like a piece of pondweed, he sucked in a breath and changed back into his normal incubus form. He reached over his shoulder and tugged at the dagger, which fell loose into his hand. With his healing powers returned to him, the wound would seal before he crossed the Guardian back into the city. He ran his finger over the Warrendyte crest while he waited for the water he’d conjured to flush away into the woods in giant ripples.

      At last, he lay on his side on a bed of soggy pine needles and stared at the sky through the dry, wizened branches of the pine trees. In time, he hoped, their roots would replace the water that he had torn from their fibers. If not, they would die—more casualties in his quest to survive.

      He shrugged. What was the worth of a mere tree compared to his own life?

      A life Jorah and Aurora had tried to end with a cowardly assassin. And probably Artemis’s life, too.

      He coughed a laugh. “So much for a dragon’s honor.”

      But it told him plenty. Aurora and her dragon would never have sent an assassin to kill him if they had an army at their disposal. Clearly, their quest to raise forces in Warrendyte had failed. What they would try next when they learned that their assassin had failed, too, he didn’t know.

      “Most likely they will come for me themselves.”

      He winced. Even constrained by the Guardians, a sword-wielding Jorah was not someone he wanted to face alone.

      He picked at the pine needles beneath his fingers. Would Artemis agree to field an army to protect his kingdom? Or did he expect his heir to make good on his promise to kill Aurora and her entourage singlehandedly? The man he knew was a coward. It was unlikely that he would put his name to anything that could later be used against him. As it was, Artemis could renege on his promise of making Raith his heir if it no longer suited him.

      That was not something Raith would tolerate.

      And if the last few days had taught him anything, it was that he was only as strong as he made himself. Carian’s potion would help. But he still had Artemis and the Intelligentsia to consider. The only way to quell any opposition from the Ryferian nobles was to wear the crown.

      Who would dare challenge an incubus king in a kingdom of Magical stunted by Guardians? With the constructs in place to control the populace, and a shot of Carian’s potion to drink when Aurora and Jorah came, he could easily defeat her and the dragon. With Jorah gone, and Aurora’s power his, he could live and rule in Ryferia without fear.

      But for him to be king, Artemis had to die.

      He called out to the ether, “What would you say about that, Father? You still think I’m weak and a waste of space?”

      Of course, there was no answer.

      It didn’t matter. He had a plan and it was time to put it into action.

      He sat up to look for the telepath.

      A pair of green eyes stared blindly at him. The Warrendyte dagger was lodged firmly between her ribs.

      Still on his knees, he ran a hungry gaze over her body. Telepaths fell under Spirit. She was one of the final two ingredients he needed in his potion.

      Raith gripped the dagger, and tugged until it slid it down her chest. Bone and muscle cracked apart as he levered her ribcage open and dug out her still warm heart. Eyes closed with bliss, he licked her blood off the blade and moaned as telepath power flooded through him.

      All he needed now was a fae.

      And he had a good idea of who could lead him to one.

    

  


  
    
      Jorah waited for the thorns Aurora had described to pull into focus out of the mist. He was keenly aware of the heat and pheromones radiating off her body as she stood on one side of him. Sharing magic with her had not only, inexplicably, given him fire and water, it had been arousing. Pity he couldn’t take her in his arms and…He pushed the blood-churning, stiffening thought aside. This wasn’t the moment to become randy for Aurora, no matter how much he wanted her right now.

      “Anyone else see those thorns yet?” Zandor murmured. He had his arrow nocked and ready.

      Jorah was about to shake his head in the negative, but paused. Something dark and jagged glinted through the flickering mist.

      It broke cover. Black thorns, curved like talons, and easily the length of his entire wingspan, curled and gnarled together not ten feet ahead of them. The hedge circled off to the left and the right as far as the eye could see, perfectly surrounding a shiny black mountain, a mountain which soared steep and unscalable into the sky. He could fly up there with Aurora in his claws, but to what purpose? No sign of life pulsed on those forbidding spikes.

      He only just managed to resist the urge to swear.

      Zandor did swear; a low, soft rumble, it told Jorah that the centaur was now also privy to the wards. Had Aurora’s extraordinary transferral of magic somehow shifted at least part of Maleficent’s shields?

      That seemed to be confirmed when Niing wrung his hands and said, “The goddess certainly doesn’t believe in making it easy, does she?”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Aurora said far more gently than Niing deserved, given how he had doubted her. But that was Aurora to the core. Yet another reason why he loved her. If he could only find a moment away from her endlessly present friends, he’d tell her so. In fact, he’d tell her far more than that. Not even Lila had balanced and enflamed him the way she did. No one had, and it shouldn’t have been possible. It was time Aurora knew the power she had over him. She also needed to know and how much he wanted and loved her.

      But first, the hedge.

      “I could try burning it as you suggested,” he said to Aurora. “It is wood, so it should work.”

      Aurora frowned, suddenly looking unsure. “I’m tired of destruction, Jorah. I know I joke about it, but honestly, there has been enough death. I want to do as little damage as possible.”

      “Sometimes you need to destroy things to get to something better,” Zandor said, looking doubtfully up at the mountain.

      It wasn’t hard to guess that he wasn’t seeing too much good there, either.

      But Jorah wanted Zandor to obey his queen. Of Aurora’s three friends, Zandor had always been the most supportive, in his view, but even the bodyguard sometimes seemed to forget that Aurora was more powerful than him, Niing, and Keahr combined. If she could only realize her own strength. He said, “Then surgical precision it is. Try with your dryad magic, my nymph.”

      Aurora extended her hands toward the briars. Almost instantly, green mist flowed from her fingertips. Effortlessly, it spread like a luxurious silk cloth over the water, rippling out until it reached the hedge. Like ribbons, it twirled and looped around a section of thorns about the size of the caravel.

      Aurora spoke. “I’m going to pull them apart. Arwen and Keahr, can you guide us through?”

      Arwen headed for the tiller. Keahr took her usual spot on the prow.

      “Ready when you are,” Arwen called. “Just give the word.”

      Jorah watched with pride as Aurora stood with her shoulders back and her head high. Her red hair was stark against the black wood. A beautiful rose amongst the thorns.

      Magic streamed from her hands akin to the power she’d blasted when she’d destroyed the galley, not the tentative tendril that had skirted Sabrisia. It seemed facing and defeating Maleficent’s manufactured ghosts had been what Aurora needed.

      He smiled to himself as his blood sang for her. It was time to replace his nasturtiums with red roses.

      Her ribbons locked around the thorns. “Part,” she commanded the wood.

      The thorns creaked and cracked, some even split, but instead of pulling apart, they meshed tighter, as if defying them to pass.

      Wood defying a dryad?

      Jorah hissed through his fangs. Clearly Maleficent had something else in mind for this trial. Maybe Zandor had a point and destruction was still needed, but it wasn’t the centaur’s place to say it. Jorah shuffled behind Aurora and leaned down to breathe into her ear, “You gave me fire for a reason, my nymph. Let me use some of it.”

      She looked up at him. “We need to speak. When this is done.” It excited him that, even while she lost focus on her magic, it continued tugging at the thorns. “About a lot of things. Including your feelings about…fire.”

      A reference to Lila? The pounding of her heart suggested so. “The second we have some space, I am yours to talk to.”

      She leaned into his belly. “Thank you. Now see what you can do with this lot. But please, don’t burn more than is absolutely necessary.”

      He hopped back, pumped his wings, and launched into the sky. He circled the caravel before narrowing down on the hedge. Aurora had already shifted her magic to encircle a space big enough for the ship to pass through. Beyond that, her green mist swathed the thorns like a protective cape.

      Guided by her magic, he focused on the channel he needed to burn and blew out a tongue of flame. It scorched the thorns and they crackled as the fire enveloped them. Ashes and dust rained down into the sea like a snow flurry, but when the flames licked her green mantle, they snuffed, as if doused by water. He’d never witnessed anything like it.

      Even Niing, who’d lived a long life, clapped his hands. “Extraordinary, my queen. You and your lord have the most remarkable control over the elements. It seems you are the protector and he is the destroyer. How fitting.”

      “Light and dark,” Keahr said. “I like it.”

      The last of the burning thorns crashed into the sea.

      Peckle flicked his tail. “I think you should all stop trying to be deep so we can get onto that island. Bottomless bowls of cream and limitless piles of fish heads don’t keep, you know.”

      Jorah grunted. “Leave it the cat to break the mood.” But he called to Arwen, “Steer us through,” as he swooped down and landed heavily on the deck beside his queen. He transformed back into his human self and strode to the railing to watch as the caravel snaked through the narrow gap. A thorn scraped the side of the ship, setting his—he guessed everyone’s—teeth on edge. Arwen nudged the ship away from it and then they were through—into a brand-new world.

      Lush greenery and a riot of flowers covered the once barren black rock. Beneath the lush rainforest it gleamed pearly-white, flecked with gold. Even the air was fruity. It hung heavy and humid over everything. Birds of every hue and description chattered and chirped as they winged from the island to flutter around the caravel. Even the water on this side of the briars was bluer, and clear enough to see the white sand on the sea floor far below. Four little water spirits leapt from the rippling surface, laughing as they splashed each other with their iridescent wings.

      A paradise protected by vile wards, saltwater, and thorns.

      Jorah gave a whoop, picked Aurora up, and twirled her around. Zandor glanced over at Arwen at the tiller, and then hugged Keahr. Even Peckle let Niing pet his head.

      “It’s beautiful,” Keahr sighed in Zandor’s arms.

      It was time to be practical. No beach encircled the island.

      Jorah put Aurora back on her feet and said, “But we still don’t know how to get onto the rock.” A snap of pain shot through his brain jolted him upright and forced him to pull away from her. He clasped his head as the stinging buzz ripped through his skull and then abruptly vanished.

      Aurora’s face creased with worry. “Jorah, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s Lazuli.” He closed his eyes, digging deep to find—nothing.

      Talons shot out of his fingers. The connection between him and the telepath was gone. Not in the soft, fading way that indicated she’d stepped into the Guardians. This was an abrupt, painful severing of the spirit line. Jorah peeled open his eyes. Even that slow movement hurt his head.

      Aurora watched him expectantly. The others joined her.

      “Lazuli’s dead,” he growled.

      Aurora sucked in a shocked breath, a hand going to her throat.

      “It would appear that the leach is stronger than we thought,” Jorah snarled.

      “Are you sure it was Raith?” Zandor asked, all previous joy wiped off his face.

      Jorah shrugged, trying to calm down enough to retract his talons. “No way to be completely sure, but the odds say it was him. No one else could know what she was. She’d be too clever for that.”

      “He’ll know we don’t have an army,” Niing said, banging his empty pipe against his leg. “He’ll know we’re scrambling.”

      Aurora pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed, before turning to watch as Maleficent’s island drew closer. “We have to find a way in. Nothing else is more important.”

      “Maybe we ask that,” Peckle called.

      Jorah turned to look at what the cat had spotted.

      A black crow perched on the railing.

      Disconcerting when Jorah hadn’t even heard it land, let alone seen it arrive, it was a testament to his shock. Lazuli had a kill list that stretched into the hundreds. To fall to Raith had to have been arrogance, bad luck, or power—that she didn’t have.

      The crow fixed Jorah with stormy blue eyes. Jorah hissed in a breath. He’d never see a crow with anything but black eyes before. It cawed once, and took off—straight to a slit in the rock at the breaker line.

      Maleficent’s welcome mat.

    

  


  
    
      Raith’s dreams were filled with deep, dark water, mother-of-pearl daggers glinting in unnatural moonlight, and a beautiful woman with hair the color of stars. The taste of her blood still pulsed on his tongue, and the sensation of stepping from one plane to another with her stolen telepath powers still hummed through his marrow.

      A light chime sounded from beyond his dreams. Pulled from sleep, he sat up groggily. The tall, thin grandfather clock in the parlor outside his bedchamber ticked loudly. The lapis lazuli arms had struck noon.

      He’d been in bed all morning.

      He groaned and slumped back into the pillows. Carian had already been asleep by the time Raith had gotten back in the early hours of the morning with the telepath’s heart, so he’d left it in the burrow with a short note. The telepath’s blood-drained corpse still lay in the forest where he’d killed her. Hopefully Jorah and Aurora would stumble across it when they arrived to kill him.

      Or at least try to.

      He scoffed and closed his eyes. He needed only one more body part before he could defeat them.

      The door banged open.

      The smile slid from his face as Carian strode in and quickly shut the door behind him. A wide smile danced on his brother’s lips and twinkled in his eyes. “A telepath?”

      Raith’s shoulders relaxed, and he nodded. At least they weren’t about to have another argument. “I got her yesterday.”

      Carian rushed over and sat on the edge of the bed as if there had never been bad blood between them. “And you smoked from her?”

      Raith shrugged. “I couldn’t light a fire in the rain, so I just drank.”

      Carian nodded along, not seeming to really hear anything Raith said. “We only have one part left to find.”

      Raith scoffed at the word ‘we’ and tightened his lips.

      This reaction Carian did seem to notice. His face fell. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, and his gaze dropped to the quilt. “I know I’ve been…difficult lately. It wasn’t fair of me to leave the hunting to you.”

      No kidding.

      But Raith’s spine stiffened with suspicion. Since when did Carian bother to apologize for anything?

      When Raith didn’t respond, Carian finally met his eyes. “I’m sorry, brother.”

      Raith fought to keep his face free of emotion, despite the painful tugging of his heart. He wanted to believe Carian so much. More than anything, he didn’t want to be alone anymore, despite the lessons of the past few days. But could he really forget everything Carian had said and done? What he’d forced Trojean into? The reality was that Carian didn’t feel remorse for anything. It had to be some kind of manipulation.

      When he didn’t reply, Carian shuffled closer. “But look at how much you’ve grown, Raith. You’ve become a brave, fierce man. A true incubus. You’re not weak. Not anymore.”

      Raith’s breath caught in his throat.

      There it was. The tool Carian would use to manipulate him by calling upon their father’s accusations: Raith was nothing more than a weak, spineless, pathetic excuse for a man, capable of only reaping trinket magic from animals. Carian would fling that at him whenever he needed Raith to jump to his command.

      And a month ago—a day ago, even—it would have worked. Raith would have fallen right into the trap. But now his eyes were open and he saw his brother for what he really was.

      Raith forced a meek smile, hiding the truth he had discovered. “Thank you, Carian,” he feigned. “I’ll go hunting in a few hours for the last body part.”

      Carian patted Raith’s hand. It was an effort not to flinch away from his touch. “Don’t you worry about that, brother. You rest today, I’ll go hunting.”

      “No,” Raith said too quickly. When Carian’s eyebrows creased, he added, “I need you to work on the potion. We don’t have much time left. How long will it take for you to finish brewing it once we add the final body part?” He blinked up at Carian, hoping to portray innocent curiosity, or fear at not making their deadline.

      Carian must have bought it, because he smiled warmly. “No more than a few hours once we have all the ingredients.”

      Raith dipped his chin in a shallow nod. “I’ll hunt. You brew.” He pulled away from Carian and got up on the other side of the bed.

      Sheets rasped as Carian stood. “I’ll have everything ready for you when you get back.” He strode for the exit, but stopped in the doorway to look back at Raith. Joy shone in his eyes when he said, “I’m proud of you, brother.” Without waiting for a reply, he strode from the room and left Raith alone.

      Raith squeezed his eyes shut and buried his face in his hands. He had longed all his life to hear those words, and Carian knew it. And now that they’d finally been said, it had been nothing but a lie. And he refused to be lied to anymore.

      Alone in his room with no one to turn to, Raith fell back into his bed and wept for what he still had to do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The darkness welcomed Raith into the deep shadows on the rooftop of Emalia’s home. Not expecting her to have a meeting here after what had happened the night before, but still sure she would want to gather with her people, he hunched behind her chimney, hoping for her to snuff her candle and leave the house. If anyone would lead him to easy pickings of Infirm, it would surely be the leader of the rebels. Somewhere in her ranks there could be a fae.

      An hour passed. And then another, and still the confounded woman shuffled about her dingy home. He was about to give up and leave to hunt down vagrants when the light flickered and died, and the rotted door creaked open.

      Emalia poked her head out the door, and the chain looping her earring to her nose tinkled lightly. This time, she scanned both sides of the street intently, and even studied the roof. Curled into a ball of black, he doubted she’d see him, but still his heart pounded so hard he feared she would hear him.

      She finally closed the door behind her and scurried down the damp alleyway. Knowing well the lay of the land, he let her get ahead of him and then, silent as a wraith, followed. She had not gone far when she ducked through an archway into a narrow walkway no broader than his shoulders. It opened up onto a small square, smelling strongly of saltwater from the earlier tide.

      Flat on his stomach on the roof, Raith edged closer to see what she was doing. Muffled voices reached him and he froze.

      “Are you sure it’s safe, Emalia?” a man he couldn’t see asked. He dared not risk getting any closer in case they heard him and scattered. Or worse, slit his throat.

      “No,” the seamstress hissed. “I am sure it’s very dangerous. But if you want truth, then what option do we have?”

      “That’s why I’m here. To find out the truth about myself,” a young voice replied. This one Raith recognized: Miah, the girl with the stumpy arm and a stubborn attitude.

      He frowned, wondering what they planned and how he could use it to his advantage.

      Emalia whispered, “Nikoli assured me it would work. He said he’d gone through himself after the princess and the dragon left. It worked for him. That’s why he’s so certain about the magic.” She clicked her tongue. “Now where is Josha? He said he’d be here. If we stand around any longer, the musketeers could find us.”

      Her male companion’s bleak voice replied, “You haven’t heard?”

      “Heard what?”

      “He’s floating on the sea. In that gondola.”

      Raith’s stomach clenched. Yet another person who knew about the gondola, and yet another name given to one of the faceless corpses.

      Emalia swore. “Come,” she snarled. “We have no time to waste. If we are to convince the others to burn this town to the ground, then we need an answer for them.” She sidled across the square and out into another back alley, scuttling with rats.

      This time it was impossible for Raith to follow from the roof. Careful to make no noise, he slipped down a slimy gutter and padded quietly behind them.

      Onward the three skittered, through twists and turns, down back alleys, and over rotting bridges spanning the canals. He was beginning to wonder if they would ever reach their mysterious destination when the path opened onto a familiar track.

      It led straight to the broken giant.

      Raith grunted in frustration. They had found his secret escape. How long would it be before dozens of them were leaving to join Aurora? Or before they tore the Guardians down completely? As much as Raith loathed the confounded constructs, he needed them standing if he was to defeat Jorah and Aurora. This rebel force had gone too far.

      But at least he knew this part of the capital well, so he could afford to drop back to avoid detection. He dawdled up the path until finally reaching the Guardian. He paused in its shadow and looked out to see if he could spot the three rebels. They had already passed through and must have headed into the trees.

      He smiled as he stepped through the giant’s legs and his incubus sense of smell and hearing kicked in with his fangs. He sniffed, caught the delicious scent of magic on the air, and set off to hunt.

      He had not gone far when he heard laughter through the trees. The two women, if the pitch was anything to go by. That left the man unaccounted for. He stopped to listen and caught a scuffle behind him. Someone trying to be quiet.

      He spun just as a flash of black dashed through the trees. After the experience with the assassin, he pulled out his dagger. He stepped lightly, although he suspected that whoever it was—the man, he assumed—wanted to be seen. The crunch of footsteps led him deeper into the forest.

      He paused and decided to try out his new telepathy skills. With the finesse and subtlety of an ogre at a tea party, he sent his thoughts out to probe whoever it was he was stalking. He smiled with pure joy when his thoughts slipped into a strange man’s head. An Infirm butcher named Stravis, here to find out what magic he held. His victim must have felt Raith’s clumsy prying, because he yelped.

      But why hadn’t he joined the woman?

      Raith dug deeper as he flitted through the trees, closing the gap between them.

      “Because I wanted to see who had killed all the others,” Stravis said, stepping out to meet Raith. “I figured we’d be followed.” He held a meat cleaver in his hand—an altogether unnecessary weapon, given that he was a green-skinned troll, as wide as he was tall, with forearms the size of tree trunks and hands as big as kettles. Fearlessly, he charged toward Raith with his cleaver flailing. It seemed tiny in his big hands. But unused to his magic and his new body, he tripped over his enormous feet and fell face first on the forest floor before Raith.

      The temptation to sink his fangs into the troll’s warty neck was almost overwhelming, but Raith resisted the urge. Instead, he bent down and crooned, “Your friends…what magic do they possess?”

      The troll struggled to stand, but, brimming with incubus charm, Raith peered into his eyes and stroked his back. “Stravis, I’m your friend. Your ally. I will never hurt you. Just like you will never hurt me.”

      Stravis’s eyes glazed over and he slumped back down onto the ground.

      Raith spoke again. “Their magic. What did it look like?”

      Stravis swept a thick black tongue over his fleshy lips. “Emalia…she…she has snakes in her hair.” He sounded bemused. Raith guessed partly from the beguiling and partly from the wonder at seeing a hydra close up.

      “And the girl. Miah?” Still holding Stravis’s eyes captive, Raith caressed his back with a firm, controlling hand.

      Voice distant, Stravis said, “I don’t know.”

      Raith chanted, “What did she look like? Her hair color? Her skin? Did she change shape?”

      Stravis gulped. “Her ears. They’re pointed. Can’t see her hair color in the dark.”

      Raith’s stomach dropped to his boots. Miah, the fifteen-year-old girl with the stumpy arm, was the fae he needed if Carian was to make his potion.

      He fell back, almost releasing Stravis from his bedazzlement. Just in time, he remembered to lean down and whisper, “You never saw me. And Lord Raith Krall is not the Infirm hunter. He is their friend. And never come back here. Tell everyone it is dangerous beyond the Guardians.”

      Before Stravis could recover, he slipped away into the forest and dashed back into Ryferia.

      Deep in the shadows, he cowered.

      Could he kill a young girl?

      The sound of footsteps pulled him from his miserable thoughts. The three rebels were coming back. He didn’t dare poke his head out to see them in their magical form, but even inside the Guardians, their scent punched him. He closed his eyes to drink it in as the three passed through the giant’s legs back into Ryferia. Stravis trailed behind the two women.

      Emalia moaned, “Oh, it’s gone. Infirm again.”

      Miah linked arms with her and burbled, “We can come back, can’t we?”

      “Too risky,” Stravis said. “We should never have come here.”

      Emalia turned to him. “Why? Nothing happened. Are you not happy?” Her voice cracked. “Trolls are…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Wonderful,” Miah enthused. “Same as hydras and fae.” She skipped. “I can’t believe I can control water.”

      A water fae, then.

      Raith sighed as he slipped after them. Even if he did decide to reap her, all she would give him was more water magic. And the final ingredient of his life-saving potion.

      “Ice and snow, too, I would imagine,” Emalia said.

      True. That was also worth something. Shooting an ice arrow at Jorah had a certain appeal.

      They rounded a bend in the path and the dim lights of the city gleamed below them. The three rebels fell silent. Raith dropped back to ensure that they didn’t hear him. Once in the capital, they parted, but instead of Miah heading to her own home, wherever that was, she slipped through the shadows with Emalia to the hydra’s house. The front door closed behind them.

      Raith closed his eyes and flopped against the wall. Above him, the stars slowly slid from east to west, but still the light in Emalia’s living room burned. Clearly, the two had much to discuss.

      He certainly had much to think about.

      His stomach roiled at the notion of killing Miah. But if he didn’t, it was his life at stake. Also, every murder he’d committed since killing his father would be for naught if he didn’t have a potion when Jorah and Aurora arrived.

      But could his conscience really allow him to kill a child?

      Then again, at fifteen, was Miah still a child? She acted and spoke like an adult. She’d even taken a lead in the meeting.

      It was only during the darkest hour when one of the women picked up the light that he decided. He caught the sound of footsteps creaking up the stairs. The light entered one of the rooms and beamed out of the dormer window. He caught Emalia’s muffled voice. “Sleep here. We will talk more in the morning.” Moments later, the light moved to the second dormer window. It was quickly snuffed.

      When the sounds of snoring reached him, Raith climbed quietly onto the roof and slipped through Miah’s window.

    

  


  
    
      Transfixed, Aurora waited for the looming darkness in the cave to swallow them up. In unnerving silence—everyone knew this was their last shot—the caravel sailed through the narrow entrance.

      The path ahead was onyx black, giving no clues as to what might be coming. As if it had a mind of its own, the ship turned down a bend, and then left at a fork, staying safely away from the rock walls.

      The pitch and flow of the water changed. It rushed past, invisible in the blackness, but rough and fast moving. Were they entering rapids of some sort?

      Jorah snatched Aurora’s hand and pulled her across the deck to the prow of the ship to await—she didn’t know what. Their companions skittered over to join them as The Nautilus Spray sped up.

      Above the roaring water, Aurora shouted, “I don’t like this.”

      Hand still clasped around hers, Jorah let out a breath of fire to illuminate the path ahead. The orange plume revealed a drop-off some fifty feet away—and they were racing headlong toward it.

      Aurora shrieked.

      “Get back!” Jorah yelled. Still holding her hand, he scrambled with her across the deck away from the prow, as if being further back on the ship could protect them from impending calamity. By the time they stopped, she’d slammed her knees and calves on at least half a dozen unseen, but very sharp obstacles. Zandor must have had the same thought as Jorah, because he swept Niing and Peckle up and ran with Keahr at his side away from the point of danger.

      Jorah called to Arwen at the tiller, “For Maleficent’s sake, slow this damn ship down.”

      “I can’t. My magic isn’t making a dent in this,” Arwen shouted back. “Sea anchors. Start chucking them out.” A whoosh of air and the main sail fluttered down onto the deck. Arwen must have used his air magic to lower it.

      Jorah swore. “Of course. I’m on it.”

      Following Jorah’s lead, Aurora stumbled across the deck to the sail. Unable to see anything, she asked, “What are we doing?”

      “Tying a rope to the sail.” He brushed against her as he stood. “Help me get them to the stern. We have to throw it overboard to slow us down.”

      She fumbled up an armful of sail and crashed her way to the back of the ship. She was about to toss the sail overboard, but Jorah grabbed her hand. “I need to secure it first.”

      Jorah snatched the rope from her hand. It was too dark to see what he’d attached it to, but he tossed the sail overboard.

      It made no difference to their headlong rush. An invisible hand of magic wrapped around the ship and pulled them forward.

      “Why is Maleficent doing this?” Aurora teetered and grabbed for a handhold. What chance was there of getting a drop of Maleficent’s blood if this was how the goddess welcomed them?

      “Because she can,” Jorah gritted out as the caravel’s prow tipped over the edge of the drop-off.

      They bobbed on the edge for a second, before plummeting down the cliff.

      Jorah shifted to dragon form. He grabbed Aurora in his claws and drew her up against his belly. But that iron fist held on tight, pulling them both down with the rest of the ship. Water rushed at the caravel. By the sounds of it, it must have flooded over the railings and swamped the deck. Spray hit her and Jorah. Mid-fall, the ship rocked upright and stopped, frozen in the air. Even Jorah froze with her in his claws. Without warning, the curtain of water parted for the ship to sail through. Aurora and Jorah were pulled along with it. Halfway down the drop-off, the water evaporated, taking the darkness with it. From above, Aurora saw the caravel floating an inch above the ground… in a hall of mirrors. Identical to the Oracle’s in Warrendyte. On the deck, all her friends, Arwen included, stood at the railing and gaped.

      Aurora poked Jorah’s belly, reminding him that it was safe to put her down. Hesitantly, he flapped down and opened his claws for her to climb out of his protective grasp. Feet on mirrors identical to those in Warrendyte, she looked around in confusion.

      She was not the only one.

      Keahr stepped up beside her. “Is it just me, or—”

      “This looks exactly like the Oracle,” Aurora confirmed, looking around at her reflection multiplied into infinity. “I don’t understand it.”

      A chuckle echoed over the mirrors, as if they could multiply sound, too. Aurora was about to spin in search of the perpetrator, but Jorah wrapped a wing protectively around her. He snarled a warning.

      “Welcome to the home of the Oracle.” Aurora recognized the voice as the same silky Silver-Tongue who had addressed her in Warrendyte. “It is from here that my mistress answers all who seek truth and enlightenment. It is her way of helping the Magical, even though the Magical deserted her in her time of need.”

      His mistress?

      That was surely Maleficent. Then why drag them all the way here if she could have given Aurora what she sought in Warrendyte? And how had the Magical deserted the goddess in her time of need? Surely a goddess didn’t have a ‘time of need.’ Wasn’t that the whole point of being the ultimate source of power? But if Maleficent had indeed been abandoned by the Magical when she needed their help, it would explain the bitter half-truths the Oracle dished out to its ‘truth’ seekers.

      That included her.

      Had she been brought here out of vengeance for something she knew nothing about?

      Peckle bristled and leapt from the ship. He landed at Aurora’s feet and hissed at the glass, “Where are my bottomless bowls of cream and limitless piles of fish heads? I did what the goddess asked at great personal discomfort.”

      A click, perhaps of fingers, and a silver bowl, brimming with clotted cream, and a pile of glistening fish heads plunked down in the middle of the mirrored floor. Purring as if his life depended on it, Peckle crouched down over the bowl and started to lap.

      “Well, at least someone got what they wanted,” Zandor muttered. “Maybe there’s hope for the rest of us.”

      As if in answer, the crow, which had vanished after showing them the way to the cave, fluttered through the glass. It landed, cawing as it hopped over to Aurora. Its head tilted and it skewered her with eyes so blue, so tortured, they could only be human. It spoke in soft male tones, “Follow me, and I will take you to our mistress.” He skipped to the closest mirror and vanished right through it.

      Aurora’s shoulders sagged and then she straightened her back. Time to see the goddess—and no matter how vindictive Maleficent chose to be, she wasn’t leaving here without that drop of blood.

    

  


  
    
      Nausea threatened to well up into Raith’s throat as he slapped Miah’s severed ears down on Carian’s potions book. “The last ingredient,” he choked out. He grimaced with shame when they smeared delicious-smelling blood on the page. Angry and disappointed with himself for weakening and killing the young girl, he focused on the cabinet with all its glass bottles filled with colorful poisons—anything to avoid drooling over those pitiful ears. His eyes betrayed him and sneaked a glance. He longed to smoke one of—

      No! It’s enough that you killed her.

      He fixed his eyes on Carian’s cauldron and faced another truth. By delivering the final piece of the puzzle for their potion, he could stall no longer. He had to position the last two pieces of his puzzle. The first was Artemis. The king had to die. Today. It helped that the fool had invited Raith to share a private meal with him in his villa to discuss matters of state.

      Artemis would not survive the soup.

      It didn’t help that Carian could not be permitted to know what he planned.

      Carian’s mouth fell open and he barked a laugh. “You found a fae?”

      Raith nodded, studying Carian’s scrawled writing on the blood-smeared page. “All we have to do now is finish the potion.” He stalked to the cabinet while Carian prodded and poked at the ears with his scalpel. A flick of his hands and he scooped up the bottle of digitalis—the same poison Artemis had accused Aurora of using to kill her brother. He slipped it into his pocket.

      Carian laughed like a child at play. He looked up at Raith with a fiendish grin, and something like awe on his face.

      Raith resisted the urge to flinch as a chill ran down his spine. Instead, he swallowed the sour taste in his mouth.

      He needed to leave.

      Staying here with Carian and seeing his face light up like that… he would lose his nerve for all that still lay ahead. He would break down and never get up again. “I’m going to see Artemis. He asked me to report to him. He’s been particularly difficult lately, so we need that potion fast.”

      He’d just reached the stairs when Carian called out, “You’ve earned this potion. And I know once you have it, you will stop at nothing to make me Magical, too. You have proved that to me since the trials.” His voice sank into Raith like an arrow of ice. The breath pushed out of him, and he had to clutch the wall for support. Carian continued, “Father was wrong about you. And I’m sure Trojean would be proud, too.”

      If she were alive. But she’s not. Because of you.

      Raith couldn’t bear to look back at Carian, or at the burrow he hated so much. It had been the setting where his life had collapsed. It was here where the scales had fallen from his eyes and he’d been forced to see. It was in Aurora’s hated poisoned garden—a place he could not bring himself to visit, and planned to burn to the ground one day—that Trojean had come to him. Mind addled by Aurora’s poisoned plants, he had seen his dead sister, heard her speak a warning so deadly, so profound, it had driven a spike of distrust and suspicion against Carian through his heart.

      She had accused Carian of turning her to dust, and had begged Raith to see the poison their brother was before Carian killed him, too.

      But even then, her warning had come everlastingly too late.

      Any words he said now to Carian would be nothing but lies and desperate hope for things that would never be, for a life that would never—could never—exist.

      Even before he’d joined Aurora’s stupid marriage trial, there had been no hope. And if Raith had just seen it the day he’d killed his father on Carian’s command, then maybe…just maybe he wouldn’t have been in this mess. He wouldn’t have been fighting for his life, and contemplating doing things that would destroy him—things that would wreck his soul beyond repair.

      Oh, that he’d remained in blissful ignorance in his father’s shadow beneath the glow of the ugly stained-glass window in Lorithian he had so often dreamed of tearing down!

      But the damage was done and there was no way back. And there was no way to forget what had been done to his sister, and who was responsible. And even if he still believed it possible to give magic to the Untalented, Carian was the last person in the world he would share an incubus’s power with.

      It was better to walk away now and leave Carian behind. Only that wasn’t possible. The Carian he knew would never let him walk away. The only way to sever the ties with Carian would be through blood.

      Saying nothing, and keeping his head dipped low, Raith crossed into the stairs. Hands sticky with sweat, he trudged up, out into the solarium above the burrow, and through the piazza until he reached Artemis’s villa in the palazzo.

      Weapons held across their chests, two musketeers stood at attention outside the king’s bright green door. A ridiculous pose to maintain all day when death could enter with a nod of a head.

      Raith cleared his mind and throat and said, “I’m here to see King Artemis. He’s expecting me.” He hid his derision when one of the musketeers dipped his chin and opened the doors.

      Raith entered the cool gloom of Artemis’s golden entrance hall.

      An equerry stepped up to greet him. “Lord Raith. Please, follow me. The king has been detained, but will be with you shortly.” He led Raith down an unfamiliar hallway and stopped at another set of doors, gilded this time.

      Before he opened them, Raith trilled to his back, “If anyone asks, I never had this dinner with the king.”

      The equerry stiffened. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

      When he spun to face him, Raith smiled, and snagged his eye. “I was never here.”

      The man frowned, as if trying to compare Raith’s words to reality. “But you’re here now. I know you have a dinner with the king.”

      Raith leaned in closer until his face was mere inches from the equerry’s. Before the startled man could step back, he scraped the bits and pieces of his beguiling magic together. “You are mistaken. Lord Raith meets with the king tomorrow.”

      Again, the equerry frowned, but now with uncertainty and not with conviction. “I—I was so sure—”

      “That tomorrow Lord Raith will have dinner with the king.”

      The equerry’s jaw sagged. “Of course. It’s tomorrow.”

      Raith knew he was pushing his luck because the man had been more difficult than usual to beguile, but he added, “The musketeers at the front door may say they saw Lord Raith today, but they are mistaken. You are their master, and you are right. They are wrong.”

      “I am right. Always right,” the equerry said, bobbing his head and sounding absolutely certain.

      Raith skittered back and ducked behind a golden drape.

      The equerry’s eyes refocused. He frowned at the gilded door, shook his head, and walked away muttering.

      Raith tiptoed to the dining hall and slipped through the door.

      Hopefully the kitchen staff would not know who it was their king entertained this evening.

      A glossy wooden table, long enough to seat ten people on either side, stretched across a golden mosaic floor. Candles in sparkling golden candelabras adorned the center of the tabletop, and hung from the iron chandelier, entwined with golden roses and leaves. The rich light flickered in the golden-framed mirrors, which covered all four walls.

      A lavish room, hideous in its opulence.

      But then, every man had his price, and clearly this had been Artemis’s when he’d slipped the digitalis into King Lazard’s food—the same poison now rolling around in Raith’s pocket. But a man who built his fortune on poisoning others was not likely to leave his own food unattended. Artemis was such a man.

      Raith nodded at a servant keeping vigil at Artemis’s chair. The pasty-faced man stood between Raith’s poison pot and Artemis’s dinner.

      No matter.

      After Raith’s usual smile and fluttered eyelashes, he crooned, “You will be attending us?”

      The man kept his face dead ahead, not meeting Raith’s eyes. “King’s taster, my lord. I attend every meal.”

      “Of course you do.” Raith stepped straight into his line of sight. “I plan to eat many meals in this room. With the king,” he added quickly. “Do you have a name?”

      “Otto, my lord.” Still the bastard refused to look at Raith.

      Raith swore inwardly. Artemis could appear at any moment. He cursed the Guardians for the second time that evening for making difficult something which should have been so simple.

      It was time to ramp up his game.

      Poised for trouble, he grabbed Otto’s shoulders and thrust his face right into the taster’s. Caught off guard, Otto tried to jump back, but Raith hissed, “Listen to me. Look at me.”

      Otto blinked, but Raith kept up his visual assault, digging deep for the scraps of his magic. Otto’s eyes dazed and the air oozed out of him.

      Raith pulled the glass vial of poison from his pocket and handed it to the taster. “This is a gift for His Majesty. To fortify his wine.” Otto took it with a slow hand. He stood back to let the taster see Artemis’s golden wine goblet. “Pour it in with his wine without letting him see. And say nothing to alarm him or to spoil the surprise,” he commanded, knowing that within the confines of the Guardians, without eye contact, he had mere moments before the beguiling slipped.

      A brief hesitation from the servant.

      Raith leaned in. “Fortifying. Strengthening. A giver of life. Do it.”

      The door clicked open and Artemis strode into the room. He stopped and frowned, “Raith…”

      Raith bowed low. “Sire, I was getting acquainted with Otto.” He straightened. “Since the attack on the beach, I am wary. For both of us.”

      Artemis’s aquiline face twisted into a sneer. “You think someone would harm us? In here?”

      “Sire, who would have thought someone would try and harm us at the beach? I was asking him to ensure that the food and wine are healthy and fortifying.” He held his breath and waited to see if his beguiling had worked, or if Otto would out him to Artemis.

      The taster said nothing as Artemis stomped over to his chair, which Otto pulled out for him. The king sat and tapped his goblet. “I assure you, Raith, you have nothing to fear when eating at my table.”

      Raith suppressed a snort as he sat on Artemis’s right. Was that what Artemis had told Lazard?

      But he waited anxiously for Otto to uncork a wine bottle. With his back to the king, the taster also prized open the lid on the digitalis vial.

      Raith gulped. In a room of mirrors, it was impossible for Artemis to miss Otto fiddling with the poison. He leaned into Artemis and said quickly, “Sire, about the rebels. I have news.”

      As he hoped, Artemis spun in his chair and faced him. “I knew you would! I was counting on it, in fact.”

      Raith longed to look in the mirror to see what Otto was doing, but forced himself to hook Artemis’s eye instead. “I followed a group of them last night, sire. They have found a broken Guardian and slipped out of Ryferia.” Now he had to kill the man, no matter what Otto did.

      The king’s eyes popped. “They did what?”

      But before Raith could reply, Otto placed a goblet of wine in front of Artemis and a second at Raith’s right hand. He stood next to Artemis with a third goblet in his fist. Raith gnawed his lip while Otto took a full sip of the wine. Would he taste anything amiss? King Lazard apparently hadn’t. With no idea of how long the digitalis would take to act—he really should have spent some time researching it, but that would have alerted Carian—he waited for the taster to signal the all-clear. Or to drop dead at his feet.

      The taster swallowed and then licked his lips. “Excellent, sire,” he said in a monotone that Raith recognized as beguiling. “A fine vintage, certain to fortify and strengthen.”

      Artemis glared up at him. “Dish up my food, you idiot. And Lord Raith’s.” He tossed back a swig of wine and placed his goblet back on the table. “Where is this broken Guardian?”

      Raith tipped his goblet to his lips and pretended to swallow. He put the goblet back onto the table and spilled out the story while Otto tasted, and then dished out two heaped plates of steaming salmon and asparagus.

      Artemis had drunk two goblets of wine and had eaten his serving of salmon by the time Raith had finished his story—leaving out a few critical details.

      “You will ensure that they are executed and the Guardian repaired,” Artemis commanded as Otto topped off his goblet for the third time. That emptied the bottle and the taster moved to open a fresh one.

      “I have already acted, sire. They will not be slipping anywhere again.” He stared up at Otto when the taster stopped at his shoulder to top off his goblet from a fresh bottle.

      Although he seemed surprised at Raith’s untouched cup, without question the taster moved off to dish up a game pie.

      Artemis ate noisily, chattering until his voice turned to a mere buzz. And then he seemed to lose his appetite. Even Otto appeared to flag.

      Raith spoke to both of them, “What a fine feast. The best food and company. We must do this again. Perhaps tomorrow. All will be well until tomorrow.”

      Artemis pushed the remains of his lemon sorbet away. “What a fine feast that was. And the very best of company, too. Raith, we must do this again. Tomorrow. I will instruct Ragnor to set it up. Perhaps when you bring me news on the rebels.”

      Raith assumed Ragnor was the name of Artemis’s equerry. He stood, dropped his napkin on the table, and bowed. “The pleasure will be mine, sire.”

      As Artemis made for the door, Raith jogged the table hard enough to topple his goblet. The poisoned wine soaked into the tablecloth. Hopefully, by the time anyone thought to check, the cloth would already have been through the laundry.

      It was a chance Raith had to take.

      After all, Artemis had murdered the king of Ryferia with impunity and had received a crown from the Intelligentsia as a reward. Why shouldn’t he be equally as successful, given that he could beguile, even if the Guardians prevented him from using the full force of his magic? Anyone who appeared at his door to arrest him would learn the perils of challenging an incubus. And once he had the Intelligentsia charmed, he’d haul out that old parchment and wave it under their snooty, Magical-hating noses.

      What sublime justice it would be when they discovered just who and what their new king was.

    

  


  
    
      A rush of icy air tingled across Aurora’s skin as she stepped through the mirrors after the strange, human-eyed crow. Jorah looped a wingtip about her wrist and pulled her closer to his side as the glass shuttered behind them. The brush of his scales against her skin was comforting. Zandor must have been concerned, too, because he had changed form and kept an arrow nocked. Arwen and Keahr sandwiched Niing. Even Peckle had been dragged away from his reward. He scowled his disdain.

      They stepped out onto a floor shimmering with moonstones in a chamber as large as the Ryferian forum—but that was where the similarities ended. She blinked as she gaped at mother-of-pearl pillars stretching up high, only to disappear into glittering onyx, dotted with diamonds.

      A perfect night sky.

      To her right, black drapes as sheer as gossamer fluttered in a soft breeze. They partly obscured a large balcony jutting out from the starry chamber. She was about to pull Jorah over to see what lay beyond when Niing exclaimed, “Look!” She turned to see a wall of stained glass. Only one panel was lit. The image danced and flickered as if it were alive.

      And it was eerily familiar.

      “That’s Nethric,” Peckle growled. “The swine who destroyed our world with his foul Guardians.”

      Aurora recognized Nethric’s almost rakish face. Dressed entirely in black, he was swaggeringly handsome. But then, as teens, she and Keahr had always swooned over paintings of Ryferia’s first Untalented king. Doing so had been somewhat creepy, she’d been the first to admit, given that Nethric was her far removed grandfather. Despite that, she’d always felt a connection to him that went beyond mere beauty and bloodlines, one that was built on their mutual love of alchemy.

      Why he held pride of place in the window, she didn’t know.

      She was about to ask the crow—there was no sign of Maleficent—when, in a flash of bluish light, it morphed into an emaciated, dark-haired boy with stormy blue eyes set in sockets way too big for his pinched face. Dressed in tattered rags that covered very little, he could not have been a day older than sixteen. As soon as his feet touched the moonstone, manacles on the end of rattling chains burst through the floor and clamped his wrists and ankles. He was yanked cruelly to the ground. He whimpered with pain as he hunched in his bonds.

      “No!” Aurora tore away from Jorah and loped toward him. The boy flinched, and shrank back, rooting her to the spot. Palms open, she knelt down and shuffled over to him. “It’s okay,” she cooed. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to help. Maybe we can free you.” She gestured to Jorah, who had also shuffled closer. “He’s a shape-shifter too. He looks after your interests on the Magical council.” Not that the Warrendyte council counted for much here, but still.

      The boy shivered, clasping his knees to his chest. His wrist and ankles were ringed with scars. This wasn’t the first time he’d worn these manacles.

      “Such cruelty to one of mine is not to be endured.” Despite his sharp words, Jorah spoke with a gentleness Aurora had never before heard. “We want to help you.” But he didn’t move close to the lad. Perhaps not to frighten him further.

      Tears of rage threatening at the brutality, Aurora struggled to keep the fury out of her voice as she asked the boy, “Who did this to you?”

      “That would be me.”

      Jorah snarled, and spread his wings to hide Aurora and the boy. He blocked her view of the speaker, but the voice was familiar.

      Maleficent. If the woman she’d seen in the Oracle in Warrendyte was indeed the goddess. Ignoring Jorah’s reptilian scowl and growled protest, she stepped around him to see the beast that could harm a child.

      A tall, gracious woman dressed in a white silk gown, which hugged her perfect curves, stood on the opposite side of the chamber. She rested an immaculate hand on the mother-of-pearl pillar. Eyes as blue as sapphires rimmed with thick, dark lashes fixed on Aurora. While her face, with its sharp planes and angles, was breathtakingly beautiful, the only clue to suggest that she was the brutal woman Aurora had seen in the Oracle were the jet-black wings that rose above her shoulders and flowed to sharp points on either side of her. Even her hair was different. The icicles she had seen in the Oracle had gone, leaving long, auburn curls in their place. Another mask, another move in the game, as if she and her friends were mice to be played with.

      Aurora glared at her. “You’re Maleficent?”

      “I am. And you are Aurora. Welcome to Uritrea. My home.”

      Aurora’s fists clenched at Maleficent’s quiet casualness. Listening to her, no one would think that a boy in irons hunched just a few feet away. “You did this to him? Why am I not surprised?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned back to the boy, dismissing Maleficent completely. Her voice softened. “What’s your name?”

      He ducked his head into the crook of his arm, hiding his eyes.

      Aurora turned to Jorah. “Can you melt the chains without hurting him?” She glanced back at the goddess, daring her intervene.

      No reaction from the witch.

      Jorah crouched down and lowered his neck until his head was at eye level with the boy. He picked up the chain and muttered, “Not a glamor, as far as I tell. But who knows in here?” He spoke to the boy. “I’m going to burn through the chain. I promise it won’t hurt you. The manacle will be more difficult, but let’s at least get you free.”

      Still the lad kept his face hidden, but he didn’t recoil when smoke streamed from Jorah’s maw as he blew out the first trail of fire onto the links.

      A blinding blue light flashed, and the chain dropped from Jorah’s hand. Aurora fell back on her haunches. The boy shot across the chamber and landed at Maleficent’s side. Tall, handsome, dressed in a fine leather tunic and leggings, no scars or bruises marred his wrists or ankles. It was as if the chains had never existed.

      Maleficent smiled at him. “Thank you, Brin.”

      The boy—Brin—smiled back. “I told you I could peddle it if you could create it.”

      “You did. A masterful performance.”

      Unable to believe her ears, Aurora almost shouted, “You played us?”

      Maleficent shot her a tremulous smile. Stunned by more than just the lack of familiar arrogance, Aurora even registered caution in the goddess’s eyes.

      What could possibly be concerning her? Other than the fact that she had done nothing but try and test Aurora—everyone’s—patience, and that she now had a room full of angry guests to deal with?

      Maleficent took three hesitant steps forward and then stopped. But when she spoke, her voice was firm. “Yes, I played you. And yes, it was a test of your fortitude. But congratulations, Aurora. And you too, my dear Jorah. You have won all your trials. You proved you would help, regardless of who you had to challenge to do so.”

      Aurora jumped to her feet. She gaped in open-mouthed anger at Maleficent. “Our trials? You put us through a wild goose chase from the Oracle to here. You made me relive the worst moments of my life. For what? A test of fortitude? Your trials?”

      Maleficent flinched. There was no doubt about it, the goddess everyone was so afraid of, the woman the Magical world prayed to and cursed at, was afraid.

      But again, Maleficent’s voice was forceful, belying her actions. “I make no apology. You needed to experience all of that. Both of—”

      “Why?” Aurora demanded. She was done being patient and kind.

      Jorah thumped his tail on the floor, a sign that he, too, was at the end of his considerable patience.

      “I needed you to become the queen who can change our world.” Maleficent waved a hand at Jorah. “And you needed to see what life without access to your powers was like.”

      Before Jorah could snarl out any questions, Aurora demanded, “Why couldn’t you be that queen? Why couldn’t you come out of your hidey-hole and fight for us? You could have saved the Magical who were executed in Ryferia by Nethric, and those who have been persecuted for the past hundred and fifty years.”

      Maleficent clicked her fingers. A circle of nine stone blocks grew out of the floor. Another finger click, and each was covered with a thick, silky black cushion. “Sit. We have much to discuss.”

      Peckle stalked to the closest chair, muttering, “You pulled me away from my cream and fish for more talk. Some reward.”

      “Cream,” Maleficent snapped. “Fish.”

      A pile of fish heads shot up out of the floor under Peckle. He yowled as the growing pile splayed his legs. His tail bushed and every hair stood—and then he rolled over on the fish heads and purred, and then purred some more.

      Knowing they’d get nothing more out him, Aurora took a seat. Jorah must have decided he could stand down from his hyper protective mode, because he changed back into his human form and sat next to her. Brin flopped down opposite them and pulled his feet up onto the cushion.

      Without bothering to wait for the others to sit, Maleficent said, “I couldn’t be that queen. I didn’t have it in me.” Her voice was thick. “Left to me, I would have destroyed you all.”

      Aurora crossed her arms. “Explain.”

      Heavy wings trailing behind her, Maleficent walked over to the wall of stained glass. Another panel sharpened into life. In this one, Nethric held a woman in his powerful, tanned arms. She looked at him with eyes blind to all else—absolute adoration.

      Aurora’s eyebrow shot up. That love-struck woman appeared identical to the winged goddess who now stood before her.

      “I met Nethric before the war.” Maleficent’s voice was wistful. “He was so—” She paused, and Aurora expected her to say handsome. Instead, she said, “Intelligent.” Maleficent shot her a small, cruel smile that suggested the goddess was prowling through her head. Without knowing how to shield herself, she had no choice but to let the witch have free rein. Let her know how much Aurora despised her games.

      “Intelligent for an Untalented, of course,” Maleficent added. “His skill at the alchemy bench was…breathtaking. I hadn’t realized the Untalented could be so much like us.”

      “Anyone ever wonder who started the hatred between Magical and Untalented?” Aurora asked dryly. “Now we know.”

      Only Zandor snorted a laugh.

      “Oh, to be young and so certain. Of everything,” Maleficent said just as dryly.

      Aurora blushed but refused to look away. She was right. If the goddess was so scathing of the Untalented, what hope did her worshippers have?

      Maleficent smiled again; this time a small, knowing one. She turned back to the panel. “It used to amuse me to occasionally visit Ryferia. I would arrive disguised and stay for weeks at a time. He served me on one of those visits. As I said, he was unlike any Untalented I had ever met. I started to think that perhaps we’d been wrong about them. Maybe there was more to them than we had first thought.” She tilted her head at Aurora and narrowed her eyes almost playfully. “Enslaving them had perhaps not been the right choice after all.”

      Aurora folded her hands in her lap, doubting every word that came out of this silver-tongue’s mouth.

      “No matter.” Maleficent shook her head. “Moving on with my story. Light!” The next panel of glass sparkled to life.

      Everyone, not just Aurora, shuffled in their seats at the image. Even Peckle looked up from his chewing.

      “You were pregnant?” Aurora asked dubiously. “With Nethric’s baby?”

      “Why else would he be kissing my bare stomach?” Maleficent asked in a too-sweet voice.

      And then Aurora understood. The goddess wasn’t proud of any of this. Showing them her weakness in falling in love with an Untalented, and then bearing his child, must have cost her plenty.

      “If only you knew,” Maleficent whispered into her head. “But I’ve had the benefit of time to think on my…weakness. Time can be a cruel master. The cruelest of all.”

      “Why?” Aurora asked so Jorah and everyone else could hear. Somehow she doubted that Maleficent was talking in everyone’s heads. “A goddess and an Untalented…what hope did that child have?”

      Maleficent closed her eyes briefly. “It was…an experiment. For him, at least. I know that now. For me, it was love. My first mistake was telling him who I really was.”

      Moved by the raw pain twisting Maleficent’s face, Aurora said nothing.

      Finally, Niing broke the silence. “What kind of experiment?”

      “Alchemy failed Nethric in the thing he wanted most…to give magic to the Untalented. He said he wanted to create a new world where there were no Magical and Untalented, just the best of both.”

      When she said nothing more, Niing quizzed, “And?”

      “And I knew it wasn’t possible. Magic is not entirely dependent on parentage. It’s random. That is the way I created it. It chooses its vessel unless I tell it otherwise. Parentage is just one of many factors.” Her voice hardened. “No matter how much I loved Nethric, I would not change the foundation of the world for him. So, unless he found an alchemical way of sharing magic, what he wanted would always be beyond his grasp.”

      “Yet, you had his baby.” Aurora said.

      “Yet, I had his baby,” Maleficent repeated. Her fluttering wings sighed. “My second mistake. Perhaps my cardinal one.”

      “Let me see if I have this straight.” Niing tapped his pipe against his thumb. “When the child was born, it was either Magical or Untalented? Not both?”

      “Untalented. As it happened.” Maleficent shrugged. “By the time our son was due, I was beginning to see Nethric for what he was.” A bitter laugh. “Too late, of course. Way, way too late.” Her wingtip touched the next panel, instantly brightening it.

      Aurora gasped. Not in her worst nightmares could she imagine giving birth inside a Guardian. She couldn’t tell what shape the construct took, but she recognized the inner mechanism and saw the herbs burning in the furnace.

      “It was hell,” Maleficent said simply. Her eyes locked on to Aurora. “He had given the sculpture to me as a gift when we first met. We hid it in the forest, where we used to meet.” Again that bitterness. “Our love nest no one in Ryferia was to know about. It was only after I entered it to give birth that I realized that my pain and nausea had little to do with labor and everything to do with alchemy.” She canted her head. “Call me a fool…I was, because I could—should—have raked his mind with magic and known his every thought, but I trusted him. Loved him. Foolish, foolish emotion.”

      Moved by Maleficent’s genuineness, Aurora stood and strode over to her. She placed a tentative hand on the goddess’s arm. “But you escaped. And came here. What happened to the baby? Your son?”

      Maleficent scoffed a laugh. “You’d have me skip all the good bits? Since when do you not like stories?”

      “I know Ryferian history. I’m sure nothing good happened after that.”

      A silky finger stroked Aurora’s cheek. “You have always been astute, if not also rather impetuous. I like both traits.”

      Aurora smiled before she could stop herself. “I’m beginning to think they are traits I inherited from you.” She huffed in a breath at that possibility. If she was indeed descended from Nethric’s son, Ryferia’s second Untalented king, then surely that made the goddess her paternal grandmother many generations removed?

      Maleficent clapped her hands. “Yes! She’s got it.” She spun to Brin. “See, I told you she’d get it.”

      The boy threw back his head and laughed. “You also told me she was likely to stab you to get that drop of blood.”

      Aurora blushed. “It is important to me.” She bit her lip and asked Brin, “How do you fit into all this?”

      He snorted, and cocked his chin at Maleficent. “Are you telling her, or am I?”

      A shrug, and the goddess sat on one of the chairs. “That depends on whether she wants the plain or the embellished version.”

      Aurora cocked her head at Jorah.

      “The one that best conveys the truth,” Jorah said firmly. She smiled with affection; how typical of her dragon.

      “Then that’s me,” Brin said. He rocked in his seat. “Three days after my father had taken my baby brother away from Maleficent, he gave me a basket of food to take to her in the forest. I didn’t know who she was, or why he wanted me to do it—I only found that out later. All I knew was that the food was poisoned. I saw him spike it before he wrapped it up.”

      Aurora flinched. So poison long pre-dated Artemis? An avid student and admirer of Nethric, it was probably where he’d gotten the idea from in the first place.

      “Poisoned? Weren’t the Guardians enough?” Keahr murmured.

      “You’d think so,” Brin said. “I’ve flown to Ryferia many times, but each time I near those foul things, I almost drop out the sky.”

      Aurora shook her head, trying to make sense of everything. “But if you are Nethric’s son from another mother, how can you shape-shift? You can’t be Magical.”

      Both Brin and Maleficent laughed. Then Maleficent said, “Oh! The irony.”

      “That’s part of the embellished story,” Brin added through his mirth. “I’m giving you the plain version.”

      “Tell us the truth,” Jorah snapped. “Everything we need to know to defeat Artemis and Raith, and to unite Warrendyte and Ryferia.”

      “Artemis is dead.” As Maleficent spoke, a stained-glass panel sparkled.

      Aurora gulped at yet another deathbed scene so similar to when Lazard had died. Even the same masters and physicians crowded around the bed. Only this time it was Artemis writhing on the covers.

      “Your incubus poisoned him,” Maleficent said matter-of-factly. “Over dinner.”

      “How do you know this?” Jorah demanded. “No one can use magic in Ryferia.”

      Maleficent raised a perfect dark eyebrow. “No one? Are you sure of that, my dragon?”

      So the goddess could have intervened at any time, but she had chosen not to. It also explained why she said that Aurora had always been impetuous and astute. That implied knowledge dating back beyond the last few weeks.

      Brin must have seen her confusion, because he said gently, “You tried to help me without possible gain to yourself. That deserves straight answers. Yes, Maleficent could have intervened, but she isn’t lying when she said she would have destroyed Ryferia if she had gone back.” He glanced at Jorah. “Warrendyte, too, if she had gotten involved there. It’s why she kept away.”

      “And the Oracle?” Niing asked, wringing his hands.

      A kaleidoscope of angry colors swirled in Maleficent’s eyes. “Punishment for the Magical who fled Ryferia when the Guardians went up and never looked back to help me or anyone else trapped by those foul things. My servant tells them lies and half-truths through it.” Those terrible eyes vanished, to be replaced by the sapphires Aurora had come to know. “But I did tell you the truth, Aurora. Raith the incubus can be brought down by a potion.”

      Aurora wasn’t ready to explore that avenue when there were still so many unanswered questions. “But if you have magic here, that means you could have escaped from that Guardian,” she snapped. “You led me to believe that—”

      “Speaks the girl who has never given birth,” Maleficent said dryly. “My young critic, I do not claim to be immune to the Guardians—I certainly wasn’t when they first went up. It took me almost one hundred and thirty years to acclimatize my body to them. And I only managed that because of who I am.”

      Aurora slumped in her seat. “Oh. Well…then—” She huffed a breath. “Brin, you still haven’t explained what you are doing here.”

      “When I arrived at the Guardian with the basket of poisoned food, Maleficent wasn’t alone. A dragon, an Earth fae, and a Water fae had found her. By then, the fighting in the capital was bad…very bad, and they had gone to seek reinforcements from the outlying towns.”

      Jorah’s head shot up. “A dragon? Who? My family were the only dragons left in Ryferia.”

      Maleficent’s eyes settled softly on Jorah. “Your mother, Raisa. She was there with Sabrisia…and Hedrus. Raisa freed me. She even offered to help me find my son.” She slapped her hand down, sending sparks shooting. “Hedrus and Sabrisia ran like the cowards they are. I pleaded with them to rally the fleeing Magical to stand and fight. They refused. And when they arrived in Warrendyte, they denied ever knowing me.” Her sleek silk dress exploded into flames as red and black lava spilled over her body. Icicles claimed her hair, clinking furiously as she shook with rage. Voice low and icy, she said, “Hedrus saved his skin by helping you escape the Keep. But as for Sabrisia? Jorah, make sure you kill you as the death bond demands. It’s the very least she deserves.”

      Jorah seemed pained. “I said the words and we are bound, but she did not agree to it. The bond was thrust on her.”

      “By me! Jorah, understand something, it’s not because of you that Sabrisia hates you. It’s guilt over your mother that gnaws at her. They had once been friends. Had Sabrisia stayed to fight, Raisa would still be alive today. For your mother’s sake, do as I command.”

      The tilt of Jorah’s jaw was challenging. “An excecution, then?”

      An impatient hand wave from Maleficent. “If you wish to be noble about it.”

      To calm the goddess down, Aurora said, “You still haven’t explained about Brin.”

      It didn’t seem to help, because Maleficent snapped, “Nethric stole my son. So I stole his.” Her voice dropped, and with it the lava. She straightened the silk dress that again sheathed her body. “Jorah, your mother insisted on taking my message to Nethric, even though she knew how dangerous it would be. I would return Brin if he gave up my unnamed child.”

      “He refused.” Brin picked his toenails, not looking at anyone. “As a final insult to my father, Maleficent transferred magic to me. We decided on a crow because I always wanted to fly. A crow is unobtrusive and could thus be useful. A happy solution for us both.”

      Maleficent stood. Wings dragging behind her, she glided to the balcony. Half concealed by the drapes, and with her back to them all, she said softly, “I waited for Raisa to return. She never did. By then, the war had turned. Nethric and his cronies had rolled out hundreds of Guardians. Within hours, the capital was surrounded. My son was lost to me. Forever.”

      Aurora believed her. Every word of it.

      Maleficent faced Jorah. “I learned later that Nethric captured you, your mother, and your sisters. I am sorry for that. Truly, I am. But through this death bond, I give you the right to settle vengence.”

      Face grave, Jorah said, “I won’t claim that it doesn’t grieve me that they’re gone, but they died with honor in a noble cause. I can live with that.” Without confirming whether he would act on the goddess’s wishes, he stood. “How do we defeat Raith? Does Aurora have to stab you, the way she did me?” He cracked a wry smile. “Or is it my turn to stab her?”

      “Only Aurora can stab herself. But to draw the drop of Maleficent’s blood that flows in her veins, she must prick her finger on a spindle.” Maleficent waved at the stained glass where the spiky iron-and-jet Ryferian crown turned on a spindle. “Your new quest is to grab the Ryferian crown from its new owner. Aurora, you must use it to prick your finger. That is the only way you can claim the blood you need for your final potion.”

      From whose head would she have to rip the crown? It could have been any of the sycophants who had hung on Artemis’s tailcoats. Time, she guessed, would reveal it all. “That means a visit to the capital.” She gnawed her lip. “None of us are immune to the Guardians. Will you come with us?”

      Maleficent laughed. “And rob you of a chance to be great? I don’t think so.”

      Aurora jumped up, unable to believe Maleficent wouldn’t help. Again. “But—”

      Maleficent’s hand shot up to silence her. “Only you and Jorah have the power to neutralize Raith, free Ryferia, and unite the world.”

      “Power?” Aurora raged. “Everyone keeps telling me how powerful I am, but I have achieved virtually nothing since leaving Ryferia.”

      A sharp smile. “That’s because you have no idea how to use it.” Maleficent stood. “Follow me. It’s time for some lessons.”

    

  


  
    
      Weak morning sunlight leaked through the thick rainclouds that stained Raith’s chamber gray. He’d spent the night in his chambers to keep up appearances of innocence, but hadn’t closed his eyes for a moment. There hadn’t been a single word about the king and his taster. Without Aurora to make potions for Artemis, hopefully he had died while the palazzo slept.

      It was time to seek news. And to claim his potion from Carian.

      He dressed in his usual hunting leathers, and tossed a baldric of daggers across his shoulder. But as he threaded the leather strap through the buckle, he shivered.

      He wasn’t ready for what lay ahead today with his brother. And perhaps he never would be.

      All through the night, he’d tried talking himself in—and out—of what he had to do today in the burrow.

      There was no alternative. Carian had to die.

      But if he could only delay it for a little longer—

      Don’t be the coward Father claimed you to be.

      He steeled his courage, schooled his face into passive ignorance, and left his chambers for his fateful, final meeting with his brother.

      The halls and passageways were quiet, and only a few musketeers and servants scurried across the piazza. Their faces were bleak.

      His eyes automatically sought the Ryferian flag.

      It flew at half-mast.

      He stopped a soldier. “What has happened?”

      “You haven’t heard, my lord?”

      “Would I be asking if I had?”

      The musketeer saluted. “Pardon me, my lord, I meant no disrespect.”

      Raith glared at him. “Then answer me.”

      “It is the king, my lord. He’s dead.”

      Raith feigned shock. “How is that possible? Was he ill?”

      Another salute. “I know not, my lord. The servants…” The musketeer’s voice dropped. “They say he was taken ill over his meal. His taster, too. The physicians attended the king, but—” He looked out across the piazza at nothing. “Last time this happened, they blamed the princess. We all knew she was innocent. Who knows who will be accused this time.”

      Raith had heard enough. He patted the man’s shoulder. “We must bear our grief as best we can.” Head hanging, he walked slowly across the piazza to the burrow.

      A mere soldier could not really tell him what was happening in the halls of power, but thus far, he remained unchallenged. He would continue his course as if nothing had happened.

      He stopped, second guessing himself. Would it not be strange if he didn’t appear at Artemis’s door, claiming his throne? After all, he had signed a decree accepting the throne in the event of the king’s death. People would expect him to react on it. But what about Carian?

      The clump of boots and a voice calling behind him jerked his head up. “Lord Raith, sir. If you please.”

      Was this it? The challenge?

      He spun slowly to see the equerry from the previous evening running across the golden flagstones. Heart hammering, he waited for the man to catch up.

      “My lord,” the equerry stammered. “I have been sent to summon you. The king is dead.”

      Raith took his arm. “So I heard. Tragic and outrageous.” He started back to Artemis’s villa with the equerry in tow. “Who would do such a thing?”

      The man threw up his hands. “No one knows, my lord. The door guards say you visited last evening, but I know that isn’t true. I’ve told that to the physicians and the other Intelligentsia who waited on the king while he suffered.”

      At least that much had worked.

      Still, he couldn’t resist asking, “Then why do they summon me?”

      The equerry’s eyelids fluttered. “It seems the king left instructions regarding the succession.” He looked at Raith and breathed, “Sire.”

      It had to have been the parchment Raith had signed.

      Face expressionless, Raith said nothing further, only quickening his pace until they reached the door to Artemis’s villa.

      The musketeers swung it open.

      Not knowing what to expect, Raith stepped into the golden entrance hall.

      A dozen Intelligentsia, including the four who had been at the beach with Artemis, stood in a half circle in the middle of the room. He knew none of their names.

      One of the four stepped forward. He held the parchment Raith had signed. “Assassin, what can you tell us about this? And about the dead king lying poisoned in his chamber?”

      Pulling all his courage together, Raith cocked his head. “Don’t you mean sire? And if you object to our late king making me his heir, then perhaps you should not have run when the true assassin unleashed his weapons on the beach. Unless of course you paid that man to attack the king.” He looked at each noble in turn and dribbled out beguiling power even though it would not have much effect in such a setting. “And perhaps when that attempt failed, you took it upon yourselves to poison King Artemis.”

      A hiss of surprise rippled through the crowd.

      The parchment holder’s nostrils flared. “Outrageous. To make such an accusation! Somehow you planted this scurrilous document in the king’s chamber when you murdered him.” His three cowardly companions added to his protest.

      “Enough!” A gray-haired, hunchbacked man dressed in a scarlet robe stepped forward with his hand up. Older than any of Raith’s other accusers, he stabbed a gnarled finger at the parchment. “Give it to me.”

      It was handed over without question.

      With a shaking voice loud enough for all to hear, the old man read, “It is my will as King Artemis Tiziano of Ryferia that my sole heir and successor be Lord Raith Krall of the Dukedom of Lorithian.”

      The room exploded in shouts of protest and disbelief, each man demanding to see the declaration himself.

      Raith kept his spine straight and his face blank. He hoped and prayed that none of his fear was apparent, and that no one could sense his pounding heart or see the snake of sweat that slithered down his neck.

      “Silence!” the scarlet-robed man shouted. Again, he was obeyed. This man was an ally Raith needed to cultivate—if he survived today. The old man continued reading, “The Ryferian Intelligentsia, the musketeers, and the civilians of this kingdom shall be under his protection and his rule. May he, Raith Krall, uphold the values of this kingdom and keep magic from returning, upon his honor. I do this with sound mind and under no duress or threat. Let my will be done.” Hands quaking, the old man held out the scroll for the room to see. Artemis’s seal was clearly stamped in the Ryferian colors at the bottom of the parchment, beside two distinct signatures belonging to the dead king and the new one.

      Raith expected that to be the end of it, but the old man rounded on him. “Just days ago, the king sought your head. We all heard it. Now this?” He tossed the parchment onto the mosaic floor. “You must see how this looks to us.”

      “Oh, I see,” Raith said bitterly. “And I can explain everything.”

      “Then get on with,” the aged man snapped. “Because the charges leveled against you are both compelling and serious. An axe balances above your neck if your answers fail to satisfy.”

      Raith had no choice but to play his trump card.

      To the equerry, he said, “Go to the forum. To the cabinet where you keep Nethric’s papers. Bring us back the document with his lineage.”

      The equerry’s eyes darted to Scarlet Robe. The old man’s lips slackened in surprise. He snapped them closed and skewered Raith with a sharp eye. “You are from Lorithian. What do you know of that cabinet?”

      “That it contains everything I need to prove my innocence.” His voice cracked. “Artemis may have made me his assassin, but he ended up treating me as his son.”

      “Go,” Scarlet Robe commanded the equerry. “Find the key in the box. Bring us the lineage.” He sat on a plush chair. “We will wait.”

      Raith leaned against the wall, aware of every eye on him even if, to a man, the Intelligentsia ignored him. Against the windowpane, a fly buzzed, the sound loud in the cloying silence. After what seemed like an interminable wait, but couldn’t in reality have been more than five minutes, the door opened and the equerry stepped back into the room. He held out the familiar roll of parchment to Scarlet Robe.

      The old man’s knees creaked as he shuffled off his chair and plodded into the middle of the room. Raith held his breath as he unfurled the parchment. The old man’s eyes scanned the page, widened, and then shot up to look at Raith. “So it is true?”

      Soft wails of surprise and shock filtered through the room.

      Raith straightened his back. “Artemis feared for his life because he knew some of you”—his gaze settled on the four—“were after his throne. He thought if he made me his heir, it would offer him some protection. He intended on announcing it today.” He gestured to the parchment. “Hence having that prepared and ready. It seems he was too late. His assassins got him in the end.” His voice dropped, bleeding sorrow. “I am just sorry that I could not protect him from the evil.”

      Scarlet Robe wrapped up the parchment. Face still dubious, he said, “Well, it seems it is then decided.” He frowned, as if still processing everything and finding it doubtful.

      Raith turned his back on the others and hooked the old man’s eye. A moment of eyelash fluttering and Scarlet Robe said grumpily, “But I cannot argue with a command by our dead king written on one of our most sacred documents.” He wobbled down onto one knee. “Sire, what is it you wish us to do?”

      Raith licked his lips before facing the rest of his Intelligentsia. How strange that sounded. But keeping the four thwarted men alive would not be good for his health. Yet more killings…would it never end?

      I’ve lied. I’ve cheated. Murdered a child. And countless others. I can’t quail now or it is all wasted.

      He pointed to the four. “Arrest them for the murder of the king.”

      Despite their appeals for mercy and their cries of innocence, the remainder of the men shakily bowed to Raith as the musketeers stepped forward to obey his command.

      As Raith watched the solders drag the four men from the room, he grappled with his next problem: with a new crown on his head, and a dead king to send off, how was he to get to Carian today?

    

  


  
    
      After the starry gloom of the chamber, Aurora was stunned to see brilliant sunshine as Maleficent led them to the balcony. Her hair brushed back from her shoulders in the warm breeze. She sighed and smiled at Jorah. He seemed to take no interest in the warmth, only in watching her.

      Without waiting for them, Maleficent glided to the railing.

      Brin, obviously the politer of the pair, waited for Aurora. Feeling Jorah’s ever-comforting presence behind her, she followed the goddess into the blinding sunlight. The humidity ran over her like silk, causing sweat to prick on her neck.

      She gaped at the view.

      Despite the strange magic that had dragged their ship down, they were on the top of the mountain. Below them, bright blue sea stretched out as far as the eye could see, glittering in the summer sunlight.

      Greenery covered every inch of the island. Trees taller than the Guardians worshipped the sun, and the goddess who dwelled above them. Giant leaves cupped pools of water, where bright red and gray parrots sipped and argued. A river snaked through the land, and Aurora could hear the pounding of waterfalls. It looked nothing like it had from the caravel.

      Maleficent braced her hands on the marble railing. “Do you know why I made you a dryad?”

      Aurora’s eyebrows nudged together. “No. You mean you had a choice?”

      Maleficent shrugged, and the corner of her lip pulled into a half smile. “Of course I had a choice. All of my power is in your core. That is what Nethric had really wanted. A child so Magical, he could control all. And Nethric would have governed him.” Her voice hardened. “I denied him.” She brushed Aurora’s wild curls. “But to you, I gave all that power freely. I needed you to have acees to it in the direst of circmstances to save your life until you washed up on my shores.”

      Aurora shared a puzzled look with Jorah. “Is that how I helped Jorah break the dome? And fixed his scales? And gave him fire and water? By tapping into your power?”

      Maleficent smiled. “Not my power, Aurora, but yours. Given to you at birth as a gift.” She patted Jorah on the arm. “My dragon said that you have a way of breaking Magical laws, and he is right. No normal dryad could do what you have done. And you managed it because my blood is your blood.”

      Aurora scowled at the goddess. “But even though I did those things, I can’t really access or control any of that power.”

      Maleficent’s eyes sparked with amusement. “Given freely? Yes. Bound by me? Yes, to that too. Now that you have proved that you will no longer be controlled by others, it’s time to unlock it.”

      Aurora trembled with a mix of excitement and fear. “You mean I will be able to use all magic?” She was only just getting used to having dryad magic. Did she now have to master all kinds of magic?

      Maleficent burst out laughing. “After Nethric, I don’t even trust myself with all power. So, no! You won’t have access to it at all. You are a conduit of magic. Haven’t you noticed yet, Aurora? You’re a giver. Not a user.”

      That made sense to her. Everything she’d done, everything she’d experienced, had been for the benefit of others. She’d already figured that out while breaking through Maleficent’s horrible wards. “So I have all your power locked up inside of me—”

      “So that you can unite the Magical and the Untalented,” Maleficent interrupted.

      Aurora scoffed, tucking her curls behind her ear. The humidity was making them even wilder than usual. “How about we just call the Untalented ‘people’? They are no different to us in their hearts.”

      Both Jorah and Maleficent snorted.

      Aurora’s patience finally snapped. “I’ve had enough of that! All my life, I have been Infirm. So have Keahr and Zandor. We were treated as less than human for simply being born different. I will not have that kind of prejudice in my court.” She turned to Jorah and jabbed a finger at him. “You are not better than others simply because you spew fire. That doesn’t make your heart kind, or your love whole. That is not something magic can give you. That is something that comes by simply being good.”

      Maleficent reached over and grabbed her arm. She squeezed it so tight it was almost painful. “That is exactly the kind of noble thinking that led me to Nethric. While my intentions were good, my actions failed me. You cannot fail, too. You must be the queen who succeeds in uniting the world as equals.” The pressure on her arm increased, as did the size of Maleficent’s pleading eyes. “Now tell me why I made you a dryad.”

      Aurora wanted to pull away, but she refused to give the goddess the pleasure of knowing she was hurting her. Even if she could likely read it in her mind. “Because you like plants?” Aurora snapped.

      “You called that Guardian that Nethric gave you a sculpture,” Jorah snarled, looking ready to bite Maleficent’s fingers off if that was what it took to make her let go. The pressure on her arm lessened. “Was it of a dryad?”

      Maleficent’s lips curled into a smile, seemingly unworried by Jorah’s warning snarl. She brushed a gentle hand down Jorah’s arm. Jorah stiffened at the contact. “Your mother would have been so pleased to know what a bright young boy she had.”

      A growl rumbled from his chest, and a puff of smoke billowed from his nostrils.

      Aurora hissed, and she found Jorah’s hand. He seemed to relax a little at her touch. “That’s a painful kind of irony.” She had used a dryad Guardian for her final marriage trial. She wondered if it was the same one.

      Maleficent nodded. “It seemed fitting to give you the power that undid me.” She tossed back her head and said disparagingly, “I couldn’t possibly have allowed you to be a fae. That kind of prejudice wouldn’t have been effective.” She stared out over her balcony at the sea of tropical trees. “You were never going to be given an army, Aurora. Not in Warrendyte or Ryferia. You need to create your own.”

      Overwhelmed by everything she had learned—on very little sleep, not much food, and far too much stress—Aurora fidgeted with her tangled curls. She said gruffly, “You mentioned lessons. Can we move on to that?”

      “Of course,” Maleficent chirped, all pensiveness gone. She flung an arm out. “You see the trees? Move them.”

      Aurora blinked her surprise. “I asked for a lesson, not an instruction. An impossible instruction.”

      “No one can teach you magic.” Brin leaned against one of the mother-of-pearl pillars. “You either feel it or you don’t.”

      He would likely understand what she was going through. Both of them had had magic thrust upon them. “Did you struggle when you first became Magical?”

      He blushed at her attention. “I wanted to fly so badly. I had watched Jorah and his family, and the griffins, and the air fae flitting around the city all of my life. I wanted what they had more than anything. Nothing was going to stop me from flying. So, you either want those trees to move or you don’t. This is your choice.”

      Just what the wards had been preparing her for. Her final choice.

      Jorah breathed over her shoulder. “He’s right, my nymph. I don’t know why I didn’t think about it.”

      She smiled up at him. “Perhaps if we’d been less busy.” Heat fluttered through her, settling in her core. When this was over, she would find a moment to show him just how much—

      Maleficent coughed and cleared her throat.

      Aurora flushed cold with embarrassment that the goddess had heard her risqué thoughts. Hoping her shame didn’t show on her face, she turned from Jorah’s curious gaze to face her daunting task. With so many eyes on her and so much pressure, never before had she felt quite so inadequate. Not even when the nobles and Intelligentsia had smirked and mocked her.

      You’re descended from a goddess, she told herself sharply.

      She shuffled and straightened her back, as if that would help her connect with her confidence. Then, tired of being inadequate, she peered deep within herself to where her magic quietly slumbered. Her eyes blinked in surprised, and goosebumps rose on her skin. It wasn’t just a green coil she saw in her core. Magic of every color, hue, and flavor bubbled within her. So tangible she could almost smell it. Like a perfect potion moments before she poured it into a vial. Red and gold fire sang to her, laughing along with the silvery, bubbling water as it skipped and played over russet earth. Moonbeams bounced around in air of every temperature and taste. A universe lying locked up inside of her, without end or beginning.

      I’m a giver. Not a receiver. It’s my job to give life.

      Her focus shifted to the trees—vibrant, vital homes to birds and creatures unimaginable. They called to her. Make us move! Make us move! Give us life beyond our own.

      She laughed, an exuberant sound, even to her own ears. She laughed even harder as her emerald-green Earth magic answered her call. Her senses sang with blissful joy. Giving herself wholly to the magic, she opened her arms and let it flow. It spilled over the balcony, taking with it all of the pain and heartache she had stored up while stuck within the Guardians. And then it paused, like a curtain of green mist, waiting for her command. This was her power. Her life force.

      “Make the trees move. Bring them to life,” she whispered to it. Her beautiful magic sank beneath the soil and into the stone. The earth rumbled and cracked as every filament and fiber belonging to every tree broke free from their soil prison. The towering trees stood up on their wild roots, lumbering as a newborn fawn would. Curious, and excited. Giant trees that scraped the sky turned to search for Aurora; they waited for her to command them. Their queen and protector. The master of Earth.

      “Come closer,” she commanded.

      The island trembled and birds squawked as, branches swaying, each giant tree lumbered toward her.

      Maleficent chucked softly. “That will do. Now put them all back, if you please, or I might not be so helpful next time.”

      Aurora barked a laugh, but complied. Sleepily, the trees found their homes and settled back into the soil to rest and await her next command. And Aurora’s power found its home nestled deep within her heart.

    

  


  
    
      It was late evening when Raith finally escaped the banquet laid on to celebrate Artemis’s sendoff and his succession to the throne. He closed and locked his apartment door. He was still to move into new quarters, but had delayed it for the unknown risk moving entailed. Once inside, he slipped to the armoire to grab his black cloak. He slung it over his shoulders, patted his chest, ensuring that his daggers were still wedged in his baldric, and hopped onto the windowsill.

      He was four stories up, but after all the roof climbing and gutter sliding he’d done since Carina had killed that Infirm little girl, the number and the height didn’t matter.

      Effortlessly, he swung out and gripped the drainage downpipe. And then he was climbing like a monkey and wasn’t even breathless when his feet finally landed on the moonlit flagstones.

      Quickly and silently, he raced across the piazza to the burrow.

      An unbelievably beautiful smell hung in the stairwell as he made his way down the stairs. The sheer deliciousness of it made his fangs burn in his jaw. He could swear the air sparkled like wine, ginger, and vanilla. He breathed deeply and added fountains and lakes and seas to his list. He savored the glorious mix as he stepped off the last stair into the alchemy laboratory.

      Carian stood in front of a bubbling cauldron at the workbench. He stopped stirring the brew with his wooden spoon to hack at a green apple with a chopping knife. He popped a chunk in his mouth, put the knife down, and turned to Raith. Around a mouthful of fruit, he said, “Smells good, doesn’t it, brother?”

      “Not just good. Mouthwatering. And I don’t mean the apple.”

      Carian chopped the remaining apple in half, but didn’t offer Raith a piece. Both vanished into his cavernous mouth. Chewing loudly, he dropped the knife and resumed stirring the cauldron slowly with his wooden spoon.

      With each sweep, more delicious scents wafted up to Raith, who sucked in another lungful. Even with his magic crushed and smothered to a wisp within the Guardian line, he could still feel and taste the magic pouring out of Carian’s cauldron. Eyes languid and head spinning, he murmured, “Is it finished?”

      Carian gave him a toothy grin. “It sure is. We only have one batch. You’ll need to bring me body parts to make more.”

      Only one batch. That was troubling. Raith frowned, pulled from his sensory orgy. He absentmindedly picked up the chopping knife—still sticky with apple juice—and tapped the blade against his fingernail.

      “It won’t be a problem, brother,” Carian reassured. “Don’t forget, once you drink this, you get all of your powers back regardless of the Guardians. For twenty-four hours, you can hunt at will within the city walls. It’ll be a cinch to find more of the Magical lines we need for another batch. In fact, as many batches as it takes for you to make me an incubus.” He gestured at Raith’s daggers. “You’ve got the weapons for it.”

      Raith’s heart soared. What Carian said made sense. How could he kill his brother when he still needed him?

      Yet…

      How can I keep him alive when he just wants to use me for his own ends?

      He started to put down the chopping knife, then stopped and stared at the blade. Like all of Carian’s knives, it was wickedly sharp.

      A knife on Carian’s bench had to be a sign that Maleficent—and any other patron who loved the Magical—wanted the psychopath dead. So, no matter how much it hurt, he had to end it today with Carian. He shook his head to clear his mind. As intoxicating as the scent spilling from the cauldron was, he had a job to do.

      And he didn’t even have to draw his weapons to do it.

      He’d save this precious batch to drink when Aurora was back in Ryferia, unable to access her powers. He would reap her blood first, and then he’d beguile Jorah into walking straight into his open mouth. Only then would he be safe.

      To change the subject, he said, “Did you leave the burrow today?

      “No.” Carian mock punched Raith’s cheek. “Been too busy making your potion.”

      “Then you won’t have heard that Artemis is dead.” Conscious that Carian could read him like one of the books his brother loved so much, he controlled every movement and twitch.

      Carian dropped his spoon. It slid into the cauldron, floating to the top of the swirling black potion, which glittered like a night filled with stars. “Dead? As in no longer breathing?”

      “Is there another kind of dead?”

      Carian’s alarmed eyes darted to the stairs, and back to Raith. “Did you—”

      “Yes,” Raith hissed, taking a step closer.

      Carian jostled around the bench, stopping just a few inches from Raith. He whispered, “Why? We had enough time.”

      Raith leaned in, keeping his voice low, both for performance’s sake and for his own safety. “Because Artemis signed a decree declaring me his heir.”

      Carian’s eyes betrayed his shock. “You—you’re the king of Ryferia?”

      Raith straightened his spine and nodded. “I am. Coronation takes place tomorrow. In the forum.”

      Carian took a final step closer, his chest brushing against Raith’s as he leaned in to whisper, “I will be there. To support you.”

      When he didn’t reply, Carian frowned. “You want that, don’t you?”

      The temptation to answer just to string out his brother’s execution was compelling, but Raith needed this done before he changed his mind.

      Carian opened his mouth to speak, but his words were cut off by a gasp and a moan as Raith plunged the knife through Carian’s ribs and up into his heart.

      Gut-ripping pain tore through him as his brother’s eyes briefly met his. They were filled with accusation, hate…and unyielding pride. “Y-you finally g-g-grew a b-backbone.”

      “I did.”

      Carian staggered back and hit the alchemy bench.

      Bland, Untalented blood spurted from Carian’s heart to heat Raith’s hand as he stepped in to prop Carian up. After so much blood spilled in such a short time, Carian’s death shouldn’t have moved him, but he sobbed as he wrapped his arms around his brother and eased him to the floor. He cradled Carian against his chest, rocking him as if he were a sleeping child. His tears slid down his chin and onto Carian’s face, yet on he rocked until long after Carian’s keen, intelligent eyes dulled.

      As Raith cried for his brother, his sister, and all that he had lost, he prayed to Maleficent—no, to Trojean—that she would accept that vengeance had been served, and that she would take care of their brother. And that they would forgive him, but not mend his damaged soul.

      He deserved to live with the guilt, pain, and horror at what he’d done.

    

  


  
    
      An elf removed Aurora’s dessert bowl from before her. Languid and well fed by Maleficent’s servants, she leaned back in her chair in Maleficent’s dining hall and stared at Jorah. He sat opposite her, caught in a conversation with Arwen. It seemed like a lifetime since she had made the decision to claim him—a decision he was still unaware of.

      It was time he knew her heart. And she discovered his. Was her dragon still grieving for Lila, or was he ready to consider opening his heart and his life to her? Despite all the power she possessed—she had moved an island of trees as effortlessly as breathing!—she still needed and wanted Jorah by her side when she faced Raith. And not just as an ally, but as something far more precious and vital.

      Aware of Maleficent’s knowing smile as she eyed them both from her spot at the head of the ebony table, she kicked Jorah’s leg. He immediately turned from Arwen to smile at her. She said softy, “I need to speak with you. Care to join me on the balcony?”

      “Of course.” He dropped his napkin next to his wine goblet and turned at Arwen. “We can finish this discussion later?”

      The air fae grinned. “Tomorrow, perhaps. Or even the next day.” His fingers flicked between her and Jorah. “However long this takes.”

      Aurora blushed. She was nowhere near ready to consider spending the whole night with Jorah, yet the heat pooling in her belly and the pounding of her blood suggested otherwise.

      Jorah canted his head at Maleficent. “You have no objection if we leave the table?”

      Maleficent laughed lustily and waved her hand. “Go. We don’t want you.”

      Face burning, Aurora shoved her chair back and stood. Before anyone else could butt in, she skittered across the jade floor and swung out of the wide double doors, which led back into the starry chamber. She parted the drapes and sashayed out into the moonlit night, heavy with the scent of plumeria and jasmine.

      Jorah joined her as she rested her elbows on the balcony railing. He was so close to her that the silky brush of his skin raised goosebumps on hers. He smiled at her. “Would you like to speak first, or should I?”

      Although desperate to know what he wanted to say to her, she segued into the speech she’d prepared during dinner. “Jorah, I know we’ve both lost things since we met. Your home, for one. I doubt it survived that attack.” She cleared her throat. “And—and all of Lila’s things.” Not wanting to appear too desperate, she studied his face surreptitiously.

      He showed no reaction to Lila’s name.

      Whether that was good or bad, she didn’t know. She plunged on regardless. “And I’m sorry you were dragged to Ryferia for those stupid marriage trials. I know it was because of Raith and the death bond, but you weren’t given a fair choice about possibly having to marry me.”

      Still no reaction other than watchful alertness. He was hanging on to her every word. What did he expect—want—her to say? All she could tell him was what was in her heart.

      “As difficult as the last six weeks have been since you first arrived in Ryferia, I am so glad to have met you.” Now for the awkward part. She licked her lips. “Jorah, I am in love with you.” She paused, waiting, breath held, for his reaction.

      Tenderly, he brushed her wild curls behind her ear, grazing her cheek with his calloused fingers. He grasped her hand, and held it against his chest, letting her feel the rhythm of his heart.

      It pounded like a kettledrum.

      Her lips parted, releasing a small whimper of relief and release. She started to speak, but he placed his finger on her lips. “You have had your say. It’s my turn now.” Her heart almost stopped beating when he leaned in to murmur against her mouth, “Even after I am nothing but a breath on the wind, I will still be yours. And you will still be mine.”

      She melted into him like snow in the rain and her eyelids fluttered closed.

      As his lips pressed to hers, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled herself into him. He tilted her head back and his tongue moved against hers.

      Her whole body buzzed. She was his and he was hers.

      His love. His queen. Her love. Her dragon.

      He broke the kiss and rested his forehead on hers. “Ready to go to war, my nymph?”

      She replied. “I’m ready to be a queen of creation.”

      [image: ]
* * *
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